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Introduction

On 29 June 1832 a private dinner took place at Lovegrove’s Hotel, Blackwall,
to celebrate the completion of the boundary commissions that redrew the
United Kingdom’s electoral map as part of the 1832 reform legislation.' Over
forty commissioners were present. Each had spent the previous winter
working with an even larger team of surveyors, lithographers and clerks to
survey the United Kingdom’s constituency system. The guest of honour
was Thomas Drummond, a royal engineer, surveyor and scientist who had
been in charge of the English and Welsh boundary commission and estab-
lished the template for its Scottish and Irish counterparts. Drummond was
congratulated by his colleagues for having undertaken a ‘delicate and
arduous duty, intimately connected with an important event in the history
of our country’? As a token of their appreciation, the commissioners
arranged for Drummond to sit for his portrait with the leading artist of the
day, Henry William Pickersgill. Pickersgill captured his bashful thirty-
four-year-old subject with his left hand resting on a table containing the
1832 Boundary Act for England and Wales and two volumes of the bound-
ary commissioners’ extensive reports (Figure 0.1).? Pickersgill’s intent was
clear. Drummond, and by proxy his fellow commissioners, were being
immortalised for their contribution to a transformative national moment.
If the 1831-2 boundary commissioners were alive today, they would
be right to feel aggrieved by their invisibility in the voluminous histori-
ography of the 1832 reform legislation and the nineteenth-century British
state. They might also be bemused that the practical and theoretical
questions about the United Kingdom’s electoral map, which occupied their
labours between August 1831 and September 1832, have been overlooked
by historians and political scientists. The scale and efficiency of the com-
mission’s work surveying and reforming England’s constituency system
alone was startling. Drummond oversaw a commission comprising 117
members of staff, who collected reams of previously unknown electoral
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data from the localities and drew England’s electoral map — including
official plans for at least 60 of England’s northern towns and cities — for
the first time. The commission’s recommendations transformed the
geography of England’s electoral system. The reform legislation of 1832
altered the boundaries of 210 (81.7 per cent) of the 257 English constitu-
encies in the reformed Commons, created 56 newly divided counties and
increased the total area of England’s borough constituency system from
1,317 to 2,809 square miles.*

While it is not surprising that the primary narrative of a milestone
political event such as the ‘Great Reform Act’ has focused on the moments
that convulsed the nation on an almost daily basis between November 1830
and the summer of 1832, it is somewhat baffling that basic questions about
how electoral reform was implemented during that time have not been the
subject of sustained research. This is not for want of direction. In 1953
Norman Gash identified the 1831-2 boundary commissions as a fertile
source for future enquiry, a call that was re-echoed half a century later by
Philip Salmon.’ There are three reasons for the invisibility of the commis-
sions in our understanding of 1832. First, histories of the first Reform Act
have tended to focus on who got the vote, not where people got it. This is
largely a hangover from the traditional, but still influential, interpretative
paradigms of British political history that prioritised franchise reform in
their efforts to understand 1832 through the lens of ‘democratization’.®
Second, the 1831—2 boundary commissions have, in a sense, been tarred
by their association with the controversial, and flawed, ‘politics of defer-
ence’ thesis of D. C. Moore.” As this book demonstrates, while Moore’s
instincts that the boundary commissions provided a key to understand-
ing the intentions of the Grey ministry in 1832 were correct, his need to
substantiate his now discredited sociological theories about the reformed
electoral system caused him to misinterpret, and seriously underplay, their
significance. And third, until relatively recently, the existence of the work-
ing papers of the English and Welsh boundary commission had been
poorly publicised, to the extent that they were presumed destroyed.® Their
ready availability, combined with the ongoing digitisation of official
papers, parliamentary records and contemporary newspapers, has made
a macro-analysis of England’s reformed electoral map a much less daunt-
ing, and potentially rewarding, task than it might have been even twenty
years ago.

Mapping the State aims to remedy this situation and to reignite discus-
sion about the electoral reforms of 1832 and their significance to modern
British political history. Taking England as its chief focus, this book reas-
sesses why and how parliamentary reform was enacted in 1832, its impact
on politics both at Westminster and in England’s constituencies, and its



INTRODUCTION

significance to the expansion of the modern British state. It underlines the
need to understand the reform legislation of 1832 in the long-term context
of debates over the representation of interests at Westminster since the
eighteenth century, and a burgeoning culture of scientists, geographers,
statisticians and political economists who wanted to create a science of
government during the 1820s. Parliamentary boundaries (particularly the
reform of English constituencies) were a major issue in the development
of the 1832 reform legislation, the national debate over its potential con-
sequences and the parliamentary struggle to secure reform between 1830
and 1832. Importantly, a new figure emerges as central to the reform
process: the royal engineer and guest of honour at Lovegrove’s Hotel on
29 June 1832, Thomas Drummond. His tireless endeavours as chair of the
English and Welsh boundary commission were pivotal in ensuring the pas-
sage of the 1832 reform legislation, and were significant in establishing
the governing techniques and methods that underpinned the increasingly
ambitious domestic social policy of the nineteenth-century British state.

Instead of viewing the 1832 reform legislation as a template for demo-
cratic enfranchisement, or minimising its legacy by stressing the continuity
between pre- and post-reform electoral politics, this book reconceptual-
ises the electoral reforms of 1832 as a set of accomplished, technical
measures grounded in innovative investigative techniques and a con-
temporary ambition to expand the application of disinterested bureaucracy
to the workings of the British state. Drawing on the previously unused
working papers of the English and Welsh boundary commission, this
book embraces the recent methodological shift among political histori-
ans from the more exclusively language-based approaches of the ‘new
political history’ towards a historical model that restores the role of empir-
ical investigation and explores the opportunities provided by new digital
methods and ‘big data’ to answer big structural questions in modern British
history.’ In this case, how did electoral reform in 1832 change politics and
political culture in the UK? In doing so, Mapping the State argues that the
commission’s ground-breaking reforms to England’s electoral map in
1832 reaffirmed the centrality of community to electoral politics, shaped
the political identities and electoral strongholds of the emerging
Conservative and Liberal parties, and established major precedents for
electoral reform that are still in use today.

The 1832 reform legislation and boundary reform

The electoral reforms of 1832 were a landmark moment in the development
of modern British politics. As the first of six major packages of reform,
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which culminated in the establishment of a noticeably modern democ-
racy in the United Kingdom by 1948, the legislation overhauled the
country’s representative system, reshaped constitutional arrangements at
Westminster, reinvigorated political relationships between the centre and
the provinces, and established the political structures and precedents
that both shaped and hindered electoral reform over the following century.
This book demonstrates that the redrawing of England’s electoral map by the
little-known 1831—2 boundary commission for England and Wales under-
pinned this turning point in the development of the British political nation.

Historical debate about the 1832 reform legislation has a long lineage,
which has generally focused on explaining why the government of the sec-
ond Earl Grey sought to reform the electoral system via the extension of
the franchise and the redistribution of seats. Aside from some interesting
early interjections from Karl Marx, the traditional Whig interpretation of
the legislation, which celebrated 1832 as the first in a line of concession-
ary proto-democratic reforms, made in response to a nation transformed
by industrial change and threatening revolution at regular intervals
between 1830 and 1832, retained a position of dominance until the mid-
twentieth century.’® From the 1950s a new generation of conservative
historians — inspired largely by the historical approach of Lewis Namier —
sought to establish the 1832 reform legislation (primarily the 1832 Reform
Act for England and Wales) as a pragmatic and conservative, rather than
proto-democratic, concession intended to incorporate the intelligent
middle classes into the aristocratic constitution. This debate centred less
on a defence of the old Whig interpretation, than on successive, largely
successful, attempts to attack the separate claims of D. C. Moore, who dis-
counted the threat of revolution between 1830 and 1832 and portrayed the
legislation as a curative measure intended to restore the electoral power
of the aristocracy.™

Since the 1980s several distinct, but generally complementary, histori-
cal approaches have established the insufficiency of using either the
concession or the cure framework for developing a coherent understand-
ing of the 1832 reform legislation. A collective reassessment of the role of
party and ideology in nineteenth-century Whiggery has led a number of
historians to reframe 1832 as a concerted attempt by its framers, steeped
in their own Whig conception of history, to restore the ancient representa-
tive function of the Commons within the constitution.!? This focus on
Whiggery has been accompanied by an emphasis on the influence of non-
Whig and anti-reform thought on the 1832 reform legislation, and calls for
a more nuanced understanding of how contemporary notions of gender,
and women’s political claims, influenced the reform settlement.** In addi-
tion, an examination of the reform legislation for Wales, Scotland and
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Ireland has underlined the considerable differences in how reform was per-
ceived and developed throughout the UK, and the unique electoral
structures that were established in each of the four nations after 1832."
The extent to which extra-parliamentary forces influenced reform in 1832,
be they structural, social or cultural, have also undergone reassessment.
While the idea of a direct causal link between the industrial revolution
and the 1832 reform legislation has now been severely muddied, recent
research has revealed how startling anomalies in the electoral system
caused by demographic growth were important in convincing legislators
of the necessity of parliamentary reform by the late 1820s.”> And, while
historians remain rightly sceptical about the threat of radical revolution
in 1832, recent work has stressed the significance of the French Revolution
of 1830, the widespread activities of the political unions, the extra-
parliamentary role of women and the religious controversy that engulfed
the reform debate between 1830 and 1832 for understanding why parlia-
ment and William IV eventually assented to the Grey ministry’s reform
legislation.'®

Despite its extent, this historiography has paid scant attention to the
particulars of constituency reform and the boundary commissions that
accompanied the reform legislation of 1832. The footnotes and occasional
references in the more comprehensive histories of the Act have offered a
basic indication of the key points at which boundary reform intersected
with the reform process between 1830 and 1832. Michael Brock suggested
that boundary changes were influential in appeasing parliamentary
moderates over reform and afforded brief mention of Drummond’s re-
organisation of seat redistribution in December 1831 — via what became
known as ‘Drummond’s List’.}” Despite Gash’s observation in 1953 that the
activities of the 1831-2 boundary commissions represented ‘an important,
though neglected’ aspect of the 1832 reform legislation, discussion of their
activities is equally sparse.'® In 1976, Moore briefly considered the unusual
evolution of the English and Welsh commission between 1830 and 1832.
Each reform bill, he observed, had made a different provision for how
boundaries should be settled. He also noted the frequent changes in the
commissioners’ guidelines between August and December 1831, and the
bestowing of extra responsibility on the commission for the redefinition
of the redistribution schedules in November 1831. While Moore remained
vague over its particulars, boundary reform formed an integral part of his
argument that the Grey ministry had intended to create reformed county
electorates, and rural boroughs, that were likely to be deferential to the
interests of large landowners. As this book demonstrates, his analysis
made several flawed interpretive leaps based on a selective use of the com-
mission’s published reports.*”
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More recently, Stephen Thompson and Brian Robson have re-affirmed
the importance of Drummond’s list to the electoral reforms of 1832. As well
as drawing attention to the mass of demographic statistics produced for
the purposes of parliamentary reform, Thompson has shown how
Drummond’s list was developed as a concession to critics, who, during
1831, had argued that the government’s initial use of census data in mod-
elling their disfranchisement schedules opened the door to the future
implementation of equal electoral districts.?° Robson has provided an
instructive discussion of the use of ordnance survey and externally pro-
duced maps by the commission, and has drawn attention to how the
commission identified the ‘formal and functional definitions of towns’ in
the creation of Drummond’s list.?! This book expands on both arguments
by contextualising Drummond’s list as a part of the boundary commis-
sion’s earlier work. In doing so, it reveals the broader significance of the
surveying and statistical techniques used in Drummond’s list and their
importance to Drummond’s ‘scientific’ framework for redrawing England’s
electoral map.

The best existing source of information relating to the issue of parlia-
mentary boundaries, and the 1831-2 boundary commissions, is the History
of Parliament’s seven-volume House of Commons 1820-1832, which was
published in 2009. The constituent parts of this study suggest that the com-
mission and parliamentary boundaries were far more important to the
processes of reform, at a central and local level, than had previously been
acknowledged. Its collection of MP biographies and constituency histories
are an invaluable research resource, indicating a range of reactions to indi-
vidual boundary changes at a local level, and among individual MPs,
that had not previously been documented.?? Furthermore, Philip Salmon’s
survey of the 1832 English reform legislation for the volumes suggests that
the commission and the issue of boundaries intersected with parliamen-
tary debate over the reform bill at several key points between March 1831
and June 1832. Significantly, Salmon outlines several key research ques-
tions that defined the initial approach taken in researching this book. He
identifies that very little is known about how the English borough and
county boundary commissions were established, how the commissions
completed their work within the localities and at Westminster, and how
parliamentary and extra-parliamentary negotiations seemingly allowed
for the passage of the 1832 Boundary Act with minimal opposition. He also
provides some context regarding the frantic creation of Drummond’s list
in the days before the third reform bill was introduced to parliament, and
has alluded to the extraordinary public debate sparked by its announce-
ment — factors both Thompson and Robson omitted from their accounts.?
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The consequences of the 1832 boundary reforms

Histories of reformed politics and the British state have paid negligible
attention to the legacy of the 1831—2 boundary commissions and the strik-
ing changes that they made to England’s electoral map. This book addresses
these issues by emphasising the impact of the 1832 boundary reforms in
three key areas. First it argues that the 1831—2 boundary commissions
(rather than those on the poor laws or factory reform) were the first of the
Whig-established investigative commissions of the 1830s, and that their
development of a ‘scientific’ method of parliamentary investigation proved
a significant moment in the development of the bureaucratic and legisla-
tive practices of the British state. This should not be understood as an
attempt to revive the ‘revolution in government’ argument of the 1960s
and 1970s, which viewed the rapid increase in royal commissions and the
influence of Benthamite utilitarianism over policy making after 1832 as a
turning point in the development of a proto-collectivist legislative
approach.?” Rather, the work of the boundary commissions is better under-
stood in the context of a revisionist school of thought, which has outlined
significant continuities between the governmental approaches of the 1830s
and the preceding decades. These historians have drawn attention to the
work of an active group of parliamentarians (grounded in political econ-
omy and liberal Toryism, rather than proto-collectivism), who from 1815
developed a parliamentary culture that used debate, select committees
(and some royal commissions), petitions and parliamentary returns as a
means of ensuring the unreformed parliament was responsive to Britain’s
economic and social needs.?

The 1831—2 boundary commissions built on these precedents, but from a
different ideological and practical outlook. Significantly, many of the
Whigs who constituted the Grey ministry of 1830-32 — and several of the
boundary commissioners — were connected to the emerging ‘useful knowl-
edge’ and social science movements and their claims that a ‘science of
government’, which removed partiality from politics, could be discovered
through ‘the accumulation of simple, irrefutable facts’.?° The boundary
commission’s scientific method for accumulating ‘facts’ relied heavily
on two practices: statistics and cartography. While histories of statistics —
with the exception of the work of Stephen Thompson noted above — have
afforded no attention to the boundary commissions, historians of cartogra-
phy have long been aware of their important role in producing the state’s
first official maps of England’s northern towns and enlarged scale town
plans for every English parliamentary borough.?” In this regard, this book
builds on the recent work of Richard Oliver, who has demonstrated that
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the 1831-2 boundary commissions were significant in establishing the
cartographic techniques and personnel utilised by subsequent royal com-
missions during the 1830s, particularly those that investigated municipal
corporations and tithes.?®

By providing an empirically grounded account of a pioneering commis-
sion and its contribution to the evolution of the nineteenth-century British
state, Mapping the State complicates Patrick Joyce’s Foucauldian-inspired
theory of ‘liberal governmentality’. Embodied in this theory of the
nineteenth-century British imperial state is the idea that the collection,
and publication, of statistical and cartographic data turned previously
fluid ‘local’ knowledge into fixed central knowledge. This knowledge,
according to Joyce, allowed administrators, from India to Manchester, to
‘see’ the towns and cities they were governing in a rational, standardised
form, while publicly reinforcing the ‘empirical’ nature of the institu-
tional structures that governed these spaces.?® As this book reveals, the
work of the boundary commission represented a clear transference of
knowledge from the peripheries to the centre that allowed officials to ‘see’
constituencies in a new light. However, following 1832 this new level of
state knowledge did not result in official control, or even the peaceful
governance, of electoral politics in England’s reformed constituencies. In
practice, the statistical and cartographic data created by the commission
(as well as the official electoral data published by parliament over the fol-
lowing three decades) was as available to non-officials as it was to official
administrators and became crucial to an array of groups and actors seek-
ing political influence over England’s reformed electoral map. In this
regard, my analysis confirms the recent work of Katrina Navickas on
England’s northern administrative units between 1832 and 1848, which
has revealed the varied impact of the codification of new administrative
areas after 1832, from the vestry to the parliamentary level. As well as
becoming a point of political conflict in their own regard, newly formalised
poor law, municipal and parliamentary boundaries (and the data they
were based on) provided radicals, in addition to governing Liberal or
Conservative officials, with significant intelligence with which to organ-
ise politics and play an active role in the processes of Victorian state
formation.>°

A second theme this book considers is the impact of England’s reformed
electoral map on constituency politics between 1832 and 1868. While there
is some overlap between the two schools of thought, historians can gen-
erally be divided between those who emphasise the transformative nature
of the 1832 reform legislation, and those who do not. The work of John
Phillips, Philip Salmon and Matthew Cragoe best exemplifies the first
category — all three have stressed the ‘modernising’ nature of the electoral
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reforms of 1832 by focusing on local political life in the decade following
reform.>* Those who have sought to emphasise continuity following 1832,
such as Frank O’Gorman, Miles Taylor, David Eastwood and Alan Heesom,
have taken a longer-term view, stretching their horizons to the second
Reform Act, by which time they contend that it is the similarities between
pre-and post-reform electoral politics that are the most striking.*? In real-
ity much of the disagreement between the two groups of historians is
somewhat arbitrary. It is convincing that voter registration created a very
new dynamic in electoral politics following 1832, but also that this new
dynamic worked alongside older electioneering cultures in the constitu-
encies. Locality clearly remained intrinsic to constituency politics after
1832, but voter registration and the development of local party associations
demonstrated how the 1832 reform legislation prompted a new national,
sometimes uniform, element to constituency politics. And, it is evident
that while party existed as a notion — and was definitely present within
some form of national framework — politicians appropriated party in a local
context, not in a ‘national’ post-1868, or even post-1945 ‘modern’ two-party
sense. At a constituency level, then, this book reveals how far the various
English constituency types established by the 1832 reform legislation
contributed to the conditions that allowed, or required, local party organ-
isation to flourish; served to focus constituency politics around particular
notions of locality and community; and introduced new uniform, national
characteristics into the electoral system.

The final way this book aims to expand our understanding of the 1832
reform legislation is by exploring the impact that England’s reformed elec-
toral map had on the formation of governments, decision-making in the
Commons and the evolution of party at Westminster prior to 1868. It draws
from the techniques of roll-call analysis, which have been developed by
political scientists and historians, in the British context at least, since the
1960s. The analysis presented here is part of my ongoing development of
the massive History of Parliament and Eggers and Spirling dataset of par-
liamentary votes for the period 1836-1910, and is the first constituency-led
analysis of voting behaviour covering the entire timespan of the reformed
Commons (1832-68). Due to the vast resources required to create a com-
prehensive set of voting records for the period, previous roll-call analyses
have generally focused on analysing individual parliaments, and usually
only a specific set of votes. They have also focused primarily on measuring
partisanship and party discipline at Westminster, either by comparing the
voting records of MPs against party labels, using scaling methods to iden-
tify the political positions of individual MPs, or comparing MPs’ votes
against the activity of prototypical party whips in the Commons.>* Eggers
and Spirling’s recent analysis of voting behaviour in the Commons between
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1836 and 1910 applied the latter technique, and suggested that Ian
Newbould’s conclusions on party discipline in the Commons during the
1830s (Whose work used the former technique) hold true, as do the obser-
vations of a number of qualitative studies covering the entire period. While
‘party’ organisation at Westminster was gradually assuming some of its
twentieth-century characteristics, between 1832 and 1868 government
authority continued to rely on ‘cohesive, yet mutable, party connection(s]’
in the Commons. These connections — a key component of the prevailing
system of ‘parliamentary government’ — could quickly break down if an
opposition identified sufficient weakness among a government’s support-
ers to turn a policy question into an issue of confidence, a tactic that
remained the general method of bringing down a government throughout
the period.>

Comparatively less attention has been paid by roll-call analysis to the
links between constituencies and voting habits in the Commons. Work
completed by historians on William Aydelotte’s pioneering dataset of votes
for the 1841-7 parliament linked a constituency’s size (according to its elec-
torate) and socio-economic profile to the behaviour of MPs. Aydelotte,
and later Cheryl Schonhardt-Bailey, observed a clear correlation between a
Conservative MP’s decision to support free trade or protection in 1846,
and the economic interest of his constituency. They also revealed that bor-
oughs with large electorates were more likely to favour politically and
economically liberal policies between 1841 and 1847, whereas MPs returned
for distinctively rural, small boroughs and counties were most zealous in
their advocacy of agricultural protection.’® These conclusions fit broadly
with the work of historians who have analysed the party labels (rather than
votes) of MPs between 1832 and 1868. In England, Conservative, Liberal-
Conservative and Protectionist MPs are known to have prospered in the
counties, boroughs with fewer than 500 voters and some larger historic
boroughs where an established Anglican elite existed.’® The variety of
English Whigs, reformers, Liberals and radicals who proved willing to
associate with the Whig leadership of the Commons in the 1830s, and the
increasingly distinctive Liberal leadership from the late 1840s, are known
to have derived considerable success from boroughs enfranchised in 1832
and ancient boroughs with large electorates.’” My analysis expands on
these arguments to explore how far the different types of constituency cre-
ated by the 1832 reform legislation influenced the party identity and
voting behaviour of MPs in the major votes and confidence motions that
defined Westminster politics between 1832 and 1868. As the final four
chapters of this book reveal, England’s reformed electoral map provided
asignificant electoral foothold for the forces of protectionism at Westminster
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into the 1850s and was crucial in shaping the political identities of the
emerging Conservative and Liberal parties prior to 1868.

A note on method and structure...

The 1832 reform legislation not only redrew England’s electoral map, but
made alterations to Welsh, Scottish and Irish boundaries. A decision was
made to focus this book on the English electoral system because English
boroughs and counties represented 71 per cent of the reformed electoral
system (468 of 658 Commons seats), and the extent of boundary change
in England was far more pronounced than in any other nation. No changes
were made to the Welsh or Irish counties and only three Scottish counties
underwent boundary changes in 1832. Only four of the thirty-three
reformed Irish boroughs underwent substantial geographic extension, and
Welsh and Scottish boroughs (of which most operated under a contribu-
tory borough system) were only updated, or defined, in order that the entire
town, and space for its future growth, was included in any reformed lim-
its.’® In addition, the Grey ministry initially identified how to reform
borough boundaries by focusing on the issue of boundary reform in
England, prior to requesting that commissioners replicate these precedents
in Wales, Scotland and Ireland.* In keeping with recent scholarship,
Mapping the State should be viewed as the first part of a four-nation his-
tory of the boundary reform legislation of 1832.%° It is my hope that this
book prompts future investigation into the divergent research questions
raised by the Irish, Scottish and Welsh boundary reforms of 1832.

The working papers of the English and Welsh borough boundary com-
mission, which are held by the National Archives, provide the archival
spine for this book. This archive has been held by the Public Record Office
since 1848, when it was transferred from the custody of the then assistant
tithe commissioner, and former 1831—2 boundary commissioner, Robert
Kearsley Dawson." Since then, the records have been stored in the rec-
ords of commissions and committees division of the Treasury archive,
under the catalogue number T72.”? Despite regular publication of their
availability they have never been used by historians of the 1832 reform
legislation, and while historians of cartography have noted their exis-
tence they have never been subjected to historical analysis.”* The archive
consists of 260 folders of variable sizes for almost every English and
Welsh borough visited by the commission, and contains the unpublished
draft reports, correspondence and maps of the commission, as well as its
ledger book. T72 has been used alongside the more traditional archival

1"
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sources associated with 1832 — the Grey, Durham and Hatherton papers,
for instance — as well as some of the less obvious personal papers related
to the boundary commission, such as the Larcom papers (National Library
of Ireland), Herschel papers (Royal Society), the papers of the Society for
the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge (UCL) and the Boulton papers (Library
of Birmingham). In addition, extensive use has been made of memoirs,
parliamentary papers, newspapers (both physical and digital), and reports
of parliamentary debates in Hansard and the Mirror of Parliament, as well
as contemporary topographical dictionaries and maps.

Mapping the State combines what might be termed a traditional quali-
tative historical analysis of these sources, with several linguistic, statistical
and geographical digital techniques. Methodologically, it builds on the
recent work of Luke Blaxill, Naomi Lloyd-Jones, Henry Miller and James
Smith, who have demonstrated how ‘big data’ and new digital approaches
can be incorporated into political history.** As well as further exploring
the possibilities provided by digital analysis for answering big structural
historical questions (such as how did electoral reform change politics and
political culture in the UK?), this digital turn in political history is part of
a wider effort to reinvigorate the practices of the subject and make a case
for its significance within the discipline of history, the humanities and the
social sciences.” As Miles Taylor has suggested, this wider effort to dem-
onstrate the relevance of political history to new audiences requires a ‘new
synthesis of approach’, which not only embraces digital methods, but also
engages with other fields of history such as intellectual history and the
history of science.*® In this regard, the book combines ‘high political’ meth-
ods and electoral history with big data longitudinal analysis, contributes
to ongoing debates in intellectual history surrounding representation, and
examines the practical application, and cultural significance, of science,
statistics and cartography to nineteenth-century British parliamentary and
political life. I am not claiming to have developed a new model for political
history here. Rather my approach and methods have been carefully cho-
sen as the most suitable from those available within (and without) the
discipline to help answer a set of research questions that arose from
trying to explain the reasons behind, and the political and electoral sig-
nificance of, the work of Drummond and his fellow boundary commissioners
during the autumn and winter of 1831-2.

From a digital and quantitative perspective, Chapter 1 utilises the text
mining software CasualConc to analyse a corpus of Cobbett’s and
Hansard’s parliamentary debates that [ have created for the period 1774—
1868, using digitised sources available through Google Books, archive.org
and the UK Parliament’s online Hansard archive.*” The electoral statistics
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used throughout the book have been analysed through Excel and ArcGIS
and have been compiled primarily from parliamentary returns, in partic-
ular the published papers of the boundary commission, electoral
registration data for the period 1832-68 and census returns between 1821
and 1871.*® A database of election results, party labels and parliamentary
divisions also underpins the analysis of the latter two-thirds of the book.*
My dataset of party labels and election results has been compiled from
annual editions of Charles Dod’s Parliamentary Companion, and cross
referenced against the personal questionnaires completed by MPs for
the Parliamentary Companion, rival companions, election addresses and
speeches, and contemporary newspaper lists of election results.*° In order
to avoid anachronism in a process fraught with categorisation difficulties,
I have only erred from Dod’s party labels where clear errors occurred. My
dataset of parliamentary divisions is a revised version of the History of
Parliament and Eggers and Spirling’s 1836—1910 dataset of parliamentary
divisions, which has been updated to include parliamentary votes between
1833 and 1836, cleaned to ensure all votes are 100 per cent accurate and
expanded to include ‘pairs’ and abstentions for each division analysed in
this book. This electoral data has been geocoded to work with the shape-
files for English boundaries created by the Great Britain Historic GIS Project
at the University of Portsmouth.>!

The first half of Mapping the State provides the contextual backdrop to
England’s reformed electoral map. Chapter 1 combines qualitative and
quantitative approaches to demonstrate how a fundamental shift in the
‘language of interests’ and attitudes towards the electoral system in
the post-Napoleonic period paved the way for reform in 1832. Chapter 2
examines the implementation of the Grey ministry’s theoretical plans
for boundary reform from November 1830 and the public outcry over their
proposals for the division of counties, which led to the government’s near
collapse by September 1831. Chapters 3 and 4 reveal how the lord chancel-
lor, Lord Brougham, and the chair of the boundary commission, Thomas
Drummond, established the English and Welsh boundary commission
during the summer of 1831. Drummond’s development of an innovative
‘scientific’ bureaucratic framework underpinned the redrawing of
England’s electoral map and the remodelling of the disfranchisement
schedules in 1832, via what became known as ‘Drummond’s List’. The
success of the commission’s methods led to the collection of masses of
geographic, electoral and socio-economic data. This unprecedented
instance of interaction between the centre and the localities transformed
the processes of electoral reform, instilled a new confidence among Whig
ministers in the possibilities of domestic inquiry and established major
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precedents for the better-known commissions and inspectorates which
continued the process of redefining the late Hanoverian and early Victorian
British state.

The rest of the book analyses the boundary commission’s reconstruc-
tion of England’s electoral map during 1831 and 1832. The commission
was characterised by its remarkable commitment to the application of
Drummond’s ‘scientific’ framework, which was only compromised by the
political reality of securing parliamentary approval for the 1832 Boundary
Act, and some occasional instances of naked gerrymandering by the gov-
ernment. Chapter 5 examines the large group of English boroughs whose
boundaries were extended to include their modern town or remained
unchanged in 1832. The consequences of boundary reform in these bor-
oughs varied considerably, contrasting starkly with the ‘multiple parish’
boroughs discussed in Chapter 6. These extensive constituencies were cre-
ated to ensure each reformed borough contained 300 voters, resulting in
a significant electoral boon to the landed, agricultural interest in the
reformed Commons. Chapter 7 explores the identification of boundaries
for England’s new boroughs in 1832, which subsequently provided the elec-
toral foundation for the emerging Liberal party at Westminster. The final
chapter investigates the work of the emerging civil servant John Shaw
Lefevre in reconstructing England’s county map, which contrary to Whig
expectations became a long-term Conservative electoral stronghold. The
enduring legacy of the boundary commission to the development of the
British state, and its wide-ranging impact on England’s political landscape,
underline the status of the 1832 reform legislation as one of the most trans-
formative moments in the political history of the United Kingdom.
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Chapter1

A balancing Act? Interests and
parliamentary reform, 1780-1832

The United Kingdom’s unreformed electoral system was a complex collec-
tion of 389, mostly multi-member, borough and county constituencies,
which returned 658 MPs to the House of Commons. England returned 486
MPs, Ireland 100, Wales 27 and Scotland 45.' The English and Welsh coun-
ties were the most uniform set of constituencies, where those who owned
a 4o0s. freehold, both resident and non-resident within a defined geo-
graphic space, qualified to vote. The English boroughs returned the most
MPs - 402. However, each had its own unique franchise and boundary
configurations, established largely by individual royal charters granted
since the medieval period. Scotland’s counties were closed constituencies
where a handful of freeholders voted, and three paired counties alternated
in electing a representative. Wales and Scotland hosted a distinctive sin-
gle member grouped borough or burgh system. And, Ireland, whose
constituencies had only been added to the UK electoral map in 1801, had
a varied borough system as well as a county franchise that had been
restricted in 1829 as part of the terms of Catholic emancipation. In addi-
tion, Oxford and Cambridge University both returned two MPs, and Dublin
University returned one, via a graduate franchise.

Despite its apparent lack of logic, by the early nineteenth century suc-
cessive generations of politicians and theorists had developed an extensive
rationale for the unreformed electoral system. Their arguments revolved
around the idea that the electoral map — particularly England’s constitu-
encies — provided for a balanced representation of the political nation’s
varied economic and social interests. One of the most complete formula-
tions of this theory was provided in the Commons in March 1831 by Robert
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Inglis, the anti-reform MP for Oxford University, in response to the Whig
government’s announcement of its reform legislation for England and
Wales. For Inglis, the ‘absence of symmetry’ in the electoral system allowed
for a ‘concordia discors’ (a harmony of discordant elements) that provided
‘the most complete representation of the interests of the people ... ever
assembled in any age or country’. Inglis offered an extensive list of the vari-
ous interests represented in the unreformed Commons: the landed and
professional interests, as well as those of the crown, the nobility and ‘the
lower classes’. The interests ‘of the East Indies, of the West Indies, of the
colonies, of the great corporations’, ‘the commercial interests generally’
and the ‘funded debt of England’ were also perfectly accounted for. It
transpired that Inglis’s greatest fear was that electoral reform would lead
to an over-representation of ‘trade and manufactures’ and ‘the destruc-
tion’ of the nation’s ‘only permanent interest’, namely ‘the agriculture
of England’.?

The contention that the unreformed electoral system provided for a bal-
anced representation of the nation’s interests had commanded authority
at Westminster for much of the preceding century. By 1831, however, the
argument stood on thin ground. This shift in opinion was best exempli-
fied in November 1830, when the prime minister, the Duke of Wellington,
was forced into a humiliating resignation, days after announcing that ‘the
system of [electoral] representation possessed the full and entire confi-
dence of the country’.’ He was replaced later that month by the second
Earl Grey, who took control of a Whig government committed to the
wholesale reform of the electoral system. Previous histories of the 1832
reform legislation offer little explanation as to how and why this change
in attitudes over interest representation took place, or its significance in
the formation of the Grey ministry in November 1830. Historians have iden-
tified the post-Napoleonic period as crucial in terms of uniting the various
Whigs that comprised Grey’s cabinet over the necessity for reform, but they
have accorded insufficient attention to how debates over balancing the
nation’s interests during the 1820s helped form those connections.* They
have also identified that one of the primary intentions of the 1832 Reform
Act had been to ‘remodel the representation of interests’, but have over-
looked the foundations of this argument in the practical politics of the
post-Napoleonic era — particularly regarding parliament’s need to reform
cases of corruption in several English boroughs.’

As well as deepening our understanding of the 1832 reform legislation,
this chapter builds on the work of historians in three adjacent fields. Firstly,
it employs the digital techniques of corpus linguistics to analyse the
evolution of the language of interests in parliament between 1774 and
1832. In extending the work of Luke Blaxill on political speeches in the late
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nineteenth century, this chapter seeks to demonstrate how quantitative
language analysis can ‘augment — and ultimately empower — traditional
[historical] approaches’, rather than replace them.® Secondly, recent
research into the practices of petitioning in Britain has shown how the ‘lan-
guage of interest’ was crucial to how different economic sectors from
across England claimed political legitimacy and engaged with parliament
from the late seventeenth century.” This chapter shows how by the 1820s,
the eighteenth-century conception of interests, which previously tended
to transcend party and often formed the basis of localised petitioning and
policy initiatives, had evolved into a factional, prototypical language of
mass politics. This new language helped contemporaries explain, and
position themselves, in the increasingly divisive national debates sur-
rounding the corn laws, economic distress and parliamentary reform.
And third, this and subsequent chapters qualify and add significant
political context to recent discussions in intellectual history about
nineteenth-century representative theory. As well as revealing the sig-
nificance of constituency geography (and not just the franchise) to
contemporary legitimisations of the representative system, this chapter
offers an answer to the dilemma posed by Gregory Conti. Namely, why did
the final 1832 reform settlement not wholly embrace the theoretical ‘mir-
roring’ and ‘variety of suffrages’ models of descriptive representation
advocated by contemporary Whigs?® In practice, while key figures in the
Grey ministry were guided by representative theory, their ability to imple-
ment these theoretical ‘mirroring’ models was tempered by the experience
of political debate during the 1820s, parliamentary negotiation over the
reform legislation and the bureaucratic implementation of electoral reform
between 1830 and 1832.

After exploring the rationale for the small ‘c’ conservative defence of
the unreformed electoral map, this chapter draws from a text-mining
analysis of parliamentary debates between 1780 and 1832 to explain the
growth of an increasingly complex language of interests, which developed
in response to debate over national economic policy and repeated bouts
of distress in England’s agricultural and manufacturing districts during
the first three decades of the nineteenth century. During this period a ris-
ing generation of Whig politicians, most importantly, Lord John Russell,
capitalised on this new language of interests to dispense with radical cri-
tiques of the electoral system and challenge the eighteenth-century defence
of the unreformed electoral system on its own terms. It was the need for
Westminster to reform a small number of corrupt boroughs after 1815 —
either by extending their boundaries or transferring their franchises
to unrepresented towns or the counties — that forced previously compla-
cent politicians to confront the issue of whether England’s ancient electoral
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system remained fit for purpose by 1830. As the 1820s progressed, the
case for rebalancing England’s electoral map appeared increasingly mod-
erate, in contrast with those defenders of sectional interests who opposed
gradualist proposals to reform corrupt boroughs. Significantly, the need
to balance the nation’s interests defined the approach of the government
and the boundary commissioners as they reconstructed England’s
reformed electoral map between 1830 and 1832.

The conservative defence of the unreformed
electoral system

The principal argument in favour of the unreformed electoral system had
been that it provided for a balanced representation of the political nation’s
varied interests in the House of Commons.® This theory had developed
from the practical realities of early eighteenth-century government for
court Whigs such as Robert Walpole and Henry Pelham, who recognised
that England was becoming a commercial nation, and that the profits of
the landed classes — the landed interest — were dependent on the success
of merchants — the commercial (or trading) interest.!® They also accepted
the need to defend the interests of legitimate financiers — the monied
interest — to fund wars and preserve economic and political stability.'
While the accepted means of affording representation to the monied inter-
est was less clear, court Whig thought had started to rationalise the electoral
system on the basis that it provided representation to landed property
through knights of the shire returned by the counties, and to commercial
property (and also, informally, financial property) through citizens and
burgesses returned by the boroughs.'? This rationale was contested by the
country Tories and Whigs, who disputed the representative claims of the
monied interest on account of the latter’s dependence on the court.*?

By the end of the eighteenth century, this practical understanding of
interest representation had been incorporated into a more complex theo-
retical defence of the electoral system based around virtual representation.
The 1765 Stamp Act — an attempt to collect direct taxes from Britain’s North
American colonies — provided the initial focal point for this development.
The Act provoked widespread protest from American colonists, who were
unwilling to consent to taxation from Westminster unless they were pro-
vided with direct representation in parliament. In response, supporters
of the status quo reformulated an argument made in the seventeenth
century by the Whig MP Algernon Sidney. Namely that an MP was not
supposed to act as a representative for the specific needs of his locality,
but as a representative for the interests of the entire nation.'” On this basis,
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contemporaries contended that the electoral system returned such
a diverse composition of MPs — due to their varied property holdings,
economic and occupational backgrounds and formal links to their
constituency — that all geographic areas and economic interests were
virtually represented in the Commons.*®

As Paul Langford has demonstrated, when England’s legislative inter-
ests are considered, virtual representation was reasonably faithful to the
practical operation of the eighteenth-century Commons. Most of the
English population lived within a few miles of property owned by an MP,
and the interests of unrepresented towns were met by MPs with business or
property links to those towns, as well as county MPs. Even most borough
MPs who had bought their seats generally attended to their constituency’s
interests. For the American colonies, however, virtual representation stood
on thin ground, as few MPs had any visible links to America.”” This theory
was further complicated towards the end of the century by the contention
of anti-reformers that the Commons needed to ensure the stability of the
mixed constitution by providing representation for the nation’s three broad
political interests — the monarchy, the aristocracy and the democracy. This
argument developed out of a perception that the executive power of the
Commons had increased at the expense of the Lords and the crown. In
order to maintain cordial relations between the three branches of the con-
stitution without formally increasing the powers of the Lords or the
monarch, it was contended that the aristocracy and the crown needed to
maintain some influence, through patronage, in the Commons.®

As virtual representation required MPs to act as representatives of the
national interest, and because many MPs had links to a variety of social,
economic and political interests, it was never the case that constituencies
were assigned formal functions by proponents of the electoral system. As
discussed above, the unreformed electoral system’s ‘absence of symme-
try’ was understood as one of its strengths.’ Nevertheless, the need to
defend the electoral system against domestic reformers from the 1770s did
lead to the loose association of particular constituencies with certain socio-
economic and political interests. Of the interest categories that were
commonly employed during the eighteenth century, the landed interest
was seen to be the most important. This was because contemporaries
ascribed two meanings to the term. First, the landed interest could be used
to describe MPs that represented the varied concerns of land and agricul-
ture. In reality, as Julian Hoppit has shown, the landed interest, in this
sense, should not be thought of as a coherent national interest group unless
a common cause such as the land tax or the corn laws was found to unite
the varied representatives of agriculture.?’ Second, the landed interest was
used to describe large landowners, who, due to their property and wealth
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were believed to be the men best equipped to ensure that the Commons
could legislate in the national interest. This idea, which had evolved from
the country party ideology of the late seventeenth century, claimed that
due to their property holdings and wealth, the landed interest held the
greatest stake in the well-being of the country and were the only men with
sufficient education, time and financial independence to ensure its disin-
terested governance.?!

The counties were seen to be the natural power base for the landed
interest, but as Robert Jenkinson, later the second earl of Liverpool and
Tory prime minister between 1812 and 1827, explained during the debate
on Charles Grey’s (later the second Earl Grey) 1793 motion for reform, it was
also accepted that many large boroughs returned members for the landed
interest. Jenkinson attributed this to the cost and status of county and large
borough elections, and the necessity for successful candidates in both to
have extensive local connections as well as ‘considerable property’.?? It
was also observed by the MP for Stockbridge, John Luttrell, when defend-
ing the existing electoral system against the younger Pitt’s Yorkshire
Association-inspired 1783 proposals to add up to 100 county members to
the Commons, that additional representatives for the landed interest were
not required as the wider borough system, due to its £300 a year property
qualification, ensured that landowners enjoyed extensive opportunities
to secure representation. By contrast, and in keeping with the activities of
the Yorkshire Association over the previous four years, Pitt had urged the
necessity of a massive increase in county MPs on account of their status
as the class of men ‘least liable to the seduction of corrupt influence’,
most able to act as a check on government extravagance and best placed
to ensure that ‘the interests of the representatives and the represented
were the same’.?> This 1783 debate also revealed a populist strain in the
conservative defence of the constitution. Both Luttrell, and the former
prime minister, Lord North, argued that because of its wide representa-
tion, the landed interest was already perfectly balanced against the
representation of the commercial and monied interests.* Both warned
that by increasing the representation of county members, Pitt’s proposals
would lead to a dangerous increase in the parliamentary influence of the
aristocracy over the crown and the people (the democracy). In doing so,
they equated the landed interest with the aristocracy, and the commercial
interest with that of the people.?®

The other primary interest grouping believed to require Commons repre-
sentation was the commercial interest. What contemporaries meant by
the commercial interest is harder to define, as some like North, were happy
to delineate it from the monied and landed interest, while others like
Jenkinson, provided a wider definition of commercial which incorporated
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merchants, bankers, colonists and manufacturers. This difficulty in defi-
nition derived from the earlier distinction drawn by the court and country
party between the validity of commercial and monied men, but also from
the wide eighteenth-century definition of ‘merchant’ and the interconnec-
tion between MPs engaged in both commerce and finance. As John Brooke
has demonstrated, ‘merchant’ in the eighteenth-century sense could mean
‘at one extreme small shopkeepers and at the other, wholesalers, export-
ers, bankers, and financiers’.?® In this regard, the commercial interest
might include the petitioners from the silk, woollen and linen interests
(which could include manufacturers, merchants and labourers), who from
the late seventeenth century had sought to capitalise on their collective
identities as an ‘interest’ to gain influence over trade duties and tariffs.?”
This fluidity in the definition of ‘commercial’ was exacerbated by the fact
that many of the upwards of sixty men per parliament between 1754 and
1790 who had connections with commerce, broadly defined, also had links
to the landed and professional interests.?®* While no small shopkeepers
were elected during the period, all other categories identified by Brooke
did gain some representation in the Commons, and Gerrit Judd’s separate
analysis reveals that 897 MPs (or one-sixth of the total of 5,034 MPs between
1734 and 1832) were associated with some form of commercial interest.
These men constituted one in nine MPs prior to 1761. By 1832 they had
increased to one in four, dispersed fairly evenly between the interests of
banking, domestic trade and the colonies.? In addition, contemporaries
also started referring to the geographic and business interests of towns
such as Manchester, Birmingham and Leeds when employing the term
commercial interest. Manufacturers connected to these towns tended to
be subsumed into the commercial interest category, and it was only towards
the beginning of the nineteenth century that the ‘manufacturing interest’
began to be consistently employed as a separate interest category.>°

This fluidity in definition transferred to understandings of how the com-
mercial interest secured representation. A binary distinction of counties
providing for the landed interest and boroughs providing for the commer-
cial interest was often employed, but this did not account for the
comparatively smaller number of commercial MPs. Some acknowledged
that county MPs with links through property to commercial enterprise rep-
resented the commercial interest. In 1792, Jenkinson identified another,
more precise means for how the commercial interest gained representa-
tion. He suggested that ‘commercial towns’, that is boroughs with a
medium-sized electorate below that of a large town but above that of a nomi-
nation borough which tended to return the ‘professional interest’, were best
fitted to provide representation for his wide definition of the commercial
interest.>* There was probably some truth to Jenkinson’s observation, as by
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the end of the century provincial commercial men were regularly returned
for medium-sized boroughs such as Canterbury or Cambridge, as well as
the commercial ports of Bristol and Liverpool.*

There was another component of the commercial interest (broadly
defined) that became associated with a particular type of constituency —
men who had lived and made their wealth in the East or West Indies and
bought their way into parliament via small boroughs with a popular fran-
chise. During the second half of the eighteenth century these boroughs
became associated with the much-vilified nabobs — men who had made
their fortunes in India before buying their way into parliament.” Historians
have observed that, in real terms, the eighteenth-century controversy sur-
rounding nabobs entering the Commons was exaggerated, given that they
only amounted to, on average, twenty MPs per parliament between 1768
and 1831.%* Furthermore, by the 1820s MPs associated with the East India
interest were outnumbered by the over thirty MPs per parliament whose
wealth derived primarily from the slave plantations of the Caribbean.*
Supporters of the electoral system argued that, while regrettable, small
boroughs allowed for the commercial interests of the East and West Indies,
and by extension Britain’s wider imperial interests, to gain parliamentary
representation. Accordingly, Francis Bassett, MP for Penryn, reasoned in
1783 that due to their long residence abroad, men associated with ‘the inter-
ests of Jamaica or Bengal’ required small boroughs as they did not have the
necessary local connections in England to secure election without financial
assistance.*® In reality, East and West Indian merchants were supported
by a much larger cast of MPs with economic interests in either the East
India Company, or the West Indies as absentee landlords and slave-owners.
Nicholas Draper, for instance, has recorded at least eighty MPs per parlia-
ment during the 1820s that had ‘recognizable linkages with the slave
economy’ of the Caribbean.’” As discussed below, parliamentary attempts
to abolish the transatlantic slave trade from 1787 and the campaign to abol-
ish slavery from 1823 meant that by the end of the eighteenth century, the
pro-slavery, West India interest had supplanted the East India interest as the
most vocal of these colonial lobby groups in the Commons.>®

The final interest category requiring representation was the profes-
sional, or official interest — lawyers, naval officers and army officers. These
were men of business — such as the two Pitts, Edmund Burke and Charles
James Fox — that contemporaries contended were necessary to ensure the
successful administration of government, but who required the patronage
of a borough owner to be returned to parliament.* Perhaps self-interestedly
then, Burke identified the need for the representation of professional inter-
ests as early as 