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Lesson 1: Parliament

d
The British parliamentary and electoral system was pretty complicated during the Regency, because it was a 
sort of jumble of local or ancient traditions glued on top of each other. There had never been much attempt 
to rationalize the national government or make it uniform. I’m not going to go much into the 
history/evolution of the system, but just tell you how it worked during the Regency.

(Since my focus of research has been on women’s participation, elections, and informal politics, I have to 
admit that if you have a question about the nitty-gritty of legislation and governance, I may not be able to 
answer it. The Governing of Britain, 1688-1848: The Executive, Parliament and the People, by Peter Jupp is an 
particularly useful source for this kind of information.)

The first thing that is important to know for doing research on Parliament in this period is to understand 
what “Unreformed” means. You will see this word a lot in phrases like “the unreformed House of Commons.” 
(Protip: When doing research on your own, including this word in searches for Google, library catalogs, etc. 
will REALLY improve your results.)

Basically, in 1832 something called the Reform Act was passed. The Reform Act was an attempt to 
standardize and reform the British electoral system, which prior to that (and afterwards, too, let’s be honest) 
was a hodge-podge of centuries-old customs and local systems. The Reform Act eliminated a few of the 
worst rotten boroughs and expanded the franchise slightly (to include about 20% of adult men), as well as 
giving representation to some of the previously unrepresented new centers of population, like the northern 
mill towns. (This was also the first time that voters were explicitly defined as male under the law.)

Everything I say in this class is about the unreformed system, which just means the system before 1832.

There is a lot of really, really great information about all of this on Wikipedia. For example, this entry is a 
great place to start for further reading:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unreformed_House_of_Commons

Parliament had two houses, the House of Lords and the House of Commons, both of which met in the Palace 
of Westminster. Images of the Houses of Parliament were included in Ackermann’s 1808 Microcosm of London 
(with illustrations by Rowlandson and engravings by Pugin).

House of Lords: commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Microcosm_of_London_Plate_052_-_House_of_Lords.jpg
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House of Commons: commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_House_of_Commons_-_Microcosm_of_London_
%281808-1811%29,_21_-_BL.jpg

The Houses of Parliament burned down in 1834 and were completely rebuilt afterwards. Even before that, 
the ancient buildings were in a constant state of redesign and refurbishment. If you are doing research on 
the physical building, always make sure that you are looking at sources about the correct year(s). Here is a 
timeline of some of the construction on Westminster before the fire:

http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/building/palace/estatehistory/reformation-1834/

The House of Lords (referred to familiarly as “the Lords”) is the upper house of the British Parliament and 
serves somewhat the same function as the American Senate. Seats in the upper house was made up of peers 
and upper clergy. Peers=barons, viscounts, earls, marquesses, and dukes (NOT baronets); this portion of the 
Lords made up of the nobility was called “the Lords Temporal”.

The other part was known as “the Lords Spiritual” and consisted of upper clergy. I believe in this period 
archbishops and bishops sat in the Lords. Peeresses in their own right (i.e. women who inherited a title 
directly rather than gaining their title by marriage) were NOT allowed to sit in the Lords in this period (in fact, 
I don’t think they began to sit in Parliament until the mid-twentieth century).

The House of Commons is the lower house (like the American House of Representatives), familiarly called 
“the Commons.” Most significant legislative work was done in the House of Commons (but of course many 
peers had influence there, as we will see). The Commons were made up of elected members representing 
various districts: counties, boroughs, and a few members representing the universities.

During the Regency, there were about a thousand people in the Houses of Parliament. (In 1830 there were 
about 400 members of the Lord and 650 members of the Commons.) They were predominantly peers and 
people that peers would interact with socially. Nearly 20% of MPs (Members of Parliament) in the Commons 
were the sons of peers by the end of the eighteenth century, and that’s just sons!

To give you an example of one Parliamentary family network, during the 1760-1 session, “Lord Hardwicke had 
one son in the Lords (notably the first lord of the Admiralty) and another son-in-law, four sons, and two of his 
wife’s nephews in the Commons. This does not include other parliamentary connections made through his 
sons’ wives, or any which might have existed among that scattering of men who held important positions at 
Court or in the administration of the state, the army, the law, or the diplomatic service.” (Chalus, Elite Women, 
p. 7—see bibliography.)

As I said, I’ll go into the involvement of women in detail after this week, but you can see how important 
women are to Lord Hardwicke’s connections. When politics is family-based, women are by definition 
essential links in political networks and relationships.

In fact, politics in the Regency was a social, family-based thing at pretty much every level. At the top level, 
basically the country was run by exactly the people who are most often the main characters of Regency 
romances. The London Season? That’s when Parliament was in session. Town hours were different from 
country hours largely because if you were high up enough on the social scale, your male dinner guests would 
be sitting in Parliament until the late evening, so there was no point starting your dinner any earlier.
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The quote below is about the late 18th century, which was a time of high political feeling, but I don’t think the 
situation was much different in the Regency:

“[In London, a] late debate or a division** could take enough men out of circulation to spoil the best-laid 
plans of any society hostess: dinners were delayed; routs, drums, and assemblies were blighted; balls 
suffered from a shortage of partners; and the crowds at the theatre and the opera were noticeably thinner. 
Interest in politics was such that the first man to arrive from the House of Commons after an important 
division could bring a loo party to a halt, as Colonel Montgomery did at Lady George Sackville’s after a vote 
on the land tax in 1767, or Lord Edgcumbe did at Princess Amelia’s on the occasion of the debate on the King’s 
Speech in 1774. Social evenings could be interrupted so that controversial new publications, such as Wilkes’s 
address to the freeholders of Middlesex, could be read aloud; and important decisions, such as the Prince of 
Wales being voted out of the Queen’s Council during the Regency Crisis, could flash through a theatre, 
completely diverting the audience’s attention away from the stage.” (Chalus, Elite Women, p. 80)

** “division” means “vote” in the UK Parliament, so-called because the members of the voting house actually leave their 
seats and divide into two groups: http://www.parliament.uk/about/how/business/divisions/

Take a minute to think about your own social circles and your friends’ political views. Obviously this isn’t true 
for everyone, but for a lot of people, the majority of their friends share roughly the same political outlook as 
them. Now think of the significance of that in a context where you are a member of a political elite and you 
and your friends basically run the country in your spare time. Suddenly social decisions that you make—
decisions that women are part of, by the way—have political connotations and consequences, and political 
decisions have social consequences.

For the electorate, too, there was a significant family/social aspect to politics. Votes were typically treated as a 
form of communal family property, and social, professional, and consumer networks were often political.

http://www.parliament.uk/about/how/business/divisions/
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