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Curriculum subject: History 
Key Stage: 4 and 5 

Theme: Legacy 

Topic: Magna Carta and radicalism  

Rationale 
This activity will explore how Magna Carta – as a symbol of freedom, rights and liberties – 

influenced 18th and 19th-century radicalism. The activity is complex and may be better suited to 

a high ability GCSE group or A Level students studying the period. It assumes prior learning of 

the period through the Industrial Revolution and Empire and Trade.  

Additional information: By the 18th century Magna Carta had taken on a legendary status as a 

symbol of rights and freedoms. What had started as an argument between a tyrannical king 

and his barons had become an emblem of liberty for those fighting parliament. In the 18th and 

19th centuries, those fighting for political reforms began to interpret and invoke Magna Carta 

for their own needs and the charter became identified with radicalism. Magna Carta can help 

us to better understand British radicalism of the 18th and 19th centuries, as well as hinting at the 

changing nature of the power of Parliament.  

Content  
Historical sources:  

 An Authentic History of the Cato-Street Conspiracy (1820) 

 George Cruikshank's satirical drawing 'Liberty suspended!' (1817) 

 The People’s Charter (estimated 1838) 

 Poster for public meeting for the Peoples Charter (1839) 

 Political caricature of Queen Caroline 'Britain's Best Hope, England's Sheet Anchor' 

(1820) 

 Article on Magna Carta and women from journal The Englishwoman (1915) 

 Cartoon captioned 'Magna Carta' in publication Votes for Women (1911) 

 Magna Carta, 1215 

 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Radicalism and Suffrage by Alex Lock 

 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/an-authentic-history-of-the-cato-street-conspiracy
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/george-cruikshanks-satirical-drawing-liberty-suspended
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-peoples-charter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/poster-for-public-meeting-for-the-peoples-charter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/political-caricature-of-queen-caroline-britains-best-hope-englands-sheet-anchor
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/political-caricature-of-queen-caroline-britains-best-hope-englands-sheet-anchor
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/article-on-magna-carta-and-women-from-journal-the-englishwoman
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/cartoon-captioned-magna-carta-in-publication-votes-for-women
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/magna-carta-1215
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/radicalism-and-suffrage
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Film:  

 Magna Carta, radicalism and reform 

Key questions 

 What do the sources suggest were important political issues in the 18th and 19th 

centuries?   

 How did Magna Carta influence radicalism and how was it used by radicals? 

 How justified were their uses of Magna Carta? 

 

Activities 
1) Recap the basic social, economic and political context of Britain moving into the 18th 

and 19th century, making links between the Industrial Revolution, trade and empire and 

the growing calls for political reform.  

2) Introduce the concept of radicalism. What did it mean? Who were the radicals? Build 

up a class definition. Can we identify any radical groups today? How does being classed 

as radical relate to the time period? 

3) Ask pupils to work in pairs or groups and give them one source or grouping of sources 

(as above). To whom or what does the source/group of sources refer? For example 

Cato Street, Queen Caroline (or more to the point the fact that George wanted to 

divorce her), Chartists, women, freedom of the press. Ask pupils to use each source to 

help them generate questions that help them find out about these groups or people. 

Feedback could be in the form of each pairing/group providing a mini lesson about the 

focus of the source for the rest of the class.  

4) Now give pupils all of the sources. Can they find a reference to Magna Carta? If so, 

what message do they think is being given by the source? How does each source make 

arguments for change using Magna Carta?  

5) Now map this to the translation of Magna Carta. Which clause/s do they think the 

sources relate to or draw upon? What reasons do they have for their choices? Does 

Magna Carta directly mention any of these claims? How easy is it to find which clauses 

these arguments refer to? What can this tell us about what Magna Carta had become 

by the 18th century?  

6) Class discussion: Did the radicals’ use of Magna Carta reflect the charter’s original aims?  

7) Ask pupils to identify a pressing political issue today. How might they use Magna Carta 

to make arguments for or against it? Allow pupils to present their ideas. This could be in 

the form of a speech, poster or role-play.   

 
 

http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/videos/magna-carta-radicalism-and-reform
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/magna-carta-english-translation

