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Introduction

Great Britain was transformed in the Georgian period, which began with the acces-
sion of King George I in 1714. Against a backdrop of immense social and cultural 
change, political radicalism was fuelled by a wave of revolutions in the Atlantic world 
(in Britain’s American colonies, in France, and in Haiti), and new Enlightenment ideas 
of liberty and egalitarianism. The impact of a number of wars, particularly between 
Britain and France, combined with advancing industrialisation and economic devel-
opment, resulted in unemployment and high taxes and prices. Many in society were 
left impoverished and desperate for change. 

Popular politics thrived in these periods of social and economic depression and in a 
political climate fluctuating between war and peace. A radical press flourished within 
a prolific popular print culture, facilitating a dialogue between the ruling classes 
and the people over rights and society in Britain. Reform societies were founded 
in towns across the country in the 1790s, and again in the early nineteenth century. 
Riots, strikes, uprisings, and mass gatherings across England, Scotland, and Wales 
saw Britons demanding change and reform, while also defending traditional ways of 
life. 

The sources in Radicalism and Popular Protest in Georgian Britain, c. 1714–1832, 
document fundamental themes of power, rights, and representation in a time of 
activism, unrest, conspiracies, and acts of rebellion against the government and 
the monarchy. They speak to political and social reform in eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century Britain, and also to the agency of ordinary people and the contribu-
tion of all members of society to protest and calls for change. 

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around 45–50 
minutes, though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth 
and depth of accompanying discussion.
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Learning Objectives

In using this teaching pack, students will:

Historical Background and Context

The radical tradition in eighteenth-century Britain was characterised by resistance 
to authority, discontent with the status quo, and a sense of liberty and freedom. For 
example, supporters of the English radical journalist and MP, John Wilkes, called 
for “Wilkes and Liberty” in the 1760s. Radicalism was ignited by revolutionary ideas 
abroad, particularly from the Thirteen Colonies in North America, and by the radical 
writer and political theorist, Thomas Paine, who authored pamphlets in the 1770s 
calling for American independence from Britain. During the 1790s, largely in re-
sponse to the French Revolution, a number of English political thinkers developed 
a reform movement in Britain, centred on freedom of speech and parliamentary 
reform. Popular protest, political societies, and publications offered various ways to 
challenge the established order. Writers, orators, and publishers such as the sati-
rist and bookseller, William Hone; the writer, John Thelwall; or the radical politician, 
John Horne Tooke, produced pamphlets and publications deemed treasonous or 
seditious, and many faced criminal trials. Newspapers, broadsides, poetry, songs, 
and ballads proliferated and demonstrate how these ideas shaped popular culture. 
Satirical prints and caricatures from artists such as James Gillray offer insight into 
the role of wit and humour in political and social life in Georgian Britain.

The radical movement successfully mobilised larger sections of society than ever 
before. Mass gatherings were common. At Spa Fields in London in 1816, followers 
of the revolutionary, Thomas Spence, called for the common ownership of land and 
democratic equality. In March 1817, thousands of weavers prepared to march to Lon-
don from Manchester to present a petition for reform in the so-called “March of the 
Blanketeers”. At its most extreme, radicalism threatened to overthrow the monarchy 
and ruling classes: papers relating to the Cato Street conspiracy of 1820 reveal how 
close Britain came to revolution.

Explore the origins and spread of popular radicalism in the Georgian period

Investigate the people, publications, and events that had such an impact.

Consider the place of radicalism and popular protest in the Georgian era in the 
social and cultural development of Britain.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Historical Background and Context (Continued)

Agricultural disorder and disaffection were common throughout the Georgian pe-
riod. National debt was exacerbated by Britain being almost constantly in a state 
of war; high taxation and demobilisation contributed to widespread poverty, rising 
prices, and food scarcity. Popular protest included localised bread and corn riots, 
as well as action against turnpikes, tolls, and taxes. Particularly prominent in this 
period were acts of rebellion against advancing mechanisation, in protest against 
the demise of traditional forms of industry. The Luddites, named after the fictional 
character of Ned Ludd, were mainly croppers, a highly skilled group of cloth finish-
ers, who damaged new cropping machines across Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, and 
Lancashire. Luddism represented a sea change in relations between the crowd and 
the authorities, exemplified by the Pentrich Rising, an armed uprising in Derbyshire 
in 1817. This was also the period of early trade unionism, giving rise to combinations 
of weavers and cloth workers, miners and colliers, shoe makers and many other 
trades, that sought to protect pay and rights.

Radicalism and Popular Protest in Georgian Britain, c. 1714–1832
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SOURCE ONE

Source Intro

The 1790s was a period of intense demands for change, particularly after the French 
Revolution began in 1789. A network of radical committees and debating clubs 
emerged around Britain agitating for moderate to radical reform of government and 
the constitution. This included universal male suffrage, democratic reform of the 
British parliament, and freedom of speech. What was new in these corresponding 
societies in London, Sheffield, Derby, Leeds, Birmingham, Nottingham, and elsewhere, 
was the activism of the working classes. Critics of the political establishment were 
marginalised or silenced. For example, the shoemaker, Thomas Hardy, a political 
reformer and founder of the London Corresponding Society (LCS), was arrested and 
tried for high treason in 1794. 

Source

“Address and Declaration” [of the London Corresponding Society], c. 1792.
 
The National Archives (hereafter TNA), UK, TS 11/951/3495.

Images 226–227.

https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/59619/ts-119513495-papers-relating-to-the-london-corresponding-society-and-the-constitutional-society
https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/59619/ts-119513495-papers-relating-to-the-london-corresponding-society-and-the-constitutional-society
https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/59619/ts-119513495-papers-relating-to-the-london-corresponding-society-and-the-constitutional-society
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Questions for Discussion 

1.	 How did the French Revolution influence radical thinking in Britain? Why was it such a 

“magnificent example” to reformers?

2.	 What do the authors identify as the main inadequacies of the British government? Why 

was reform so desperately needed in their eyes?

3.	 What were regarded as the “sacred hereditary rights of man”?

Radicalism and Popular Protest in Georgian Britain, c. 1714–1832



SOURCE TWO 

Source Intro

There was mass discontent in 1819 during a period of economic slump, widespread 
wage cuts, and unemployment. A peaceful rally of 60,000 people organised at St 
Peter’s Field in Manchester in August 1819 was the climax of a national series of 
mass meetings in support of parliamentary reform and universal suffrage. Organised 
by Manchester radicals, including the reformer, Samuel Bamford, the crowd were 
to be addressed by the radical speaker, Henry Hunt, known as the “Orator” for his 
rousing speeches. Local magistrates sent in the Manchester Yeomanry to arrest 
Hunt and clear the field. Eighteen people died and hundreds were injured when the 
cavalry charged the peaceful crowd. Reformers named it “Peterloo”, comparing the 
violence to the battle of Waterloo in 1815. 

Lancashire was a hotbed of radical politics in this period, including some of the earli-
est recorded independent female political activity in Britain. The Manchester Female 
Reform Society was formed in July 1819, with the aim of spreading democratic ideals 
among women. Their president was Mary Fildes, who stood on the speakers’ plat-
form at St Peter’s Field. The society’s secretary, Susanna Saxton, wrote the following 
address shortly after the event. 

Source

Susanna Saxton, “The Manchester Female Reformers’ Address”, in An Impartial 

Narrative of the Late Melancholy Occurrences in Manchester (Liverpool, 1819). 

Working Class Movement Library, D54.

Images 1–2 and 8–11.
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Questions for Discussion 

1.	 What were the main grievances of the organisers of the St Peter’s Field protest?

2.	 What reasons would the authorities have to respond to a peaceful protest in 

such a manner?

3.	 Why do you think Peterloo is referred to as a turning point in the struggle for 

rights and representation in Britain?

Radicalism and Popular Protest in Georgian Britain, c. 1714–1832



SOURCE THREE

Source Intro

The “Swing” riots were widespread uprisings by agricultural workers in southern 
and eastern England. They protested against mechanisation, particularly the intro-
duction of threshing machines. Traditionally, threshing was labour-intensive work 
undertaken at the end of each harvest to separate grain from stalks of corn. The 
new machines increased efficiency but put large numbers of labourers out of work. 
This, combined with a decline in the prices of agricultural produce and wages, plus 
poor harvests in 1829 and 1830, led to deepening poverty and hunger. Protests and 
disturbances in the countryside under the name “Captain Swing” included acts of ar-
son, machine breaking, and sending threatening letters. Correspondence compiled 
by the Home Office details individual cases of unrest. It also contains impounded 
pamphlets and other papers, such as source A, a public notice that warned against 
machine-breaking. A number of “Swing” protesters were executed; hundreds were 
transported to Australia or imprisoned. 

Sources

A: “A Friendly Caution to the Labourers of Kent”, 1830–1831.

TNA, HO 44/23/87.

Image 3.

B: Handbill giving a “Description of two men . . . ”. 

TNA, HO 52/6/190, f. 408.

Image 812.

C: A letter from Charles Sandys, clerk to the magistrates of Canterbury, 22 

September, 1830.

TNA, HO 52/8/125, f. 271–272.

Images 526–527. 
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Questions for Discussion 

1.	 Do you think small scale local protest was as effective as nationwide efforts?

2.	 What do these documents tell us about relationships between “agitators” and 

the authorities in this period?

3.	 Would you agree with the statement that most “Swing” activity was not overtly 

political but was actually about a defence of traditional rights of the past?

Radicalism and Popular Protest in Georgian Britain, c. 1714–1832
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Questions for General Discussion

The following questions are designed to prompt a wider discussion on the events, 

issues, and themes highlighted in the sources.

1.	 In what ways were ordinary people oppressed in the Georgian era?

2.	 Was social unrest inevitable? What do the documents in this teaching pack 

reveal about the social conditions in Britain in the Georgian period that led to 

protests?

3.	 How successful was radicalism in this period? Why was it considered so 

dangerous?

4.	 To what extent were economic factors the main cause of popular protest in 

Britain?

5.	 Discuss the long-term impact of events and movements, such as the Peterloo 

massacre or Luddism. Are there similarities to popular protests in modern day 

society?

Visit Collection 
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Related Collections:

BOA’s primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance 
user experience and boost discoverability. Via reflection on our archival holdings, 
and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under eleven key 
historical themes.

Radicalism and Popular Protest in Georgian Britain, c. 1714–1832, falls under 
the broad themes of “Politics and Social Movements”, “Culture and Society”, and 
“Media and Communications”. 

You can explore related collections, such as Trade Unionism and the Chartist 
Movement, 1833–1910, and British Women Trade Unionists on Strike at Bryant & 
May, 1888, by scanning the QR code.

British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers and 
online repositories. Hosting over six million records, carefully sourced from private 
and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library, our 
primary source collections cover over 500 years of world history. 

They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing invaluable 
source material for students and researchers working within a range of scholarly 
disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and international relations. Our 
unique digital collections offer insights into global historical events and trends, 
typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our understanding of 
history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural, economic, 
and political landscapes.

About British Online Archives (BOA)

https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/134/radicalism-and-popular-protest-in-georgian-britain-c-1714-1832/search?filters%5bquery%5d=73839-B563&filters%5bclassName%5d=document
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/3/politics-and-social-movements
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/10/culture-and-society
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/6/media-and-communications
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/53/british-women-trade-unionists-on-strike-at-bryant-may-1888
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/53/british-women-trade-unionists-on-strike-at-bryant-may-1888
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/53/british-women-trade-unionists-on-strike-at-bryant-may-1888
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/38/trade-unionism-and-the-chartist-movement-1833-1910
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/38/trade-unionism-and-the-chartist-movement-1833-1910
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/3/politics-and-social-movements
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The Collection Development Process and its Benefits

At British Online Archives (BOA), our skilled team takes great care in curating and 
publishing our primary source collections. It is a process that yields high-quality 
products, as well as substantial benefits for all involved: BOA, our archival 
partners, and, ultimately, our users. Here is a brief outline of the key steps.

Based on a proposal from a member of BOA’s content team (all of whom have a 
background in historical scholarship), we collaborate with staff at the relevant 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions, as well as with external academics and 
heritage experts, to shape the collection and produce a full item listing. The next 
step is equally important: the comprehensive conservation of the physical 
documents. Typically, this is carried out by professional conservators at the 
archives themselves, but it is funded by BOA. This crucial process ensures that the 
documents remain in excellent condition for use by other researchers for years to 
come.

Following conservation, the documents are digitised to the highest standards, either 
by BOA’s expert digitisation team, the archives’ in-house digitisers, or by a specialist 
contractor. In every case, the digitisation costs are borne directly by BOA. Scans 
are then reviewed, organised, tagged, and marketed by BOA’s relevant specialist 
teams, a process that is verified by collection-specific editorial boards composed of 
scholars and heritage experts. They likewise contribute key supplementary 
materials, such as contextual essays, which complement articles produced by 
members of our team, as well as our innovative source-based teaching packs. 

Prior to publication, each document undergoes Optical Character Recognition 
(OCR), meaning that you can search for words or phrases contained within 
images. Our published collections employ the Universal Viewer (UV). Significantly, 
this offers the “deep zoom” feature, allowing users to examine details in a 
document without lowering the quality of the image. Collections that contain 
handwritten script also benefit from Handwritten Text Recognition (HTR) software. 
This delivers a significant increase in usability and search term accuracy.

Finally, we should highlight that the digitised images that each institution has 
contributed to the curation process are made available to them for free and in 
perpetuity, ensuring that they have a high-quality digital copy of the material to use 
as they see fit. Our archival partners likewise receive royalties from any sales that 
we make, providing a revenue stream that is welcomed, particularly by smaller 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions.

https://universalviewer.io/
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