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Workshop 1: introduction and main narrative, 1760-1848 
 

 

Central concepts: types of collective action and popular protest: 
List as many as you can here then try to organise them by type of protest and type of 
tactic: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Definitions 
 

• Popular protest 
• Popular politics 
• Collective action 
• ‘Contentious gatherings’ 
• Movement 
• Social movement 
• riot 
• Reform 
• Radical 
• Trade union – organised labour 

 
 
Key points about eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain that shape our 
understanding of collective action: 
 

1. The majority of people in Britain were unrepresented in parliament. The majority of 
towns developing through commerce and industrialisation did not have MPs, and the 
majority of the population did not have the vote. 

2. There was no major popular activity for parliamentary reform until the 1760s. 
Why?  

a) Non voters can get involved in election hustings; 

b) demand for change not formulated until new ideologies emerged from the 
American Revolution from 1776 and from France from 1789. These ideas, articulated 
by Thomas Paine, eventually led to a significant proportion of the working class 
getting involved in reform campaigns. 
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3. It was very difficult to keep public order. There was no metropolitan police until 
1829, and no county police forces until after 1839. The main figures of authority were 
magistrates, who had to enlist special constables, and then the military, if riots got 
out of hand. The Riot Act of 1715 was the main piece of legislation used to put down 
riotous crowds.  

 
 
 

Timeline 
Political collective action: 

 
Wilkes in the 1760s………………………………………………………………………. 
Association movement in the 1780s…………………………………………………….. 
radical societies from the 1790s to 1820……………………………………………….. 
reform societies from 1830 to 1832…………………………………………………….. 
Chartism in the 1830s and 40s……………………………………………………………. 

 
 

*Historical warning: ‘Democracy’ was still a bad word* - there was no Whiggish 
inevitability of democracy 

.......................................................................................................................................

............................................................................................................................... 

 
Legislation: 
 
1792  Royal Proclamation against seditious writings 
1794 – trials of prominent radicals for sedition and treason 
May 1795 ‘Two Act’ or ‘Gagging Acts’ = Treasonable and Seditious Practices Act 
and Seditious Meetings Act 
1799 Combination Acts against trade union collective bargaining 
1799 United societies and London Corresponding Society banned 
1817 suspension of habeas corpus and another Seditious Meetings Act (expires July 
1818) 
October-November 1819 ‘Six Acts’ – against seditious meetings, training and drilling, 
holding arms, seditious libel, misdemeanours, and increasing stamp duty. 
1830s – 19 Swing rioters hanged and hundreds transported to Australia 
1839 third royal proclamation against seditious meetings 
1839 – 500 Chartists arrested, 250 imprisoned and 6 death sentences commuted to 
life transportation. After the 1842 general strike there were 200 transportations. 

 
 

Single issue campaigns: 
Anti-slavery 1807 and 1833…………………………………………………………… 
Anti-Corn Laws 1815-1846…………………………………………………………… 
Anti-New Poor Laws 1837-9………………………………………………………….. 
 
Religious collective action: 
Gordon riots in 1780 ……………………………………………………………….. 
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‘Church and King’ riots 1791-2 …………………………………………………… 
Catholic committee and United Irishmen in the 1790s ………………………… 
Daniel O'Connell's repeal movement in the 1820s and 30s…………………….. 
smaller campaign for and against Catholic emancipation in Britain in 1829 

 
Industrial collective action: 
Combination Acts 1799 and 1800 – not repealed until 1825……………………. 
machine breaking against new technology in the 1780s, 1812, 1826 …………….. 
Plug plots of 1842 – General strike……………………………………………………. 

 
Agricultural unrest: 
Bread or Blood agitation 1816 ………………………………………………………… 
Swing Riots 1830-2 …………………………………………………………………….. 
Tolpuddle Martyrs 1834………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

More general types of collective action throughout this period: 
Food riots………………………………………………………………………….. 
Enclosure riots……………………………………………………………………. 
Anti-impressment riots……………………………………………………………… 

 
Owenite socialism…………………………………………………………………….. 
 
 
Charles Tilly, Popular Contention in Great Britain 1758-1834 (1995), pp. 44-6 

 

 
  
 

Eighteenth century 
contentious gatherings

Parochial – issues often 
confined to one community

Violent direct action enacted 
locally but redress from 

national bodies sought through 
intermediary authorities

Particular – forms of action 
vary between localities and 

do not spread easily

Nineteenth century 
collective action

National – issues affect many 
communities, or affected 

power centres that 
controlled many localities

‘modular' – forms of action 
easily transferable methods 

between localities

‘autonomous’ – address 
centres of power directly



6HUM1012 Popular Protest 4 

 
Further reading: 
J.E. Archer, Social Unrest and Popular Protest in England, 1780-1840 (Cambridge, 
2000) 
Charles Tilly, Popular Contention in Great Britain, 1758-1834 (London, 1995) 
Nicholas Rogers, Crowds, Culture and Politics in Georgian Britain (Oxford, 1998) 

 
 

 
 


