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Chartists and the Franchise

Name: ______________________________      Period:  1   2   5   6

Count me. Please, Count Me!
IV

Unit 4, Class 6
Purpose: Is democracy based on economics?

Part One: Homework Check
Using your homework notes, and the supplemental material given in this handout, answer each question.  
You may work with a partner but each must turn in an answer sheet. 
Section A:
1.  Did the British experience with revolutionary France and political beliefs of the Tories cause them to over-react 
at Peterloo? Explain. Before answering this question, examine the chart and the excerpt below.  Who was holding 
power in England during the Peterloo Massacre? Assess the state of the economy in Manchester leading up to the 
St Peter’s Field. Place your answer on the next page.

 The economic plight of the people of Manchester in the 
early eighteenth century was rooted in three major histori-
cal developments: the Industrial Revolution, the Napole-
onic Wars, and the Corn Laws of 1804. The first solidified 
an enormous and conspicuous gap between rich and poor, 
leaving Manchester’s lower classes—mostly spinners and 
weavers of cotton—to grapple with unemployment, pov-
erty, hunger, and heavy reliance on social welfare. It also 
contributed to an unprecedented boom in population. 
Meanwhile, the Corn Laws’ regressive duty on imported 
corn exacerbated these predicaments as the war against 
Napoleon drained the treasury. England had never been 
richer, but its population had never collectively been poor-
er, and industrial cities and towns such as Manchester bore 
the brunt of the disparities.
 Parliament made no effort to reflect England’s de-
mographics, leaving the poor underrepresented and the 
wealthy overrepresented in the legislature; the lower class- http://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/peterloo

The Franchise Chart

Manchester Workers ... 1817-1820

es were marginalized economically and largely disenfran-
chised politically. Manchester, among several other locali-
ties, had no representation.
Interestingly, however, the poorer classes were also becom-
ing more literate and were thus more aware of the need 
for parliamentary reform, suffrage, and a fairer distribution 
of wealth. Parliament ... caved to landed interests via new 
...Corn Law regulations in 1815 and 1816. Radical senti-
ment rapidly began to increase.... Violent riots and ram-
pages, fueled by the angry workers, were not uncommon. 
Wary of violent insurrection, the state maintained vigilant 
discipline on the working and lower classes through the 
suppression of many civil liberties...: for instance, in 1816, 
trade unions were outlawed and freedom of the press re-
stricted, and in 1817, unapproved public meetings were 
banned and habeas corpus suspended.
 [I]n March of 1817, renown and energetic orator John 
Bagguley organized a march, known as the March of the 
Blanketeers, of forty thousand participants in blatant vio-
lation of the law. Many, including Bagguley, were arrested, 
but there was no violence. [T}he English government dem-
onstrated success in quelling immediate uprisings
 By 1818, external economic forces had pushed workers’ 
wages to their lowest levels yet. In the fifteen years prior, 
spinners’ income had decreased by a third and weavers’ by 
two thirds—from already insufficient levels. Factory own-
ers provided no relief, so workers ... went on strike. The 
strikes and demonstrations were, with a few minor excep-
tions, peaceful, but the state quickly grew impatient. English 
officials arrested Bagguley and many other leaders of the 
campaign, leaving the participants vulnerable. Ultimately, 
they called off their strikes. Yet again, though, resistance 
only continued to mount. Not long after the strikes, unions 
began to form in Manchester, which helped to organize the 
working class and increase popular sympathy for the work-
ers’ cause.
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Section B:
3. Why did it take so long for the Chartist reforms to become part of the English democratic experience?  
Have all the Chartist goal achieved? Examine your homework and the information given below to an-
swer the question above. You should also refer to the Franchis Chart on p. 247. What role does econom-
ics play? Is democracy based on economics? Answer on the next page.

The Chartists and Their Goals
 In 1832, voting rights were given to the property-
owning middle classes in Britain. However, many 
people wanted further political reform.
 Chartism was a working class movement, which 
emerged in 1836 and was most active between 1838 
and 1848. The aim of the Chartists was to gain political 
rights and influence for the working classes.
 Chartism got its name from the formal petition, or 
People’s Charter, that listed the six main aims of the 
movement. These were:
	 	 •a	vote	for	all	men	(over	21)
	 	 •the	secret	ballot
	 	 •no	property	qualification	to	become	an	MP
	 	 •payment	for	MPs
	 	 •electoral	districts	of	equal	size
	 	 •annual	elections	for	Parliament
 The movement presented three petitions to Parlia-
ment - in 1839, 1842 and 1848 – but each of these was 
rejected. The last great Chartist petition was collected 
in 1848 and had, it was claimed, six million signatures. 
The plan was to deliver it to Parliament after a peaceful 
mass meeting on Kennington Common in London. The 
government sent 8,000 soldiers, but only 20,000 Char-
tists turned up on a cold rainy day. The demonstration 
was considered a failure and the rejection of this last 
petition marked the end of Chartism.

Wages and GDP in Industrial Britain

Industrialization in Britain

The Extended Frnachise
 The 1867 Reform Act extended the right to vote 
still further down the class ladder, adding just short of 
a million voters — including many workingmen — and 
doubling the electorate, to almost two million in Eng-
land and Wales.  It, too, created major shock waves in 
contemporary British culture, some of which appear in 
works such as Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy and Ruskin’s 
Crown of Wild Olive, as authors debated whether this 
shift of power would create democracy that would, in 
turn, destroy high culture.
 The 1884 Reform bill and the 1885 Redistribution 
Act tripled the electorate again, giving the vote to most 
agricultural laborers.  By this time, voting was becoming 
a right rather than the property of the privileged. How-
ever, women were not granted voting rights until the Act 
of 1918, which enfranchised all men over 21 and women 
over thirty. This last bit of discrimination was eliminated 
10	years	later	(in	1928)	by	the	Equal	Franchise	Act.
http://www.victorianweb.org/history/hist2.html
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