
Why do people protest? 

Lesson One 



Learning objectives  

• To understand why people protest 
 
• To understand what happened at the Peterloo Massacre 

https://peterloo1819.co.uk/interactive/the-hustings/10-00/


What is protest? A protest is a statement or action 
expressing disapproval of, or 
objection to, something.  

Here are three examples:   

•  Boycotting a product due to how 
it is made or how people making 
it are treated 

•  Signing a petition in opposition 
to government policy 

•  A direct action, for instance, the 
die-in protest in the image here 

Can you think of any other 
examples of protests?  

Reclaim The Power, Heathrow Airport campaign, 2018. 

Photo © Reclaimthepower 



Why do people protest? 

People normally protest to make 
change on an issue that they care 
about or is affecting their lives.  

Here are three examples:  
•  Youth climate strikes 
•  Black Lives Matter protest 
•  Anti/pro Brexit demonstrations 
 
Teacher Notes: Click on links for further info on each campaign. 

 

What would you want to change?  
Why would you protest?  Protester with London's Black Lives Matter March 

in Oxford Street, 8 July 2016 © Alisdare Hickson 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/mar/15/its-our-time-to-rise-up-youth-climate-strikes-held-in-100-countries
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=faGqNJZ_vUU
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/brexit-march-organisers-urge-leave-and-remain-voters-to-unite-for-peoples-vote-demonstration-a4097581.html


The road to reform 

One of the key reasons that people 
have protested over the last 200 years 
has been to have the right to vote.  

Activity: Complete the Road to Reform 
worksheet and work out when key 
reform milestones and events occurred. 

 
Teacher Notes: Click on image for link to an expansion video       
explaining who can vote in the UK today. 

https://www.itv.com/news/2018-02-06/vote-100-who-still-cant-vote-in-the-uk/


it all started with The Peterloo Massacre 

On 16 August 1819, an estimated 60,000 
people from across Greater Manchester 
walked to St Peter’s Field to protest for 
the right to vote. At the time around 2% 
of the population could vote as you had 
to be a wealthy landowner to do so. 

Many walked especially to see the 
famous Henry Hunt speak on the need 
for electoral reform. 

Teacher Notes: Visit the Peterloo1819 website via clicking on the image. 

https://peterloo1819.co.uk/interactive/the-hustings/10-00/


Why did they want change?  

For a lot of people life was hard. Wages had 
halved since the end of the Napoleonic Wars 
in 1815 and rising food prices left many 
unable to afford basic foods like bread. 

People felt that their lack of representation 
was preventing them from having a say 
on important issues. Many started to ask for 
change and demand a voice in Parliament. 



MPs represent groups of people who vote 
for them, allowing everyone to have a say 
in the process of law-making and decision-
making, which happens in parliament. 

As Manchester was a new industrial city 
and the system for choosing MPs was very 
old, Manchester did not have its own MP 
despite having a large population. 

Why did they want change?  



The journey 

Men, women and children walked 
wearing their best clothes, singing 
songs and carrying banners from 
towns and villages across and 
beyond today’s Greater Manchester  
to attend a meeting at St Peter’s 
Field, some walking nearly 30 miles. 

The march was practiced on local 
moors in the weeks before the 
meeting to ensure that everybody 
could arrive in an organised manner. 

 © Polyp Schlunke Poole, 

Peterloo - Witness to a massacre, 2019 



Where was St Peter’s field?  

Today St Peter’s Field is near to 
where St Peter’s Square is in 
Manchester.  

The speeches would have been 
just outside Manchester Central. 

Activity: Use google maps to work 
out how long would it take you to 
get there from where you live. 

Teacher Notes: Click on image 
for GIF of St Peters Field today. 

© Peterloo 2019 courtesy of TripleDotMakers 

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/place/Manchester+Central,+Manchester/@53.4769949,-2.2482178,616m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m5!3m4!1s0x487bb1e9b4308b35:0xb79e212b88be0089!8m2!3d53.4760563!4d-2.2472919
https://giphy.com/gifs/YpYKjdL8n8qnkaC5eZ


The Peterloo Massacre 

Teacher Notes: Click on the 
image for a 6 minute video 
that explains what happened. 

© Polyp Schlunke Poole, Peterloo - Witness to a massacre, 2019 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=eh_pikNlEp4


Film reflection 

While you are watching the film 
consider the following questions:  

•  How would you have felt at the 
start of the day? 

•  How would you have felt when 
the speeches were taking place? 

•  How might you have felt when 
the authorities arrived armed on 
horseback?  

•  How would you have felt when 
you had to then walk home?  

 

Teacher Notes: Optional Kahoot Quiz 
extension - Play via this link- 
https://create.kahoot.it/share/peterloo-quiz/
e4bc8f08-2bcd-48bf-b997-b9e4283a4c84 

© Royal Holloway University, London 

https://create.kahoot.it/share/peterloo-quiz/e4bc8f08-2bcd-48bf-b997-b9e4283a4c84


Do you think it was worth it? 

Given everything you know about Peterloo, 
do you think that it was worth it?  

•  If you knew everything you know now 
about Peterloo would you still go?  

•  What is happening in the world today 
that you care about, and would you 
campaign for it?  

Activity: Write down on a post-it note one 
thing you would campaign about today.  

 

Manchester Heroes print, by George Cruikshank, September 1819 

© People's History Museum 



#MyPeterloo campaign 

•  Write a postcard or shoot a 30 
second video outlining an issue 
that you would like to change. 

•  Look up the name of your local 
MP or councillor by going to 
writetothem.com and putting in 
your postcode. Philly Philadelphia, Me Too, Womens March, 2018 

https://www.writetothem.com/


#MyPeterloo campaign 

•  Remember: MPs play a role in 
making or changing laws and 
councillors are responsible for local 
service management (for instance, 
recycling and potholes). Which one 
is best to write to about your issue?  

•  Share your message with them via 
post, email or social media. 

•  Share it on social media via 
#MyPeterloo #Peterloo2019. 

People's Protest, 15 August 2014 

© People's History Museum, RECLAIM 



This learning programme for young people has been created by Manchester Histories and People’s History Museum.  
The programme is supported by The National Lottery Heritage Fund, Historic England and UK Parliament Education 

and has been co-designed with The Politics Project. 




