
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Path to Women’s Suffrage: 

The History of the Vote 



 

  

The Representation of the People Act, 1918. 

 6 February 2018 marks 100 years since the passage of this historic piece of legislation.  

  

  The Act gave British women the right to vote in Parliamentary elections for the first time, providing that   

   they were aged 30 or over and either they, or their husband, met a property qualification.  

       This amounted to 8.5 million female voters. 

 

  The vote was now extended to all men aged 21 and over - all their previous restrictions and property     

   qualifications were now abolished.  

  

  Men in the armed forces were also allowed to vote from the age of 19. 

 

 The Act increased the UK electorate from 8 million to 21 million people.  

 

 There was progress but still political inequality between men and women. 
 

 Only 40 per cent of British women had the right to vote. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For much of the 19th century, Britain was not a democracy. 

Few politicians supported democratic values and voting was seen as a privilege for the  

wealthiest members of British Society. 
 

 

Before 1832: 

 Voting was not seen as a universal right. 

 Only men over 21, who owned property above a certain value, could vote. 

 Small rural ( rotten ) boroughs could elect more MPs than much larger towns and cities. 

 Parliament was dominated by aristocratic landowners, who felt that only taxpayers and 

those with property should have political influence - they often chose who stood as an M.P. 

 Poor, working-class people had no Parliamentary voice. 



 

   

Growing industrialisation and fears of revolution started political reform. 

 The French Revolution of 1789 inspired many ordinary people across Britain and Europe to 

demand democratic rights.  

 Members of the British gentry feared violence and civil unrest. 

 The UK population was rising fast and new technology changed the way people worked. 

 Factories were built all over the country and many people moved to large towns and cities 

in search of work, but their living and working conditions were often poor. 

 By the 1820s and ‘30s, more people started forming unions to protect themselves from 

harsh and unfair working conditions. 



George Cruickshank’s 1831 cartoon mocking the British political system. 

The House of Commons was shown as a watermill - its wheel showing the names of “rotten” boroughs.  

Underneath lie the bodies of the poor, whilst from the mill comes a stream of benefits for MPs. They are seen 

greedily stuffing their pockets and opposing any sort of political reform. 



 

The 1832 Reform Act: 

 This gave the vote to more British men, including householders aged 21 and over, who paid at least £10 

in rent each year, small landowners, tenant farmers and shopkeepers. 

 To make the Parliamentary system more fair, several “rotten boroughs” ( areas with small populations 

that traditionally elected two MPs,) were abolished.  

 31 remaining boroughs were each limited to one M.P 

 67 new constituencies were created so that larger towns and cities could be represented in Parliament 

 

By 1860 only 1.43 million people from a total population of 30 million could vote. 

 The majority of working men and all British women were still denied the vote.  

 Parts of Southern England could still elect more M Ps than the larger industrial towns in the North. 

 Scotland was also poorly represented in Parliament. 



A satirical cartoon from 1831. 

This shows well-known advocates of political reform chopping down a decayed tree, representing the  

existing Parliamentary system, with its “rotten boroughs” which represented just a few electors. 

Opponents of reform are shown trying to keep the old tree propped up. 



 

The 1867 Parliamentary Reform Act: 

 Granted the vote to all householders in the boroughs and lodgers who paid at least £10 in annual rent 

 In the counties the property threshold was reduced, allowing agricultural landowners and tenants with 

very small amounts of land to vote. 

 More men from urban areas who met the property qualification were enfranchised. 

 The Act roughly doubled the electorate in England and Wales to around 2.5 million men. 

 

The electorate was still small and dominated by upper and middle class men. 

 People on low rents, women and most working men had no voting rights. 

 Voting was done publicly, rather than in closed polling booths and was open to corruption as voters 

could be bribed or intimidated into supporting a particular candidate. 



 

 

American cartoon about the  

Reform Act of 1867. 

This mocked the view, held by many 

aristocratic M.Ps and anti-reformers, 

that votes for working men were a  

“privilege” rather than a “right.” 

 

The Act was eventually passed thanks 

to effective lobbying by Conservative 

M.P. Benjamin Disraeli, who became  

Prime Minister the following year. 

However many M.Ps were wary about 

extending the vote to working-class 

men.  Tory politician, Lord Derby,  

famously describe the move as a 

“leap in the dark.” 



 

The Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act, 1883: 

 In an attempt to halt the bribing of voters, this Act  

specified the amount that a candidate could spend on 

election expenses and what that money could be spent 

on. 

 

This “Punch” cartoon, released at the time of the 1883 Act, 

hints at the role that bribery and intimidation had             

traditionally played in elections. 



Voters taking part in the first secret ballot during the 1873 Parliamentary election. 

 

The 1872 Ballot Act: 

 This introduced the use of polling booths, allowing people to place their vote in privacy 

 



 

The 1884 Parliamentary Reform Act: 

 This created a more uniform voting system across the country. 

 It gave voters in the counties, the same rights as those in urban boroughs. 

 2 out of every 3 men now had the vote. 

 

The electorate was only 18% of the total population and some people cast 

multiple votes. 

 Women had no Parliamentary voting rights at all 

 Many students, troops and working-class men with little property, or paying less than £10 annual rent 

were unable to vote. 

 Only those men who had been resident in the UK for 12 months before an election could vote. 

 Men linked to a university could vote in their university constituency and their home constituency 

 If a man owned a house in one area but lived somewhere else, he could vote in both places. 



( Left ) Banner produced by Glasgow sheet metal workers in favour of the 1884 Reform Act. 

( Right ) Dorset farm labourers about to vote for the first time, after the Act came into force. 



 

The Redistribution of Seats Act 1885: 

 This redrew electoral boundaries to make constituencies more equal in size. 

 Most constituencies now had one M P however 23 constituencies, including Bath and the City of      

London, each returned two M Ps until 1910. 

 

The Equal Franchise Act, 1928. 

 This piece of legislation finally gave women equal voting rights to men. 

 All men and women aged 21 and over could now vote in Parliamentary elections. 


