
PARLIAMENTARY REFORM AND PROTEST c. 1780-1885
THEME 1:  Parliamentary Reform c.1780-1885
PART 1 - Chronology chart

This is a suggested timeline for the theme covering Parliamentary Reform c.1780-1885.  The content coverage is derived from the Specification.   

1780-1815 1815-1848 1848-1885
The Younger Pitt Post war radical movement The revival of the reform movement in 1860s

The early parliamentary reform movement The campaign for Parliamentary reform The Reform Act 1867

Impact of French revolution The Reform Bill Crisis 1830-1832 Further attempts to remove  abuses in the 
system

Opposition to parliamentary reform The impact of the 1832 Reform Act The Reform Acts 1884-85

The unreformed electoral system Earl Grey Benjamin Disraeli

PART 2 – a conceptual guide

This provides a conceptual guide for the theme of Parliamentary Reform c.1780-1885 which attempts to demonstrate how each concept 
underpins the period, how concepts are linked and the significance of these concepts.   The aim is not to focus on the content of events but to 
provide appropriate guidance regarding historical concepts as appropriate.



PARLIAMENTARY REFORM AND PROTEST c. 1780-1885
THEME 1:  Parliamentary Reform c.1780-1885

1780-1815 1815-1848 1848-1885
Cause and Consequence Opposition to Parliamentary 

reform
The Reform Act, 1832 The revival of the reform 

movement in the 1860s

The Reform Acts 1884-1885

Significant individuals The Younger Pitt

Tom Paine

Earl Grey

Thomas Attwood

Benjamin Disraeli

Turning points The French Revolution and its 
impact

Industrialisation and its impact

The Reform Bill crisis 1830-1832 The Reform Act 1867

Key Terminology 
associated with the theme

Radicalism

The unreformed electoral system

Parliamentary reform Corruption and undue influence

Similarity and Difference

Comparison during a sub-period 
and even over the whole period 
can feature

The parliamentary system Demands for political change Extent of democracy by 1885

Change and Continuity

Teachers should address how 
far and how quickly these issues 
changed over the whole period

The extent of parliamentary reform over the period

The nature and extent of political change over the period

The impact of social and economic changes on parliamentary reform over the period

The role of the landed interest over the period



PARLIAMENTARY REFORM AND PROTEST c. 1780-1885
THEME 1:  Parliamentary Reform c.1780-1885

CAUSE AND CONSEQUENCE

Opposition to parliamentary reform Centres should examine how and why opposition to parliamentary reform emerged 
both before and during the years of the French Revolution.  The arguments of Burke, 
the strength of patriotism and the weakness of the radical movement influenced 
attitudes towards, and developments in, parliamentary reform.

The Reform Bill Crisis 1830-1832 Centres should study the reasons for increased pressure through the 1820s.   This 
will include the issue of Catholic Emancipation and how it shattered the unity of the 
Tory party in the late 1820s.  Centres should also examine how the divided Tory party 
struggled to contain the crisis caused by economic distress and the resurgence of 
parliamentary reform agitation after 1829.

The revival of the reform movement in the 
1860s

Centres should examine how and why demand for parliamentary reform revived 
in the late 1850s in the wake of the Crimean War and the failure of Chartism.  The 
formation of the National Reform Union and the Reform League should be examined 
as should the significance of the Hyde Park rally in 1866.

The Reform Acts 1884-1885 Centres should examine how and why the legislation of 1884-85 came about and 
point out the consequences of an extended electorate for party organisation and 
politics. Centres should also examine the limitations of the reforms including the 
impact of complex registration, the over-representation of the south and the cost of 
elections.



PARLIAMENTARY REFORM AND PROTEST c. 1780-1885
THEME 1:  Parliamentary Reform c.1780-1885

SIGNIFICANT INDIVIDUALS

The Younger Pitt Centres should focus on the significance of the Younger Pitt’s role in parliamentary 
reform, in particular the failure of his 1785 proposal for reform and his response to 
the French Revolution.  His security measures and legislation in the 1790s should be 
assessed for their effectiveness in stifling parliamentary reform and radicalism.

Tom Paine Centres should focus on the significance of Paine’s advocacy of the American 
colonists’ demands for independence and his enthusiastic welcome to the changes 
taking place in France after 1789.  The influence, significance and popularity of his 
book ‘The Rights of Man’ should be examined as a long term inspiration for the cause 
of parliamentary reform and radicalism.

Earl Grey The significance of Earl Grey’s career as a long term supporter of moderate 
parliamentary reform should be examined.  His belief that the best way to avoid 
revolution was to get rid of the injustices of the old system should be assessed 
against the achievement in steering the Reform Bill through Parliament in 1831-32.

Thomas Attwood Centres should focus on Attwood’s leadership of radical movements and his advocacy 
of moderate reform.  The formation of the Birmingham Political Union in 1830 by 
Attwood should be examined as a key event in attracting both middle and working 
class support for parliamentary reform.  Centres should also examine his later role 
in Chartism where he was less successful in forging an effective alliance between 
classes.

Benjamin Disraeli Centres should focus on the role of Benjamin Disraeli, often regarded as the founder 
of modern Conservatism, in persuading his backbenchers and also more radical 
Liberals to support the Reform Bill which became law in 1867.  His opportunism and 
political calculation should be examined as contributory factors in the enormous 
expansion of the electorate in 1867.
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THEME 1:  Parliamentary Reform c.1780-1885

TURNING POINTS

The French Revolution and its impact Centres should focus on the impact which the overthrow of monarchical and 
aristocratic rule in France had in Britain.  Centres should point out the long term 
impact of the French Revolution on the growth of radicalism after 1815 and the 
response of the Tory governments to this development.

Industrialisation and its impact Centres should focus on the impact that industrial change had on the political 
attitudes of the emerging middle and working classes, urbanisation and the landed 
interest.  The significance of class interests in the developing arguments about 
the extension of the vote and the redistribution of parliamentary seats should be 
examined.

The Reform Bill Crisis 1830-1832 Centres should focus on the differences between Whig and Tory politicians in the 
debate about parliamentary reform.  The interaction between economic distress, 
popular agitation and electioneering in 1831-32 should be examined as well as the 
political manoeuvring that took place after the rejection of the bill by the House of 
Lords in October 1831.  

The Reform Act, 1867 The importance of the 1867 Reform Act in enfranchising a far bigger number of voters 
than 1832 should be examined.  Centres should also focus on the redistribution 
of seats and the impact on party political organisation, the newspapers and 
electioneering. 
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KEY TERMINOLOGY

Radicalism Centres should examine the origins of radicalism in the late 18th century as a 
movement to support parliamentary reform with additional aims including free trade 
and Catholic emancipation. Working class and middle class radicals later agitated to 
demand the right to vote and assert other rights including freedom of the press and 
relief from economic distress.

The unreformed parliamentary system Centres should focus on the reasons why the unreformed parliamentary system 
attracted such criticism at the time.  Centres should examine the entrenched attitudes 
that underpinned the unreformed system and the extent to which it may have been 
more representative and participatory than its opponents supposed.

Parliamentary reform Centres should focus on the reasons for the emergence of a popular parliamentary 
reform movement and its lack of success during the period of the French Revolution.  
Centres should examine the revival of the movement in the immediate post-war period 
and the impact it made during the Reform Bill Crisis 1830-1832.

Corruption and undue influence The persistence of the practice of open voting had been a constant radical criticism 
and centres should examine why this practice continued until the Secret Ballot Act in 
1872.  Centres should focus on the prevalence of corruption in the reformed system 
and the reasons why the commission of the early 1880s persuaded Parliament to 
introduce the Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act 1883.  
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SIMILARITY AND DIFFERENCE

The parliamentary system Centres should focus on understanding why the unreformed parliamentary system 
proved so resilient, comparing similarities and differences between the reformed 
system post-1832 and the pre-1832 situation

Demands for political change Centres should focus on the reasons for demanding political change after 1832 
examining how these were similar or different to the factors affecting parliamentary 
reform in the 1780s and 1790s and why change was eventually brought about after 
1832

Extent of democracy by 1885 Centres should focus on understanding the extent of reform by 1885 noting how the 
situation in 1885 was similar or different to key points in the earlier period such as 
1815, 1832 or 1848.  [This can be linked to change and continuity over the whole 
period 1780-1885 if appropriate.]
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CHANGE AND CONTINUITY

The extent of parliamentary reform Centres should focus on understanding why the unreformed parliamentary system 
proved so resilient, comparing the extent of change over the period. They should 
consider how much the reform of parliament changed power in the country.

The nature of political change Centres should focus on the reasons for demanding political change after 1832 
examining how these changed from the factors affecting parliamentary reform in the 
period before 1832.

The impact of social and economic change 
on parliamentary reform

Centres should focus on understanding how and why social and economic change 
impacted upon the demand for representation in the industrial areas and by the 
emerging working and middle classes. The links between popular protests at times 
of economic distress (1812-1819, 1829-1832, 1848,1866-1867) and the pressure for 
reform should be assessed.

The role of the landed interest Centres should focus on understanding the extent of the continuity of landed power 
from the unreformed system into the era of reform after 1832. Centres should 
examine the gradual decline of the political power and influence of the landowning 
aristocracy in the period 1867-1885 and be aware of the future implications for the 
landed interest of the 1884-1885 reforms.
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Part 3 Resources

Books
Author Title Publisher ISBN
Annette Mayer The Growth of Democracy in 

Britain
Hodder 0 340 69792 X

Sean Lang Parliamentary Reform 1785-1928 Routledge 978 020 398 0941
Michael Scott-Bauman Protest, Agitation and 

Parliamentary Reform in Britain 
1780-1928

Hodder 978 1471838477

Eric Evans Parliamentary Reform 1770-1918 Longman 978-0-582-29467-7
John Cannon Parliamentary Reform 1640-1832 

chs. 9-11
Cambridge 0 521 09736

Internet sites
http://spartacus-educational.com/PRparliament.htm

http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/

http://www.victorianweb.org/history/index.html

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/higher/history/democracy/changes/revision/2/



PARLIAMENTARY REFORM AND PROTEST c. 1780-1885
THEME 2:  Popular Protest c.1780-1885
PART 1 - Chronology chart

This is a suggested timeline for the theme covering popular protest c.1780-1885. The content coverage is derived from the Specification..   

1780-1822 1822-1848 1848-1885
Pitt’s repressive legislation Early trade union movement Chartist demonstration of 1848

London Corresponding Society Urban protest: Merthyr, Chartism Growth of new model unionism

Luddism Rural protest: Swing and Rebecca Revival of radical agitation in the 1860s

Government repression 1815-1820 Robert Owen Robert Applegarth

Social effects of industrialisation and changes 
in agriculture

William Lovett

PART 2 – a conceptual guide

This provides a conceptual guide for the theme of popular protest c.1780-1885 which attempts to demonstrate how each concept underpins 
the period, how concepts are linked and the significance of these concepts.   The aim is not to focus on the content of events but to provide 
appropriate guidance regarding historical concepts as appropriate.



PARLIAMENTARY REFORM AND PROTEST c. 1780-1885
THEME 2:  Popular Protest c.1780-1885

1780-1822 1822-1848 1848-1885
Cause and Consequence Pitt’s repressive legislation Captain Swing

The Merthyr Rising
Rebecca

The growth of New Model 
Unionism

Significant individuals Orator Hunt Robert Owen
William Lovett
Feargus O’ Connor

Robert Applegarth

Turning points Government repression 1815-
1822 

Tolpuddle
The Hungry Forties

The Chartist demonstration of 
1848

Key Terminology 
associated with the theme

The French Revolution
The London Corresponding 
Society
Industrialisation
Luddism

Chartism
Poor Law reform

Mid Victorian prosperity

Similarity and Difference

Comparison during a sub-period 
and even over the whole period 
can feature

The radical movement, 1780-
1830

Rural and urban protest, 1830-
1850

Deference to authority in the mid 
Victorian period

Change and Continuity

Teachers should address how 
far and how quickly these issues 
changed over the whole period

Aims of popular protest over the period
Political change and popular protest over the period
Social and economic change over the period
The threat from popular protest over the period
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CAUSE AND CONSEQUENCE

Pitt’s repressive legislation Centres should examine how and why the Younger Pitt introduced legislation to curb 
the radical movement.   Centres should point out how far his legislation may have 
driven radicalism underground and to what extent it encouraged a revolutionary 
tradition amongst the working class.

Captain Swing Centres should examine how and why rural England was engulfed by protest after 
1830. Centres should point out how the movement affected the debate about reform 
and the fear of revolution in 1831-32 as well as the reform of the Poor Law in 1834 
and the fate of the Tolpuddle martyrs.

The Merthyr rising Centres should examine how and why the iron workers of Merthyr took independent 
political action in the wake of the 1831 general election.  Centres should point out its 
consequences for the government in London, the growth of trade unionism in Wales 
and the tradition of protest in Wales.

Rebecca Centres should examine how and why rural west Wales became a centre of 
disturbance between 1839 and 1843.  Centres should point out the immediate impact 
of the disturbances on the government in London and consider the longer term 
consequences for turnpikes, the tithe, the operation of the Poor law and relationships 
between landlords and tenants.

The growth of New Model Unionism Centres should examine how and why unions of skilled workers emerged in the 
mid nineteenth century and how they acquired a reputation for respectability and 
moderation.  Centres should point out not only how this may have affected the debate 
about the extension of the vote but also assess the extent to which the new   model 
unions were typical of the union movement as a whole. 
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SIGNIFICANT INDIVIDUALS

Orator Hunt Centres should focus on the significance of Hunt’s radicalisation and his leadership of 
the parliamentary reform movement particularly after 1815.  Centres should point out 
the methods he used to pressurise Parliament.  Centres should examine the impact of 
his leadership at Spa Fields and Peterloo and his opposition to the 1832 Reform Act.

Robert Owen Centres should focus on the significance of Robert Owen as a successful and 
humane businessman who pioneered the concept of co-operation.  Centres should 
consider his contribution to factory reform, the legislation of trade unions and the Co-
operative movement.

William Lovett Centres should focus on the significance of William Lovett’s contribution to radical 
thought and action.  This contribution could be seen in the emergence of political 
unions in the Reform Crisis 1830-32 and as one of the founders of the Chartist 
movement.  Lovett’s growing divergence from more militant Chartism marked his later 
years and centres should examine the reasons why there were significant divisions 
within the leadership of the Chartism movement.

Feargus O’ Connor Centres should focus on the significance of Feargus O’Connor’s career as a militant 
Chartist and editor of the highly influential The Northern Star. Centres should point out 
his role in the divisions which plagued Chartism and his lacklustre performance in the 
failed demonstration of 1848.

Robert Applegarth Centres should focus on the significance of Robert Applegarth’s role in the co-
ordination of new model unionism.  Centres should point out how his advocacy of 
moderation and respectability had direct effects on the extension of the vote, trade 
union legislation and the creation of the TUC.



PARLIAMENTARY REFORM AND PROTEST c. 1780-1885
THEME 2:  Popular Protest c.1780-1885

TURNING POINTS

Government repression 1815-1822 Centres should focus on the reasons for the revival of radicalism after 1815 stressing 
the significance of journalism, reform petitions and mass meetings such as that at 
Peterloo in 1819.  Centres should point out that government measures to dampen 
down disorder were sufficient to maintain control in difficult economic circumstances 
but also that support for parliamentary reform continued to grow markedly as did the 
fear of disorder.

Tolpuddle Centres should focus on the importance of the imprisonment of six agricultural 
labourers from Tolpuddle, Dorset, in the history of the trade union movement.  The 
severity of the sentences reflected the government’s concerns following the rural 
unrest of the early 1830s and the threat from a potential national trade union 
movement – the GNCTU.  The failure of the GNCTU can be directly linked to the 
outcome of Tolpuddle and so can the emergence of Chartism.

The Hungry Forties Centres should focus on the impact that the cycle of booms and slumps had on 
popular protest.  Centres should point out how the onset of a severe trade depression 
in the late 1830s and an increase in food prices may have impacted on support for 
Chartism, as did the later downturns of 1842 and 1848.  Centres should consider the 
possibility that the return of better economic conditions may have caused Chartism to 
lose its mass support after 1848.

The Chartist demonstration of 1848 Centres should focus on the return of economic depression in 1848 and the 
inspiration of another revolution in France which encouraged a third Chartist petition 
and another mass meeting. The reasons for the rejection of the petition and the rapid 
decline of support for Chartism after 1848 should be considered.
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KEY TERMINOLOGY

The French Revolution Centres should focus on the impact of the French Revolution on British politics and radical 
protest.  The shift from the patronising welcome given to constitutional monarchy to the fear of 
revolutionary violence should be examined. Centres should also examine the attitudes of the 
governing classes to the threats of revolution and radicalism in Britain and how that shaped later 
government responses to popular protest.

The London Corresponding Society Centres should focus on the significance of the London Corresponding Society as a radical 
organisation whose key mission was to ensure universal suffrage for British men and annual 
parliaments. Due to the perceived French revolutionary influence on the society and its 
radicalism, it was bitterly opposed by the government of Pitt the Younger. Centres should point 
out its influence on the the general radical movement that ultimately resulted in the 1832 Reform 
Act and on the growth of the later reform movements, particularly Chartism.

Industrialisation Centres should focus on the social and economic changes brought about by industrialisation and 
on the formation of an industrial working class and middle class.  Centres should examine how a 
developing industrial economy led to rapid swings from boom to slump and stress the impact of 
these swings on popular protest.

Luddism Centres should examine the reasons for the outbreak of machine breaking in the period 1811-
16 linking it to the grievances brought about by rapid industrialisation.  Although the movement 
petered out, its long term impact was felt in later disturbances both in the Swing outbreaks in the 
1830s and the Plug Plot of 1842.

Chartism Centres should focus on how and why several strands of radical grievance came together in the 
formation of the Chartist movement with its explicit series of political demands (the Charter).  The 
extent of the challenge that Chartism presented to the governing classes needs to be assessed 
as well as the long term consequences of its demise after 1848.

Poor Law reform Centres should focus on how and why the Poor Laws were reformed in 1834 and the extent to 
which the new system created discontent amongst the poorer classes.  Centres should examine 
the resistance to the implementation of the new Poor Law in the north and assess the extent to 
which it contributed to Chartism and Rebecca.

Mid-Victorian prosperity Centres should focus on the mid-Victorian period and assess how far its portrayal as a period of 
rising prices and wages, expanding trade and increasing prosperity is accurate.  Centres should 
assess the impact of the increasing prosperity in reducing the incidence of popular protest and 
how this impact may have varied from region to region and from time to time.
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SIMILARITY AND DIFFERENCE

The radical movement 1780-1830 Candidates should focus on understanding the reasons for the emergence of 
radicalism and examine the extent to which the aims and methods of the radical 
movement were similar or different by the 1830s compared to its early formation in the 
1780s.

Rural and urban protest 1830-1850 Candidates should focus on the nature of popular protest examining the extent to 
which protest was similar or different in the rural and urban contexts in these decades.  
Comparisons can be made regarding aims, methods or achievements and can also 
be made between specific urban protests or between specific rural protests such as 
Swing and Rebecca.

Deference to authority in the mid Victorian 
period

Centres should focus on understanding how the growth of deference, together with 
respectability and moderation, in the mid-Victorian period was similar or different to 
social attitudes in the earlier part of the period.  This can be linked to change and 
continuity over the whole period if appropriate.
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CHANGE AND CONTINUITY

Aims of  popular protest over the period Centres should focus on the extent to which the aims of popular protest changed from 
1780-1885.  Centres should focus on changing aims including:
• the influence of the French Revolution
• the influence of the industrial and agrarian revolutions
• the effect of government repression and intervention
• the effect of government legislation
• to ameliorate social conditions 

Political change and popular protest over 
the period

Centres should focus on the political impact of the French revolution and the fear of 
revolutionary violence as the context for decisions about reform.  The extent to which 
Chartism and other protest movements came about because of the failure to achieve 
appropriate reform in the political system, trade unions, poor law and the factories 
should be examined.  The extent to which new model unionism in the mid-nineteenth 
century may have contributed to the growth of relative social peace should also be 
assessed.

Social and economic change over the 
period

Centres should focus on how the changes brought about by rapid industrialisation 
and an evolving class structure may have influenced popular protest throughout the 
whole period.  The differing responses to change could be considered by examining 
the varying significance of individuals such as Robert Owen, Orator Hunt, Feargus 
O’Connor and Robert Applegarth.

The threat of popular protest over the 
period

Centres should focus on the nature of the threat posed to society and government by 
the threat of popular protest and how that threat may have changed during the period 
1780-1885.  Areas to consider should include:
• the extent of the threat posed by popular protest both in a national and local 

context
• the continuity of government response in terms of repression and/or 

accommodation
• the resources available to the government such as legislation, armed forces, 

intelligence and the emergence of a professional police force after 1829
• the lessening of the threat after 1848
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Part 3 Resources

Books
Author Title Publisher ISBN
Michael Scott-Bauman Protest, Agitation and 

Parliamentary Reform in Britain 
1780-1928

Hodder 978 1471838477

E P Thompson The Making of the English 
Working Class 

Penguin 978 0141976952

E Royle Chartism Longman 0 582 35569 9
C Behagg Labour and Reform Working 

Class-Movements
Hodder 0 340 52930 X

H Pelling A History of British Trade 
Unionism

Pelican 9780333577660

Audio – Visual resources
North and South (BBC mini- series 2004)
Oliver Twist ( BBC mini- series 2007)

Internet sites
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/ks3/history/uk_through_time/popular_protest_through_time/revision/7/
http://www.open.edu/openlearnworks/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=55150&printable=1
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/politics/g7/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_protests_in_the_United_Kingdom


