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On the right, a fat gentleman
(representing John Bull)
holds the Reform Bill
tucked under his arm while
searching the pavements
with a torch. On the left,
Grey asks whether he has
lost the Bill. Bull replies that
he has not but is searching
for the “Benefits of it”. The
cartoon represents the
misgivings that many people
had about reforming the
political process.

Reform
The Representation of the People Act 1832 (known as the Great Reform Act) was
steered through the Houses of Parliament by the Whig Prime Minister, Charles
Grey, 2nd Earl Grey (1764-1845).
The Bill was defeated in the House of Lords in October 1831. Anger spilled over
into riots in various English towns, including Nottingham. The government feared
revolution if the reforms were not passed. In May 1832 King William IV agreed to
create new Whig peers who would vote it through. The Lords abstained and the
Act was passed.
The Act dealt with the unfair distribution of parliamentary seats by abolishing 56
‘rotten’ or ‘pocket’ boroughs where only a few voters were able to elect an MP.
At the same time, 67 new constituencies were created to give representation to
booming industrial towns such as Manchester and Birmingham.
A greater proportion of men were allowed to vote after 1832, although they were
still a minority (around one in five men). The franchise was extended in the county
seats, and borough franchises were all
made consistent.
1832 was not the end of the story. Rather, it proved that reform could be achieved,
and encouraged activists to press for more.
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George Savile Foljambe (18001869) of Osberton Hall was the
unsuccessful Whig candidate for one
of the two county seats in the North
Nottinghamshire general election in 1837,
and a supporter of the achievements of
Grey and Melbourne’s governments.
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The London Corresponding Society
was a Radical organisation dedicated
to campaigning for political reform. Its
leaders were put on trial for treason in
1794 but acquitted. Its call for all men to
be allowed to vote (universal suffrage)
was not to be heeded until 1918.

