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Lesson 5: Elections
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So: who could run for Parliament?

Official equirements to stand for office:

1. "a knight of the shire should possess an income of six hundred pounds a year derived from land and a 
burgess an income of three hundred." While this was the law, the Porritts (see bibliography) explain that 
many, many MPs cheated, including by outright lying and by having a wealthy patron temporarily put 
qualifying property in your name:

http://books.google.com/books?id=tPGsAAAAMAAJ&lpg=PA166&ots=NPzE-zScdH&dq=unreformed
%20house%20of%20commons%20property%20qualification&pg=PA166#v=onepage&q=unreformed
%20house%20of%20commons%20property%20qualification&f=false 

If you read on, it explains carefully how the requirement was got round. (pp 172-4 are particularly useful). In 
1838 new legislation was passed and during the debates,

"Sir William Molesworth declared and no one in the House of Commons controverted his statement that, 'it 
was well known that one half the members, if not more, do not in reality possess the amount of landed 
property required, but sit here in virtue of fictitious qualifications.'"

2. You had to be born a citizen of the UK. Naturalized citizens were excluded from Parliament until 1870.

3. You had to be able to take the oaths of office—i.e. be a practicing Anglican. I believe taking communion 
was also required. However, as I mentioned yesterday, Dissenters (non-Anglican Protestants) benefited from 
an annually-renewed Indemnity Act that allowed them to hold various public offices including MP. Quakers, 
however, continued to be excluded because they would not take oaths. (Some people formally professed 
Anglicanism for the sake of their political careers while continuing to practice their own religion privately.)

4. In theory, office-holders (i.e. someone in possession of a government sinecure), anyone involved in the 
collection of taxes, government contractors, and pensioners were excluded. This includes judges.

5. Clergymen were excluded. The original justification for the exclusion of the clergy was that they had their 
own legislative body, the Convocation, in which they were represented and which regulated and taxed them. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Convocations_of_Canterbury_and_York
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This was no longer really true after the Restoration but there was a continuing tradition of their exclusion 
from Parliament and it was actually enforced (unlike many of the other bans I mentioned), and confirmed by 
new legislation in 1801.

5. Legally, MPs were required to be resident in the district they represented, required to be 21 or over, and 
required to be paid by their constituencies. But many, many MPs were not resident in their districts; MPs 
were generally not paid for their services. There had been plenty of instances of underage MPs serving while 
refraining from voting in divisions, knowing that if they did, they would probably get kicked out. But by 1790, 
people had mostly stopped flouting the rules that way (although occasionally a young man might be 
elected, go abroad until his birthday, and then return and take his seat). Instead, it became the practice for 
the owner of a pocket borough who wished to give a seat to an underage son to elect someone in the 
meantime on the understanding that he would vacate his seat as soon as the son came of age. Sometimes a 
wealthy family's London lawyer performed this service for them.

All of these exclusion rules had a complicated history and were enforced in different ways at different times. 
If they are relevant to your story, they are covered in detail in Chapters 7-11 of the Porritts' book and you can 
see a pretty detailed Table of Contents/outline here: http://books.google.com/books?
id=tPGsAAAAMAAJ&lpg=PA166&ots=NPzE-zScdH&dq=unreformed%20house%20of%20commons
%20property%20qualification&pg=PR12#v=onepage&q&f=false 

The process of an election in three stages:

1. Canvassing voters in the Regency was a lot like it is now. People went door to door talking to voters and 
trying to secure their vote. Voters often expected favors or money in exchange for votes, but it's important to 
remember that to contemporaries there was a sharp distinction (even if it wasn't always clear where it fell) 
between patronage and bribery. Selling one's vote to the highest bidder was generally considered unethical 
and opened your vote up to being contested after a poll if it could be proven you'd done it. Having one's debts 
paid, having one's child sent to a good doctor, receiving nice gifts, a job being found for a family member, etc. 
by an acknowledged political patron during election season would usually be considered normal.

Canvassing could be done by the candidates themselves (and in fact, the candidates were expected to do at 
least some of it, as well as extensive socializing with the voters and their families); by their families, friends, 
and political supporters (including their patrons); or by paid agents.

2. Polling. The hustings were a special temporary wood structure, usually with a sloped roof, where the 
candidates made their speeches and where voters were polled.

This Hogarth painting is from 1755 but it shows clearly the process of polling. The two colored flags denote 
the colors of the Whigs (blue) and Tories (orange): 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:William_Hogarth_031.jpg

This is a more zoomed-out view of an early 19th century London hustings from the Microcosm of London, 
1808, Rowlandson/Pugin: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Covent_Garden_Market_-
_Westminster_Election.jpg

There was no secret ballot. Typically an election worked like this: the candidates made their speeches, and 
then there was, I'm not kidding, basically an applause-o-meter or show of hands (in which non-voters often 
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participated!). At this point if it was obvious to everyone who was going to win, the losing candidates would 
withdraw from the race and it was over. Otherwise one candidate would formally request a poll of voters and 
voting would begin. Voting could last for days in a closely contested election, and it stopped when there was 
a clear winner. There were no formal polling dates. Rather, a royal proclamation would go out saying that a 
new Parliament was going to be chosen and setting the earliest date that polls could open. Local elections 
went at their own pace.

Treating the voters: it was customary in the time leading up to a poll to have various sponsored social events, 
and during a poll voters expected to be provided with food and drink and sometimes entertainment. If they 
came from out of town, their traveling expenses were often paid by candidates and patrons. This could get 
pretty expensive.

While public revelry of all kinds was more subdued in the Regency than it had been in the eighteenth 
century, and while lavish displays of wealth were shied away from in the aftermath of the French Revolution, 
elections remained a kind of public festival throughout the period (as you can see in the Rowlandson 
engraving above). The rest of the series of satirical Hogarth election paintings are here: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humours_of_an_Election

The paintings were inspired by the hotly contested Oxfordshire elections of 1754 (in which Lady Susan Keck 
among others campaigned prominently). You might get a kick out of this quote in reference to the same 
election from Jackson's Oxford Journal: “I am far from thinking that the Ladies are unconcern'd in our 
Members [i.e. MPs], or that they should sit primm'd with their hands passively before ‘em, and their Mouths 
drawn up like the Purse of an old Usurer, whilst we are engaged in this important Business; but then neither 
would I have them swagger amongst the Men, and Holla, and roar, and fill out Bumpers with an Air more 
becoming Colonel Bully than Lady Dainty. Much less would I have Ladies of Distinction, out of an 
intemperate Zeal for their Country, send away from their Houses, not only Men, but even Persons of their 
own Sex, so disguised with Liquor as to merit the Stocks as an Example.”

3. Challenging votes: After an election, there might be weeks or months of hearings in London challenging 
the results of various polls and alleging that votes were invalid or fraudulent. This could be kind of nice for 
witnesses, who got all-expenses-paid trips to London. (And in many cases these were women, especially 
elderly women, who were oral historians of electoral practice in their district.)
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