
Chartism
A Historical Background



What was the 
campaign 
about? 

 When the Chartist movement was 
established in the late 1830s, only 18 per 
cent of the adult male population of 
Britain could vote (before 1832 just 10 per 
cent could vote). 

Much of the working-class population 
were living in poverty, but without a voice 
in politics, they did not feel they could 
change their situation. 



The Peterloo
Massacre, 1819.



The Peterloo
Massacre



Reactions

Reform of the electoral system finally arrived 
with the 1832 Reform Act, which increased the 
proportion of eligible voters in England and 
Wales to 18 per cent of the adult-male population 
and 12 per cent in Scotland. 

Although the working classes had high hopes for 
the Reform Act, they eventually felt betrayed as 
despite the new legislation, the poor ultimately 
remained voiceless in the way their country was 
run. 

http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source2/reformact.html


Result

The meeting at St Peter’s Fields did not directly 
achieve any parliamentary reform and actually 
led to a suppression of civil liberties. 

 Following the massacre, the Tory government 
introduced 'Six Acts' to suppress radical 
newspapers and seditious meetings, with the 
aim of reducing the chance of an armed uprising. 

However, the Peterloo Massacre did create 
martyrs for the cause of reform and the anger of 
the masses only served to strengthen support 
for change.



What was the 
goal of the 
campaign? 



The ultimate goal of the Chartists, as 
stated in the first minutes of the London 
Working Men's Association, was 'to seek 
by every legal means to place all classes 
of society in possession of their equal, 
political, and social rights'. This was to be 
achieved by campaigning for six key 
changes to the parliamentary system: 





The People’s 
Charter



How did the 
campaigners 
become 
experts on the 
issue? 

 The Chartists were able to spread information 
relatively quickly using a network of 
newspapers, as well as mass meetings and 
speeches. 

This enabled supporters of Chartism to learn 
about the issues and keep up to date with news 
and events. The Chartist leaders also met 
regularly at conferences and meetings. 





Was there a 
resource pool? 
Who were 
their allies? 

 Chartism had a huge amount of support from 
the working classes, particularly in 
industrialized areas. The largest Chartist 
petition claimed to have nearly 6 million 
signatures. 

 Many prominent Chartists had skills in writing, 
printing and oratory, which helped attract the 
support necessary to make Chartism a mass 
movement. 



This is a 
daguerreotype 
(an early form 
of photograph) 
of the Chartist 
meeting held 
at Kennington
Common on 
10th April 1848.



Female 
Chartists



Who were 
their 
opponents 
and what 
stood in their 
way? 

 Chartism was opposed by almost all those who had the 
vote, together with MPs and the ruling classes – all of 
whom were among the wealthier members of society. 
The Chartists were sometimes portrayed as worthy of 
ridicule in the media, and sometimes as a source of 
danger. 

 The Chartists created obstacles for themselves and the 
success of the movement through lack of unity and 
disagreements over tactics. There was a split between 
those who wished to use peaceful 'moral force' and 
those who wished to use the threat of 'physical force' 
to achieve the aims of the Charter. 



The Illustrated 
London 
News in 1848.



How did they 
plan for 
success? 

The People’s Charter was written by 
William Lovett, but Feargus O’Connor 
became the main leader of the Chartist 
movement. 

The Chartists were extremely clear about 
their central aims, which were published 
in The People’s Charter, together with 
plans for a secret ballot. They planned for 
success by presenting three enormous 
petitions to Parliament. 



The Newport 
Rising

The more radical Chartists took part in riots in 
Newcastle, Birmingham and elsewhere round 
the country, at which leading members of the 
movement were arrested. 

The most infamous episode in the history of 
Chartism was the disastrous Newport Rising, 
which took place on 4thNovember 1839. A 
group of Chartists stormed a hotel and 22 of 
the protestors were killed by waiting troops. 



How successful 
were they?

Although the Chartists gathered enormous 
support in the form of signatures for their 
petitions, their demands were rejected by 
Parliament every time they were presented. 

By the time Chartism ended in 1858, not a 
single demand from the People’s Charter had 
become law. Although the Chartists failed to 
achieve their aims directly, their influence 
persisted and reformers continued to 
campaign for the electoral reforms advocated 
by the People’s Charter.



Some 
Improvements

A new Reform Bill was passed in August 
1867 that gave the vote to all male heads 
of households over 21, and all male 
lodgers paying £10 a year in rent. 

Further reform arrived with the Ballot Act 
in 1872, which ensured that votes could 
be cast in secret – a key demand of 
the People’s Charter.



Getting Better

 In 1884 the Third Reform Act extended the 
qualification of the 1867 Act to the countryside so 
that almost two thirds of men had the vote. 
Eventually, only one of the Chartists’ demands –
for annual parliamentary elections – failed to 
become part of British law. 

At the time, Chartism may have been judged 
unsuccessful, but there is no doubt that the 
movement's campaign for electoral reform played 
an important role in the development of 
democracy in the UK.


