
Chartism 
 

Steps to success Key questions Evidence 
 

What was the campaign 
about? 
 

What was the problem that 
was being addressed? 
Which communities did it 
involve? 

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. 
 
Source 1 -  Peterloo Massacre 
Source 2 - 1832 Reform Act 
 

What was the goal of the 
campaign?  
 

How has the community 
been improved as a result of 
the campaign?  
What was the ‘vision for a 
better tomorrow? Who ran 
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: 

• Universal suffrage  
• Abolition of property qualifications for 

members of parliament  
• Annual parliamentary elections  
• Equal representation  
• Payment of members of Parliament  
• Vote by secret ballot 

Source 3 -  Minute Book of the London Working 
Men’s Association 
Source 4  - The People’s Charter 
 

How did the campaigners 
become experts on the 
issue? 
 

What information and 
statistics were available to 
support their position? How 
did they learn about both 
sides of 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. 

 

 
Source 3 - Minute Book of the London Working 
Men’s Association 
Source 5 - Chartist Newspapers 
 

Was there a resource 
pool? Who were their 
allies? 
 

Money may not have been 
the only resource! What 
skills and talents did they 
have? Who did they know 
that could help? 
 

Chartism had a huge amount of support from the 
working classes, particularly in industrialised 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. 
 
Source 6 - Photograph of the Chartist meeting on 
Kennington Common 
Source 7 - Article on Women Chartists 
 

http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source1/peterloo.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source2/reformact.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source3/lwma.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source4/peoplescharter.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source3/lwma.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source5/chartistnewspapers.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source6/kenningtoncommon.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/chartists1/historicalsources/source7/femalechartists.html


 

Who were their opponents 
and what stood in their 
way? 
 

Who were their opponents 
and why? What other issues 
may have been a problem 
for them? 

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. 
 
Source 11 - Praise for the police 
Source 12 - Chartist Procession 
 

How did they plan for 
success? 

Was there a leader or a 
campaign champion? Did 
they look organised? Was 
there a plan? 
 

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. However, they were not so 
organised about what to do when Parliament 
rejected their demands. Some such as William 
Lovett and the London Working Men's Association 
wanted to only use 'moral force' to achieve the aims 
of the Charter, while others such as Feargus 
O’Connor were advocates of 'physical force'. The 
Newport Rising was one of the extreme cases of 
when 'physical force' was used. 

 

The Chartists had other plans to alleviate the 
conditions of the working classes, such as building 
of the rural utopia O’Connorville. 
 
Source 9 - Newport Rising 
 

What campaign tactics and 
media did they use to get 
their message across? 

Which different media were 
used to communicate the 
campaign message? These 
might have included  

The Chartists made fantastic use of print media to 
spread their message. Many prominent Chartists 
owned or wrote for newspapers, many of which sold 
thousands of copies per week. Other cultural forms 
of media such as poetry were also used to spread 
the Chartist’s message. 

newspapers, posters, 
meetings, badges, events, 
cartoons and letters.  
 In addition to this, they held large public meetings 

where people gathered to hear orators speak about 
the Chartist cause. Their most important campaign 
tactic, however, was probably the three enormous 
petitions, which were collected and presented to 
Parliament. 
 
Source 3 - Minute Book of the London Working 
Men’s Association 
Source 8 - How to set up a secret ballot 
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