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FOREWORD

The constitution  
	does not exist for  
	the benefit of parties,  
	but of citizens.
		  John Stuart Mill
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INTRODUCTION It is sometimes thought that Britain’s use of First Past the Post (FPTP) to elect 
Members of Parliament to the House of Commons is part of Westminster’s ancient 
heritage. This isn’t so. The introduction of single-member FPTP in 1885 was as much 
a piece of electoral engineering for the benefit of certain political parties as it is 
possible to imagine in a democracy. It mattered, and still does, because it set in 
stone a distorted way for votes to be translated into seats in parliament.

The Electoral Reform Society1 and The Constitution Society2 have each published 
articles explaining how the UK’s voting system for general elections has been 
subject to constant contention and frequent change for the past 200 years at least. 
What their respective accounts overlook are the motivations and calculations that 
produced the UK’s distinctive execution of Single-Member Plurality voting – or, in 
less technical language, the First Past the Post that we still have today.

From the beginning of English parliaments in the 13th century, the concept of 
localised representation was made real through Members of Parliament (MPs) 
representing geographical constituencies. But we never had the generalised concept 
of a single MP for each constituency until 1885. Up to this point, the number of MPs 
per constituency had varied between one and three, and in most cases it was two.

The changes of 1885 also gave us smaller constituencies, on average halving their 
size and doubling their number. Almost always since then (except in times of 
‘national governments’ or coalitions to face a national crisis or threat) these smaller 
single-seat constituencies have created a parliament and single-party government 
that represents only a minority of the nation’s voters. As long as there are more than 
two parties, minority rule is an inevitability of this system.

Representation of constituents was likewise degraded by the 1885 changes. One MP 
cannot reliably speak and vote in parliament on behalf of the voters who did not 
support her or him in the election – and yet these voters may well outnumber those 
who did. Constituents who voted for other parties’ candidates are left with neither 
local representation of their viewpoint, nor an MP they can approach who shares 
their political outlook, which devalues the point of a constituency link.

If proper representation bore the brunt of these changes, party political interest 
reaped the rewards.

1	 http://electoral-reform.org.uk/how-long-have-we-used-first-past-the-post/ 
2	 http://consoc.org.uk/publications/electoral-systems-and-electoral-reform-in-historical-perspective/ 
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Members of Parliament 
entering the Members’ 
Lobby of the House 
of Commons at the 
Houses of Parliament.
Vintage etching circa 
late 19th century.
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A TIME OF CHANGE  
FOR BRITISH POLITICS

The UK parliament of the 1880s was comprised of the Conservative Party and the 
Liberal Party, with the Home Rule Party holding many of the Irish seats. The Liberals 
had enjoyed several decades of dominance of the House of Commons, while the 
Conservatives held sway in the Lords. Unlike today, both Houses had the individual 
constitutional power to prevent any non-financial Bill from passing into law.

Politics had been essentially the province of the aristocracy but this was changing. 
Unpropertied working men in the rural counties were not yet entitled to vote, but 
their peers in the parliamentary boroughs were – an obviously intolerable inequality. 

In addition, the failure of constituency boundaries to keep pace with population 
changes meant there was a 250 to 1 difference in the size of constituency electorates 
across the nation, resulting in places like Manchester and London being grossly 
under-represented in parliament – even for those fortunate enough to have the vote.

WHAT HAPPENED: 
THE ARLINGTON  

STREET COMPACT

Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, 3rd Marquess of SalisburyWilliam Ewart Gladstone
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3 subsequently becoming the Representation of the People Act 1884 
4 subsequently becoming the Redistribution of Seats Act 1885

WHAT HAPPENED: 
THE ARLINGTON  

STREET COMPACT

It was against this backdrop that in the spring of 1884 the Liberals, under Prime Minister 
William Gladstone, tried to pass an enfranchisement bill that would give the vote to 
most working men in the counties. This would more than double the size of the rural 
electorate, a traditional stronghold of the Conservatives.

The Conservative leader in the House of Lords, Lord Salisbury feared that enactment of 
this legislation could decimate his party’s seats in the House of Commons. He therefore 
ensured that the Lords blocked the passage of the bill, even though he knew this would 
anger sections of the public and threaten a constitutional crisis.

Under pressure from Queen Victoria to resolve the impasse, Gladstone set up a Cabinet 
committee charged with finding a way to achieve enfranchisement of the county men in 
a way that was acceptable to both Conservative and Liberal interests.

Salisbury’s condition for allowing passage of the enfranchisement bill3 was that 
Gladstone should commit to following it with a second bill to fundamentally rearrange 
the constituencies. At Salisbury’s insistence this redistribution bill4 would go further 
than addressing the geographical inequalities of representation: it would roughly 
double the number of constituencies, halve their average size and give the vast majority 
of them a single MP, rather than between one and three.

Negotiation of the terms of the redistribution bill came to be known as the Arlington 
Street Compact, after the street address of Salisbury’s London residence where the key 
stages of the talks took place.

Agreement over Lord Salisbury’s proposals was reached within two weeks. Both reform 
Acts were passed, the county working men got their vote, and the necessary mapping 
out of the new constituencies was completed, all over the course of a few months. This 
delivered Salisbury his redistribution of seats in time for the general election of late 1885.

Although the Liberals won that election, they lost their parliamentary majority. 
The Conservatives had taken seats from them, particularly in redrawn suburban 
constituencies. Within a few months, the contentious matter of Irish Home Rule was to 
rearrange the party political structure of the UK, toppling the Liberal government and 
making Salisbury the Prime Minister.

The Conservatives went on to dominate parliament more often than not through the 
last years of the 19th century and through the 20th right up to the present day. First Past 
the Post was a system that could benefit only two parties and would keep others out of 
participation in government. It was to take forty years for a workers’ party – the Labour 
Party – to supplant the Liberals in the new voting system’s natural duopoly.
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SALISBURY’S 
ELECTION FEARS 

AND HIS REMEDY: 
FIRST PAST THE 

POST IN SMALLER, 
SINGLE-MP 

CONSTITUENCIES

Salisbury was a formidable scholar of voting behaviour in general elections 
across the UK. This is clear from his October 1884 article, The Value of 
Redistribution, published to defend the Conservative Party’s initial decision to 
block the enfranchisement bill.

In this article, written prior to the Arlington Street discussions, Salisbury had 
used examples to demonstrate that, the more the nation’s range of political 
views were evenly spread across the constituencies, the more a single party 
could win a majority of the nation’s seats while only receiving slightly more 
votes than its principal opponent. He went on to calculate by how many seats 
his party was already disproportionately represented in the House of Commons.

Salisbury's illustration is a textbook example of the most serious problem of 
plurality voting: it exaggerates parliamentary seat majorities, relative to the 
winning party’s votes polled; and, at that, by a wildly unpredictable margin. As 
he pointed out, a competing party could even improve its vote share from one 
election to the next and yet be rewarded with fewer seats.

Revealingly, Salisbury had also suggested that a party polling a substantial 
minority of votes should win a substantial and proportionate number of seats. 
As he had put it, 

 “no system of distribution is completely just which does not […] give to the minority 
a representation corresponding to its actual weight."

Now, however, with continued opposition to the enfranchisement bill politically 
hazardous, Salisbury feared that the steady extension of the franchise – about to 
include another two million working men in the counties and, he deemed, likely 
not to stop there – could overpower the votes of existing rural and middle-class 
voters. This, he calculated, would disrupt the established tendency of many 
constituencies to lean towards either Conservatism or Liberalism, on which he 
felt parliamentary diversity relied.

By the time of the Arlington Street talks, Salisbury had convinced himself 
that the solution to this problem – and crucially, a solution that the Liberals 
would agree to – was to accentuate the Liberal or Conservative leanings of 
constituencies. Leveraging his effective power of veto in the Lords, he demanded 
that the new constituency boundaries be drawn not just to tackle their unequal 
electorate sizes, but to create constituencies dominated by one social class.
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Cecil, Robert – Salisbury, 3rd Marquess of 
(1884). The Value of Redistribution: A Note on 
Electoral Statistics. The National Review, Vol.4, 
Iss.20 (Oct 1884) 145-162.
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	� This was gerrymandering to create majority-minority districts for 
the benefit of the two established political parties. As Salisbury 
saw it, this would counter the risk of Conservative wipeout by the 
Liberals, who were being helped by the voting system, and mitigate 
the ‘threat’ of being overridden by new workers' parties. It would 
make a large proportion of constituencies what we now call ‘safe 
seats’, a damaging legacy which we must endure to this day.

	� Leveraging his effective power of veto in the Lords, Salisbury 
demanded of Gladstone the following changes to the constituencies:

•	�The new constituencies should, as much as possible, correct the 
huge disparities in the electorate sizes of the existing seats, but this 
alone would not be enough.

•	�Larger constituencies formerly electing two or three MPs were to be 
split up into a larger number of smaller constituencies.

•	�Small constituencies should be absorbed into larger neighbours.

•	�With few exceptions, every constituency would elect only one MP.

•	�New constituency boundaries should follow traditional or 
institutional boundaries where possible, but also keep similar social 
and economic classes of the electorate grouped together in one 
constituency rather than dividing them across two.

	� The (roughly) doubling of the number of constituencies was going to 
be practical as, with fewer MPs per constituency, the number of seats 
in parliament could remain broadly unchanged, in the vicinity of 650.

William Ewart Gladstone and Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, 3rd Marquess of Salisbury.
by Harry Furniss © National Portrait Gallery, London
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THE CONSEQUENCES 
OF SALISBURY’S 

REDISTRIBUTION 
SCHEME

The new constituencies were to be mapped out by Boundary Commissions, 
made up of nominees of the political parties, working to prescribed guidelines. 
Urban populations were to be separated from rural ones as far as possible, 
which would have its effect on a constituency’s political slant. In the case 
of the populous boroughs (or built-up areas) that were to be divided, the 
Boundary Commission’s instructions included:

 “…in the arrangement of the divisions special regard should be had to the 
pursuits of the population.”

This was taken to mean arranging boundaries of urban constituencies to make 
them composed more of one social class, rather than evenly mixed.

Having smaller constituencies was, in itself, going to increase the political 
asymmetry of most of them. Careful application of the new boundary 
guidelines offered the possibility to augment this effect. In handing as many 
safe seats to the Liberals as to his own party, Salisbury could be confident of 
their approval, while guarding against his worst fear of being decimated in the 
Commons.

In a direct reversal of his earlier pronouncements in The Value of Redistribution 
extolling the importance of minority representation in parliament, Salisbury’s 
new arrangements guaranteed that votes for losing candidates would have no 
value. Indeed, according to contemporary Liberal politician Sir Charles Dilke, 
Salisbury wrote on the cover of Gladstone’s copy of their draft agreement:

 “Minorities not to be directly represented.”

and

 “The above, (i.e., that minorities be not directly represented) will be considered by 
the Government as vital – and the Government will resist as vital question the 
insertion in the Bill of any provision inconsistent with the above.”

This was a system intended by Salisbury to ensure substantial representation 
in parliament for the two established parties. An inevitable consequence, 
however, upon the arrival of three- or multi-party politics, was that a candidate 
and party needed only a minority of the votes cast to win the constituency 
seat, as long as it was the largest minority.
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Further, by creating a ‘winner takes all’ situation, Salisbury’s provisions amounted 
to the systematic disenfranchisement of a huge minority or even majority of the 
nation’s voters, for the purpose of securing alternating tenure of government for 
the two political parties of the aristocracy. This was especially the case for the newly 
enfranchised workers, since it would restrict the ability to win seats of any emergent 
new party formed to represent their interests, rendering their votes effectively 
impotent.

Provided Salisbury could shore up his party’s immediate future with these changes, 
he could then look to identify ways of gradually improving Conservative electoral 
prospects in traditional Liberal strongholds. There were emerging new societal 
trends such as ‘Villa Toryism’: a tendency for aspiring middle-class households in the 
expanding city suburbs to identify more with Conservative thinking. Through this the 
Conservative Party could, over time, hope to increase its share of seats in built-up areas.

None of this long-term thinking, however, could be delivered if the party was soon 
to be annihilated in the Commons as a consequence of the new franchise bill and 
forthcoming 1885 general election. Salisbury saw this as an existential moment for 
Conservatism. Whether he was right to do so or not, we will never know: his actions  
saw to it that his fears for his party’s future were never tested against reality. Either 
way, it is difficult not to conclude that his strategic insights were the foundation upon 
which more than a century of Conservative Party electoral success has been built.

Winner's share of seats (%)
Winner's share of vote (%)

Figures for the 2010 election represent the 
aggregate totals for both governing parties 
(Conservatives and Liberal Democrats)

100

75

50

25

0

Winner's percentage share of seats 
compared to winner's percentage 
share of vote in UK General Elections,
1979-2019

43.9 42.4 42.3 41.9 43.2 40.7
35.2

59.1

36.8
42.3 43.9

53.4

61.1
57.8

51.6

63.4 62.7

55.0
55.8 50.8 48.8

56.2

1979 1983 1987 1992 1997 2001 2005 2010 2015 2017 2019



12

WHERE WERE  
THE LIBERALS?

The relative absence of the Liberal Party from this story is not because they were not 
taking part. Indeed, they were the government, technically in control of all legislation 
put forward, but they were not really in the driving seat of the Redistribution of Seats.

Gladstone and his Party generally thought that expansion of the franchise to the 
working classes was a public good in itself. They were not against redistribution. 
Gladstone’s main reason for prioritising and separating franchise extension from 
redistribution was his concern that inevitably contentious arguments over the details 
might block both measures from becoming law, if they were linked or combined.

The Liberal Party at this time was composed of rival factions, some seeing advantage 
in Salisbury’s ideas, either for their party or for where they wanted to take their party. 
Those 'for' included Sir Charles Dilke and Joseph Chamberlain; the latter soon to 
break away as leader of a Liberal Unionist Party which, before very long, was to merge 
with the Conservatives to form the Conservative and Unionist Party.

Above all, Gladstone was the Prime Minister facing public unrest if a way could not 
be found to give the vote to county working men, which Salisbury’s dominance of the 
Lords held the key to.

DID SALISBURY HAVE  
ANY ALTERNATIVE?

In The Value of Redistribution, Salisbury states the main objective of his 
redistribution scheme as “to reproduce with fidelity [in the House of Commons]  
the balance of opinion in the country”.

Every follower of voting systems looking at this objective from today’s perspective 
would ask why he did not propose a proportional voting system, which would seem 
to have been his ideal solution. Proportional Representation (PR) had been thought 
of and discussed extensively from the mid-1800s, not least in Britain, in circles that 
Salisbury was certainly aware of.

Proportional systems make it easier for more than two parties to compete on a level 
playing field in elections. They produce a parliament in which each party's share of 
seats reflects the share of votes they have received, which was exactly the objective 
Salisbury claimed to want. In addition, PR gives every voter’s vote equal impact in 
electing an MP. At the time, forms of PR were being used to elect some deliberative 
assemblies in Britain, but not yet any with the importance of the national parliament.

Salisbury knew about the PR option. He had castigated his party colleagues for their 
disrespect towards those who discussed it in the Commons in 1867.

We know that Proportional Representation was discussed again in the Commons 
debates of 1884 about enfranchisement extension and redistribution of seats. 
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Leonard Courtney (later Lord Courtney), ex-Cambridge maths scholar and Financial 
Secretary to the Treasury in 1884, had proposed an amendment to introduce PR as part of 
the enfranchisement bill, though it was rejected, backed by only 31 votes.

We also know that Oxford mathematician C.L. Dodgson, better known by his pen name 
Lewis Carroll of Alice's Adventures in Wonderland fame, numerous times a house guest 
of Salisbury, had implored him to see the benefits to the Conservatives of a PR electoral 
system, rather than relying on his redistribution of seats plan. 

It is intriguing, therefore, that in The Value of Redistribution just months later, Salisbury 
wrote: 

 “No arrangement, it may be said, has yet been proposed, which could be relied upon to give 
at Westminster an exact reflection, in reduced proportions, of the political divisions of the 
nation. It may be so; but no such assertion can be made with confidence, for the effort has 
never been really made.”

This appears very carefully worded. He seems to have had Proportional Representation 
in mind while avoiding its mention, implying such a system didn’t exist, or at least had 
not been adequately tried. In any event, what is clear is that Salisbury had rejected PR as 
his solution. In fairness, he would have been entirely correct at this point to say there was 
insufficient political support for it in the Commons, though his preference was to quietly 
dismiss it.

Other countries of Europe, undergoing exactly the same public demands to give a 
democratic vote to ordinary people, did choose proportional voting systems to elect 
their primary chambers of parliament, though it must be said that their timelines were a 
decade or more later than Britain’s. Belgium was the first, in 1899. Others followed, with a 
large number of countries doing so in the years immediately following the First World War.

Today, PR is firmly established across the world, for example in the majority of the 38 
OECD countries (the world’s leading democracies). While the UK still uses FPTP to elect 
the House of Commons, its relatively new devolved regional governments have adopted 
proportional systems and are not looking back.

Polls now show consistently that PR for Westminster elections is preferred over FPTP by 
the British public. There is active campaigning for PR in Canada, with similar progress 
to the UK’s. New Zealand made the change from FPTP to PR in 1993, where it has been a 
resounding success.

Meanwhile, single-member FPTP has been in overall decline. The only country in Europe 
to use it, after the UK, is Belarus. Proportional Representation is the clear international 
standard for democracy.

Only 44% voted Conservative 
in the December 2019 election
	44% Conservative
	56% Others

...but the system used to count the votes gave 
the Conservatives a majority of seats in Parliament
	56% Conservative
	44% Others

Meaning they have 100% of the power
Images Make Votes Matter

44%

56%

100%

https://www.makevotesmatter.org.uk/news/2023/10/10/what-can-we-learn-from-new-zealands-successful-electoral-reform
https://www.makevotesmatter.org.uk/news/2023/10/10/what-can-we-learn-from-new-zealands-successful-electoral-reform
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THE LONG SHADOW 
OF VICTORIAN 

REDISTRIBUTION

	 The Redistribution of Seats Act 1885 has a lot to answer for:

•	�Safe seats for the two most established parties, blocking the nation’s political 
development.

•	�Unrepresentative parliaments that do not reflect how the people voted in the election.

•	�Single-party governments, elected on a minority of the vote that, unjustifiably, hold 
more than half the seats in parliament, making parliamentary scrutiny less effective.

•	�Too often, government policies shaped to appeal to swing voters in marginal 
constituencies rather than the electorate at large.

•	�New and smaller parties grossly under-represented in relation to the votes they receive.

•	�Over-represented regional parties.

•	�For nearly half of voters, the lack of an MP they voted for or even of the party they 
support.

•	�A distinct lack of effective choice for the many voters who find the policies of both the 
leading and the main opposition party in their constituency unpalatable. 

•	�Governments of short-termist thinking.

•	�See-saw politics, when one single party of government flips to the other in the duopoly.

	� Britain’s First Past the Post inevitably became the voting system most usually adopted 
in ex-British colonies. No major democracy that has not been under British rule uses 
the system.

	� Abroad, perhaps the most discreditable consequence of FPTP was its electing, on only 
42 percent of the votes cast, the 1948 coalition government that brought in South 
African apartheid. This was in spite of the alternative coalition that promoted gradual 
integration receiving 52 percent of the votes – a classic case of the ‘wrong winner’ 
outcomes that FPTP is known for.

	� In Britain, the safe seats created by Salisbury’s redistribution scheme are, to a large 
extent, still with us today, and still functioning much as intended. In many cases, 
constituencies have been held by the same party for longer than their constituents’ 
lifetimes. In all but the most exceptional elections, most constituencies are in effect  
a one horse race, their parliamentary seat a gift to the candidate of the party that 
always wins.

EPILOGUE

Illustration published with 
permission of ProQuest.  
Further reproduction is 
prohibited without permission.
Illustration produced by 
ProQuest as part of  
British Periodicals Series.
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EPILOGUE Returning to the events of 1884, the consequences of introducing single-member 
FPTP were predicted with remarkable accuracy by Cabinet Minister Leonard 
Courtney, an exceptionally numerate man who understood electoral systems –  
but sadly his view on the matter did not prevail. According to The Times on Tuesday 
2nd December 1884:

 “Mr. Courtney placed in Mr. Gladstone’s hands yesterday evening his resignation of 
the office of Secretary to the Treasury. Mr. Courtney, we understand, has taken this 
step because, in his opinion, the system of one-membered districts proposed in 
the Government Redistribution Bill does not afford sufficient security for the due 
representation of minorities, and will tend to deteriorate and degrade the House  
of Commons and the political life of the country.”

Were he here today, Courtney might feel entitled to say “I told you so”.

Voters in Westminster elections should be able simply to vote for the party whose 
policies appeal to them, confident that their vote will count towards winning an 
extra seat in parliament for that party; so that the composition of the House of 
Commons will closely mirror how the nation has actually voted; and so that most 
voters get a local MP accountable to them whose views they can support.

A good PR system would enable multi-party politics to work for the voters,  
providing the basis for consensus-led decision-making that aligns with the wishes  
of a majority of the people. It would also guard against naked self-interest by a 
single party elected on a minority of the vote.

The voting system that will bring these and more benefits will be a good 
proportional one: that is one that complies with Make Votes Matter’s Good Systems 
Agreement. The parliaments of Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and most of the 
world’s leading democracies use proportional systems already, so why not the 
parliament of the United Kingdom, too?

A proportional House of Commons, in which seats match votes, is not a silver bullet 
but it is an absolutely necessary condition for the nation’s future prosperity and the 
happiness of its people. Achieving it must be made a constitutional priority.

https://www.makevotesmatter.org.uk/
https://www.makevotesmatter.org.uk/good-systems-agreement
https://www.makevotesmatter.org.uk/good-systems-agreement
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