Pressure groups and Democracy
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One motive put forward by Historians for the increase of Democracy in Britain was pressure groups.  Groups such as the Reform Union and the Reform league, and demonstrations such as one of 100,000 people in Glasgow, certainly helped persuade politicians of the need to consider reform. The historian Royden Harrison has the view that it was the Reforms Leagues riots in Hyde Park in 1866 that pressured parliament to make changes as it was safer to have them in the system than outside. However, later historians reject the idea, arguing that there is no evidence that parliament was forced to reform by external groups. 
In fact the 1867 Reform Act created changes which went beyond what leaders of the reform groups wanted. Therefore, it could be argued that early political reform had nothing to do with such pressure groups. Interestingly, there seemed to be little popular pressure pushing for the 1884 Reform Act. However, later pressure groups such as the Suffragettes and Trade Unions did make some impact in politicians and resulted in change. It may be argued that fear of a return to violence after World War One might have been a factor in granting the vote to some women. 

Pressure Groups target one particular problem that interests them rather than the whole range of activities needed to run the country. To be successful they need three main qualities. They need to be seen as independent. They need to be seen as respectable and they cannot be a threat to the existing system. The following table will show some of the main pressure groups and the reasons why they succeeded, or not.
	Group
	Issue
	Independent
	Respectable
	Threat
	Successful

	Anti Corn
Law League
	Get the Corn
Laws repealed
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Chartists
	Total Reform

Of the System
	Yes
	No
	No
	No

	Nat Reform

League
	Votes for working

class men
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Model Trade
Unions
	Working class
representation
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Later Trade

Unions
	Working class 
representation
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	No

	Suffragists
	Votes for

Women
	No
	Yes
	No
	No

	Suffragettes
	Votes for

Women
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	No
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 The Anti-Corn Law League was an influential group of business men who wished to remove the protection that was given to British Agriculture. They realized that Britain was making more money from exporting manufactured goods and that Free Trade would help them, and the country. They did not want the way the country was run to change, only to get this one Act passed and as the Act was seen, eventually as  beneficial to the country, and its very respectable supporters were not trying to overthrow the Parliamentary system, they were successful in their quest.
 The Chartists set out a charter of demands which were too far ahead of their time. Thus they were seen to be a threat to the existing system. Had they succeeded it would have been such a jump that the existing system would have ceased to be recognizable. Another problem was that that different groups of Chartists focused on different issues in the Charter and there seemed to be no single issue which united them as a pressure group. On top of this they were frequently violent and thus were not respectable. They were finally discredited in 1848 and were not successful.
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The National Reform League was made up of successful working class men who were seen as having the same interests as the existing Parliament. They wished to maintain Britain’s position as the Workshop of the World as success for Factory owners meant more work and better wages for themselves. Consequently this respectable, independent, single issue group was successful.
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Model Trade Unions were more like Trade Guilds who were more interested in maintaining the exclusiveness of their Union than increasing the rights of the working class as an entity. In the lead up to the 1867 Act they were seen as responsible representatives of the more successful working class (such as the National Reform League) and were successful.
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The later Trade Unions represented the interests of the unskilled working class such as the   Dockers and the Match Girls. They were not seen as respectable and as they embraced the ideas of Karl Marx, who offered a different way of running a country instead of a Parliament, they were seen as a direct threat to the system and were consistently defied in their quest.
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Suffragists were middle class women who wished for the right to vote in Parliamentary elections. However, they were not really financially independent and although seen as respectable and no threat to the system, their insistence on not breaking any laws meant that they could be listened to politely, and then ignored. Consequently, they were not successful in their quest. New historical research has suggested that they may have had more influence than was previously thought so this judgment may have to be revised.
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Suffragettes took over the fight from the Suffragists and made them impossible to ignore.  Despite this, their policy of civil disobedience and violence made them less than respectable and they were not successful in their quest. Some modern research goes further and says that they may have held back the cause for which they fought.
