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ABSTRACT 

Haaparinne, Zachris 
Voice of the People or Raving of the Rabble? Petitions and Disputes on Political 
Representation in Britain, 1721–1776 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2021, 302 p. 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 398) 
ISBN 978-951-39-8708-4 

Representation has, in one form or another, been one of the cornerstones of or-
ganised societies throughout their history. It is also an extensively studied topic 
in the fields of political history, political science, and philosophy. Most studies 
have, however, approached the subject by focusing on intellectuals and philoso-
phers, often emphasising sudden ruptures and paradigmatic changes. 

In order to understand representation from a pragmatic and less paradig-
matic perspective, this thesis examines parliamentary representation in eight-
eenth-century Britain through petitions. It is based on 464 petitions submitted to 
parliament, members of parliament, and the Throne in 1721–1776; located and 
gathered through digital methods. It also scrutinises debates on petitions and pe-
titioning in parliament and the press. 

The studied petitions demonstrate that rather than being defined by a clear-
cut dichotomy between the free mandate and the imperative mandate of repre-
sentation, the process of defining representation in Britain contained far more 
nuance. The thesis argues that most petitioners used implicit means to influence 
the petitioned, from representative claims to ideals and counter-ideals. Such 
means provided petitioners more leeway than the explicit forms of persuasion, 
enabling them to suggest that the petitioned ought to act as requested without 
explicitly demanding so. 

By focusing on the practical aspects of representation, the thesis argues that 
rather than being a fact, or something primarily defined through high-minded 
theories, representation was a constant process of negotiation between the repre-
sentatives and those they represented. 

Keywords: representation, petitions, parliament, political culture, eighteenth 
century, Britain, conceptual history 



ABSTRAKTI 

Edustuksellisuus (representation) on kiistatta yksi länsimaisen poliittisen ajattelun 
kulmakivistä. Se on samalla myös yksi tutkituimmista historian, poliittisen his-
torian, politiikantutkimuksen ja filosofian aiheista. Usein edustuksellisuutta on 
kuitenkin lähestytty pitkälti intellektuellien, filosofien ja muiden merkkihenki-
löiden kautta. Huomio on usein keskittynyt historian murroskohtiin ja paradig-
man muutoksiin. Tämä väitöskirja sen sijaan lähestyy aihetta arkisemmasta, 
usein sivuutetusta näkökulmasta. 

Väitöskirjassani keskityn vetoomuksiin (petition) tarkoituksena ymmärtää 
edustuksellisuutta määrittävää kielellistä neuvotteluprosessia käytännön politii-
kan näkökulmasta. Tutkimus perustuu 464:ään parlamentille, Britannian parla-
mentin jäsenelle ja kuninkaalle lähetettyyn vetoomustekstiin. Vetoomuskorpuk-
sen kokoamiseen on käytetty digitaalisia arkistoja ja työkaluja. Edellä mainittujen 
lisäksi väitöskirjassa tarkastellaan myös sitä, miten vetoamisesta puhuttiin par-
lamentissa, pamfleteissa ja lehdistössä. 

Tutkimusta varten koottu vetoomuskorpus osoittaa, ettei perinteisesti par-
lamentarismin kivijalaksi mielletyn vapaan mandaatin edustusteoria ollut niin 
ehdoton kuin on perinteisesti ajateltu. Vetoajat käyttivät sekä eksplisiittisiä että 
implisiittisiä keinoja haastaakseen edustajien riippumattomuutta. Käyttämällä 
implisiittisiä argumentteja vetoajat saattoivat haastaa parlamentin ja edustajien 
itsenäisyyden muodollisen nöyrästi; vetoajat kavensivat näiden poliittista liikku-
matilaa ilman eksplisiittistä käskyttämistä. 

Keskittymällä edustuksellisuuden käytännöllisiin puoliin tutkimus osoit-
taa, ettei edustuksellisuutta määritelty suurten ajattelijoiden toimesta. Sitä mää-
rittävä neuvotteluprosessi oli sen sijaan usein korostetun käytännöllinen. 

Asiasanat: edustuksellisuus, representaatio, parlamentti, poliittinen kulttuuri, 
1700-luku, Britannia, käsitehistoria 



CONVENTIONS 

The use of quotation marks is always an indication of quoting (rather than of 
paraphrasing, or some other form of characterisation of the studied actors' use of 
language). With the exception of capitalisation, the quotations are in their origi-
nal form. Dates are given in the same form as during the studied period (O.S. 
before September 1752 and N.S. after that). 

References to petitions contain three types of information: the place of 
origin, the date (year), and a specific reference number. Using the reference num-
ber, readers can obtain more information on the said petition. Appendix 1 (sepa-
rate document) contains information on the subject of the petition, in whose 
name it was submitted, and to whom it was addressed. It also contains infor-
mation on the amount of published copies and from where the petition can be 
found. The letter a at the end of the reference number, as in Westminster 1741 
(#122a1), indicates that it is a reference to a specific reply to the said petition. All 
the studied replies are listed in Appendix 2 (separate document). 

References to newspapers consist of information on the database (either BC 
for Burney Collection or BNA for the British Newspaper Archive), the newspaper, 
and date. A complete list of abbreviations can be found in Appendix 3. References 
to pamphlets, on the other hand, consist of a shortened name, date (year), and 
ESTC number (English Short Title Catalogue). All pamphlets are derived from 
the Eighteenth Century Collections Online (ECCO). 
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11 

1.1 Conundrums of Representation 

Representation may be one of the most debated ideas and concepts in the spheres 
of politics. It has attracted enormous amounts of interest from politicians, schol-
ars, and members of the public at least since the times of Solon, Cleisthenes, Ephi-
altes, Pericles, and Eucleides. It is, indeed, one of the founding principles of or-
ganised societies (and, therefore, one of the cornerstones of modern political 
thought). But representation is also one of the most obscure and complicated con-
cepts. It is an established concept in the fields of aesthetics, where it is used to 
interpret the representational aspects of different artforms, and mathematics, 
where it is used to evaluate the representativeness of samples. The concept is also 
used in the fields of linguistics and politics. However, even in the spheres of pol-
itics, which is the focus of this thesis, representation can refer to multiple subjects. 
It can indicate elected actors, such as councillors and members of parliament, as 
well as unelected ones, from ambassadors to monarchs. Some use the concept to 
describe labour unions and scientific societies, representing their members (and 
often producing other sorts of representative claims, too). In addition to the con-
fusion regarding the definition of the concept in different traditions, the meaning 
of representation also depends on its function. Most scholars use it as a descrip-
tive concept, either defining the focus of their studies or describing the parlance 
of the studied subjects. However, uses of the concept can also be normative. In 
such cases, scholars and politicians, amongst others, tend to emphasise the need 
to define the prerequisites of proper representation. 

In order to elucidate the concept and to structure their approaches, scholars 
have developed copious sets of theoretical tools. One of the most prominent di-
chotomies used to elucidate the concept, at least in studies focusing on the 
spheres of politics, as in this thesis, is that of the free and imperative mandate. 
The free mandate of representation is based on the notion that representatives in 

1 INTRODUCTION 
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parliament are independent of their constituents. Bernard Manin, a prominent 
scholar on representation, has argued that representative governments, being pe-
culiar combinations of both 'democratic and undemocratic' elements, are based 
on representatives' independence. First, the 'absence of imperative mandates', 
along with other sorts of binding pledges, 'gives representatives a degree of in-
dependence from their electors', thus separating 'representation from popular 
rule'1. Second, representatives are independent of the 'promises made to voters'.2 
The free mandate is a principle integrated into most theories, interpretations, and 
applications of representation, both in past and present, though the precise na-
ture of that principle differs from case to case. The imperative mandate, on the 
other hand, is based on the idea that representatives are dependent on the elec-
torate; the represented have a right to impose binding instructions on those rep-
resenting them and, at least in some interpretations of the principle, a right to 
rescind their mandate of representation. Jean-Jacques Rousseau is one of the most 
cited supporters of the imperative mandate of representation3.  

The free mandate is most conspicuous in the English tradition of parliamen-
tarism. One of the core premises of the English parliament (and, after the union, 
the British parliament) is the principle that parliament is sovereign4. Its sovereign 

                                                 
1 Manin notes that electors' right to proclaim their opinions prevents representatives 

from becoming the sole 'actors on the political scene'. The right of the people to 're-
mind representatives of their presence', Manin argues, provides a democratic coun-
terbalance to 'the undemocratic independence of representatives'. Manin 1997, 237.  

2 However, as incumbents, representatives are 'subject to reelection' and thus depend-
ent on the electors' retrospective judgment. Manin claims that 'prudence dictates' 
representatives to prepare themselves for that 'popular judgment', encouraging them 
to be receptive to the opinions of the electorate. Manin 1997, 237, see also 163 - 167 
and 169 - 171. 

3 Even if Rosseau himself rejected the idea of representation. Rousseau rejected the 
idea of representation 'because representation entails alienation', insisting that the 
people and its representatives cannot be sovereign at the same time. Instead of repre-
sentation, Rousseau favoured delegation. The mandate of the 'deputies of the people' 
(being 'nothing other than its commissaries'), Rousseau argued, ought to be based on 
the imperative mandate, delegates being bound to observe the instructions of the 
people. Urbinati 60 - 69, 71 - 72; Manin 1997, 163 - 166; Ihalainen 2010, 126 - 127. For 
Rousseau's influence on the French Revolution, see, for instance, Ihalainen 2010, 346 - 
348; McNeil 1945. 

4 Meaning that parliament is the highest political, legislative, and interpretative insti-
tution in the realm, possessing the privilege to interpret the constitution and enact 
and repeal legislation as it desires. Its decisions cannot thus be overturned in courts. 
Goldsworthy 1999, 1 - 16. During the eighteenth century, however, most actors 
tended to describe parliament as independent rather than sovereign. Paul Seaward 
and Pasi Ihalainen, for instance, have noted that after the Restoration, 'it remained 
rare to associate sovereignty with Parliament on its own: late seventeenth-century 
debates recorded by Anchitell Grey used the term only to deny the association'. Even 
after the Glorious Revolution, 'the word 'sovereignty' was still treated with caution'. 
Seaward & Ihalainen 2016, 35 - 35. Pasi Ihalainen has further argued that although 
'the principle of political power being derived from the people already played a role 
in classical political thought - in one way or another - and was widely recognized by 
natural law theorists in the seventeenth century', 'these philosophers ... did not neces-
sarily associate the origin of power in the people with some distinct concept of ‘pop-
ular sovereignty’, as we might be inclined to do in reading their texts'. Ihalainen 
2010, 6. See also Lieberman 2006, 321 - 324. 
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status evolved, according to Jeffrey Goldsworthy, from 'that of the medieval Eng-
lish King'; though, de jure, bound to observe the legislative restrictions in a sim-
ilar manner as his subjects, the King also functioned as the fountainhead of 'tem-
poral jurisdiction and judgment'. Political means, thus, functioned as the sole 
method of confining the Monarch's conduct.5 During the ensuing centuries, par-
liament assumed more functions and privileges, becoming 'the most authorita-
tive institution in the realm in temporal matters' (bar the King himself) at the turn 
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries6. However, the principle gained its set-
tled form, or at least the form that most parliamentarians and constitutional 
scholars recognised during the eighteenth century, in the aftermath of the Glori-
ous Revolution. The Bill of Rights (1689), for instance, undermined the idea of 
absolute kingship, limiting the prerogatives of the monarch and strengthening 
the privileges of parliament. It accused James II of copious misdeeds and mal-
practices and imposed restrictions on the monarchs to come. The Coronation 
Oath Act (1689) and the Act of Settlement (1701) further strengthened the posi-
tion of parliament in defining the succession to the Throne.7 Parliament's privi-
lege to raise supplies also became settled during the post-Revolution period. The 
introduction of the Civil List in 1689, and the act that reinforced the custom in 
1697, separated the finances of the monarch from those of the state, rendering the 
Monarch dependent on the decisions of parliament.8 

Most post-Revolution interpretations recognised that the justification of 
parliament had a dualistic origin. In principle, parliament gained its right to rule 
from the King (or the Queen). The notion of 'King in Parliament' asserted, in prin-
ciple, that parliament used privileges that the King had permitted it to use; it 
advised and consented to the decisions of the King. The principle gained differ-
ent meanings in different interpretations, and became thus applied in different 
manners during different periods. It could be interpreted as 'the King, in Parlia-
ment'; an interpretation that asserted that parliament only advised and consented 
to the decisions of the King, the head of the political realm. However, it could 
also be understood as 'the King-in-Parliament', a sort of 'composite institution of 
three partners' that shared the right to legislate.9 Even though the Throne contin-
ued to possess significant prerogatives (such as the right to appoint ministers and 
dissolve the parliament)10, the House of Commons achieved a - more or less - 

                                                 
5 Goldsworthy 1999, 229 - 232, see also 22 - 50. 
6 Goldsworthy 1999, 229 - 230. Empiricist historians, however, tend to be more cau-

tious with such trajectories. Paul Seaward and Pasi Ihalainen have noted that 'the 
seventeenth century saw the gradual emergence of notions resembling parliamentary 
sovereignty (derived from representation) as opposed to monarchical sovereignty 
(derived from religious ideas)'. Seaward & Ihalainen 2016, 33 - 36. 

7 Goldsworthy 1999, 159 - 165. 
8 Jacob M. Price maintains that the King, Lords, and Commons 'were like the three in-

terconnected gears of a mighty machine: properly meshed and properly driven, they 
worked together beautifully, and the machine achieved wonders of production'. 'But 
let them be ill made or ill fitted', he asserts, 'and the machine could be brought to an 
immediate stop or reduced to disappointing levels of output'. Price 1983, 257, see also 
Goldie 2006, 42; Lieberman 2006, 318 - 320, 324 - 336. For further elaboration on the 
balanced (or mixed) constitution, see Chapter 6.5 (In Defence of the Constitution).  

9 Goldsworthy 1999, 9, 53, 63 - 75, 230 - 231. 
10 As demonstrated in Chapter 4.2.1 (Enemies of the People). 
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dominant position in post-Revolution England. In practice, though, parliament 
gained its justification from the electorate11. The 558 members of parliament ob-
tained their seats in the House of Commons through elections, held on a septen-
nial basis after 1716. In spite of being, de jure, members of parliament, the con-
stituents in the 314 constituencies tended to regard them as their representatives. 
However, although gaining their seats from the electorate, representatives be-
came independent after assuming those seats in parliament. Constituents could 
neither command nor control the conduct of their representatives. Instead of pro-
moting the interest of their constituencies, or those of their constituents, members 
of parliament served the common interest (or the interest of the nation, as it often 
became referred to as).12 

This thesis focuses on the tensions that the combination of representatives' 
independence and the popular origins of parliament produced in 1721 - 1776. 
Most actors and theorists active in the spheres of politics recognised the ideals 
and postulations that constituted the basis of the free mandate of representation. 
However, representatives' independence also had its critics. Some of them used 
explicit means to challenge that independence13. With that said, most of the chal-
lenges on the principle of free mandate were asserted in implicit terms. In such 
cases, actors tended to recognise that members of parliament ought to be free to 
use their discretion in promoting measures that served the interest of the nation. 
However, if representatives' perception of the common good differed from those 
of the represented, constituents tended to become less prone to appreciate their 
independence (at least in the short term)14. The implicit methods used to stretch 
the boundaries of representatives' independence have often been deemed reac-

                                                 
11 Paul Seaward has described representation as 'a dual activity, facing both backwards 

to the constituents and forwards to the Crown'. Seaward & Ihalainen 2016, 39. 
12 'Parliament is not a congress of ambassadors from different and hostile interests; 

which interests each must maintain, as an agent and advocate, against other agents 
and advocates; but parliament is a deliberative assembly of one nation, with one in-
terest, that of the whole; where, not local purposes, not local prejudices ought to 
guide, but the general good, resulting from the general reason of the whole', as Ed-
mund Burke famously noted in his speech to the electors of Bristol in 1774. 'You 
chuse a member indeed', Burke continued, 'but when you have chosen him, he is not 
member of Bristol, but he is a member of parliament'. Mr. Edmund Burke's Speeches 
at His Arrival at Bristol 1775/28 - 29 (T41525). 

13 One of the most cited of such cases is the Levellers, a political group active during 
the 1640s. An Agreement of the People (1647), a prominent Leveller declaration, empha-
sised the salience of parliament but asserted that even the privileges of the House of 
Commons ought to be confined. First, it argued that parliament ought to be inferior 
in regard to its electorate. Second, the declaration restricted the subjects parliament 
could legislate on. Sabbadini 2016, 164 - 165, 181 - 186; Ihalainen 2010, 12 - 13,  61. 

14 Virtually all actors and groups active in the spheres of politics recognised the legiti-
macy of representatives' (and thus parliament's) independence. But their interpreta-
tions of the nature of representatives' indpendence could vary drastically. Petitioners, 
especially those opposed to Walpole and the decision to exclude John Wilkes from 
representing Middlesex, underlined the independence from ministerial corruption, 
undermining representatives' ability (and willingness) to defend the true interest of 
the nation. Their critics, on the other hand, tended to emphasise representatives' in-
dependence from popular pressure; endeavouring to reduce them into mere puppets 
of popular licentiousness. 
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tive, even opportunistic. Because of such conclusions, and the fact that most ac-
tors using implicit methods refrained from both citing and formulating coherent 
theories on representation, scholars have tended to focus on the explicit methods. 
In order to understand the less pronounced means that became used to define 
and re-define representation, often from a rather practical perspective, I have de-
cided to focus on petitions submitted to parliament (76 petitions), members of 
parliament (222 petitions), and the Throne (167 petitions)15. Besides the corpus of 
464 petitions, I also scrutinise debates concerning petitions in parliament, pam-
phlets, and the press. In order to understand petitioners', and their critics', per-
ceptions on representation, this thesis focuses on five specific questions: 

 
1. How was the meaning of representation negotiated? 
2. What kind of discursive practices did petitioners use to define and re-define 

representation? 
3. How did the genre of petitions enable actors to challenge the ideals of free 

mandate through both implicit and explicit means? 
4.  How do the changes in petitions function as indicators of the changing politi-

cal culture? 
5. Why should those interested in the concept of representation also recognise the 

importance of the concepts, discourses, and other practices around the actual 
concept? 

 

The seven chapters of this thesis explore these questions. Chapter 1 (Introduc-
tion) clarifies the premises of the thesis, describing in detail its focus (representa-
tion), sources (petitions, pamphlets, the press), and theoretical premises (concep-
tual history). It describes the four main traditions of studies on representation, 
elaborating the features that distinguish the focus of this thesis from what I refer 

                                                 
15 Although often understood as different genres, this thesis considers petitions to par-

liament, instructions to members of parliament, and addresses to the Throne as part 
of the same genre. Hence, they are all regarded as petitions (even though often re-
ferred to as instructions and addresses to give readers a more detailed description of 
the discussed petition). There are several reasons behind the decision. First, the stud-
ied petitions (whether submitted to parliament, individual representatives, or the 
Throne) were all used to influence the conduct of parliament and members of parlia-
ment. Even those submitted to the Throne were used to increase the pressure on par-
liament, as demonstrated in Chapter 1.4.1 (Petitions). Second, the different sub-gen-
res of petitions did not only resemble each other with regard to their function but 
also with regard to their form. They were usually structured in a rather similar fash-
ion; often sharing the same basic sections and features regardless of to whom they 
were addressed. Third, petitioners and their supporters often understood the differ-
ent sub-genres to be part of the same process. Even if regarded as different sorts of 
documents in most of the manuals, those submitting them tended to be far more ec-
lectic when using them to influence the conduct of parliament. That is not to argue 
that the three sub-genres were identical. There are genuine differences with regard to 
their uses and linguistic conventions, as this thesis demonstrates in detail. However, 
by reading the three sub-genres side by side, the thesis challenges the somewhat for-
malistic assumption that petitions to parliament, instructions to members of parlia-
ment, and addresses to the Throne are inherently different. Their differences and 
similarities are further elaborated in Chapters 1.4.1 (Petitions) and 2.1 (Introduction 
to Petitions). 
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to as functionalist, objectivist, and intellectualist approaches. The chapter elabo-
rates the decisions to approach representation from a conceptual standpoint and 
to focus on the cluster of concepts, discourses, and other discursive practices 
around the concept of representation (in contrast to focusing on the concept it-
self). In order to provide readers with a comprehensive introduction, it also de-
scribes the sources that constitute the basis of the thesis: petitions (the principal 
corpus of sources) and debates in papers, pamphlets, and parliament (to under-
stand perceptions on petitioning). Chapter 2 (Petitions and Petitioning: Practices, 
Procedures, and Previous Studies) focuses on the genre of petitions. It discusses 
the different forms of petitions (petitions to parliament, addresses to the Throne, 
and instructions to members of parliament), arguing that each of them became 
used to define and re-define representation. In addition to the differences regard-
ing petitions, instructions, and addresses, and the procedures that became used 
to regulate them, the chapter also provides readers with a general introduction 
to the petitioning campaigns during the period from 1640 to 1838 (including the 
crises that produced most of the petitions studied in this thesis). It also discusses 
earlier studies on petitioning and petitioners' descriptions of their reasons to sub-
mit petitions. 

Chapter 3 (Representing the Sense of the People: Petitioners Uses of Repre-
sentative Claims), the first of the four source-based chapters, demonstrates the 
significance of petitioners' uses of representative claims in the process of defining 
representation. It introduces readers to a three-point model, tailored to analyse 
on whose behalf petitioners claimed to speak. In the first case (primary petitioners), 
petitioners claimed to speak on behalf of themselves and the subscribers of their 
petitions. The emphasis on subscriptions became most prominent after the 
(re-)emergence of mass-petitions16 in 1768, when petitioners and publishers of 
petitions started to emphasise the importance of scale. However, petitioners 
could also claim to speak on behalf of others. In the second case (secondary peti-
tioners), petitioners claimed to speak on behalf of the industrious poor, the suf-
ferers of financial difficulties, and the tortured seamen. Petitioners could also 
claim to represent actors in specific occupations, branches of trade, and their 
brethren in America. In contrast to primary petitioners, the secondary petitioners 
neither authored nor submitted the petitions; they were present in the petitions 
only through the representative claims of the primary petitioners. This is also a 
defining feature of the third case (tertiary petitioners). However, whereas the 
claim-making in the case of secondary petitioners consisted of representative 
claims on behalf of concrete actors, those on behalf of the tertiary petitioners con-
sisted of claims on behalf of abstractions. In such cases, petitioners could claim 
that their petitions represented the people, the trade of the nation, and entire gen-
erations. The chapter demonstrated how the use of representative claims enabled 
petitioners to significantly expand the appeal of their petitions. 

Chapter 4 (Public Interest and Private Influence: Ideals and Counter-Ideals 
of Representation and Participation) discusses the ideals and counter-ideals pe-
titioners used to define the legitimate forms of representation and participation. 

                                                 
16 In this case meaning petitions distinctively emphasising the scale of subscriptions. 
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The first part of the chapter focuses on the ideals of participation (being the ideals 
that petitioners claimed inspired them to submit petitions) and the ideals that 
petitioners expected their representatives to conform to. It demonstrates that the 
concept of interest functioned as the most important concept in characterising 
such ideals. Petitioners often claimed to champion the interest of the nation and 
tended to expect their representatives to share their definition of that concept. 
Petitioners could also assert that representatives ought to be disinterested - a con-
cept that signified the absence of private interests. In order to legitimise their re-
quests, petitioners could also represent their private interests as collective inter-
ests. In such cases, petitioners tended to represent their interests either as collec-
tive interests as such or as interests that benefitted the interest of the nation (as in 
the case of trade). The second part of the chapter, on the other hand, discusses 
the counter-ideals petitioners used to persuade their representatives. It discusses 
accusations of mismanagement and the use of concepts such as faction, ambition, 
and design. It also contemplates the criticism on placemen and pensioners, repre-
sented as the tools of malicious ministers, and references to traitors and enemies 
of the people. Besides the other accusations, the chapter also discusses in detail 
the uses of the concept of influence - the most important concept petitioners used 
to describe the undesirable elements of politics. 

Chapter 5 (Requests and Requirements: Petitioners' Perceptions on the Rep-
resentative Relationship) scrutinises petitioners' perceptions regarding the im-
pact that petitions ought to have on the petitioned. It demonstrates that discur-
sive patterns, in cases of consistent genres in particular, can be used to provide 
innovative insights into popular perceptions on representation. In contrast to 
most conceptual approaches, which emphasise the importance of nouns, the 
main focus of the chapter is on the verbs petitioners used to influence the future 
conduct of the petitioned. First, the chapter observes the use of humble verbs, 
which constitute around 80 per cent of the verbs used in petitions. With such 
verbs, petitioners desired, entreated, implored, and beseeched the petitioned to 
act as suggested. Second, the chapter discusses the use of imperative verbs. In 
such cases petitioners could insist, enjoin, and require their representatives to act 
as instructed. The uses of imperative verbs demonstrate that regardless of the 
predominance of the free mandate of representation, petitioners could also ex-
plicitly challenge representatives' independence. In addition to the use of verbs, 
the chapter also discusses the other discursive practices petitioners used to chal-
lenge the boundaries of representatives' independence. In order to influence their 
conduct, petitioners could emphasise their dependence on the people out-of-
doors and the beneficial consequences of observing their requests. The chapter 
also discusses the replies petitioners received from the petitioned (65 individual 
replies, 211 published copies). 

In contrast to earlier chapters, Chapter 6 (Protectors of Parliament and the 
Constitution: the Critics of Petitions and Petitioning) focuses on criticism of peti-
tioning. In order to understand the critics, it concentrates on debates and discus-
sions in parliament, pamphlets, and the press. It contemplates, among other 
things, the criticism on petitioning actors. In order to undermine petitions, critics 
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could claim that their submitters consisted of delegitimate actors, ranging from 
popular usurpers to misguided members of the multitude. Critics also chal-
lenged the emphasis on scale after the (re-)emergence of mass-petitions in 1768 - 
1770, claiming that instead of representing the sense of the nation, mass-petitions 
manifested the misguided passions of the populace. The chapter also discusses 
critics' concerns that petitions undermined the independence of parliament. Crit-
ics could accuse petitioners attempting to reduce representatives, the ablest men 
in the realm, into mere delegates, thus endangering the true interest of the nation. 
Petitions could also be criticised through procedural arguments and accused of 
subversion. In this last case, critics claimed that petitioners undermined and chal-
lenged the constitution and the balanced form of government, thus encouraging 
discord and division. Instead of protecting the post-Revolution settlement, as le-
gitimate actors ought to, petitioners became accused of supporting democratic 
and ochlocratic principles. In criticising petitions and petitioners' requests and 
demands, the critics, too, participated in the process of defining representation. 

Chapter 7 (Representation and Reciprocation) concludes that representa-
tion is a process of continuous negotiation. Instead of being a fact, or something 
that can be counted and measured, representation is a negotiated abstraction. In 
order to understand that abstraction, the chapter argues, the focus should be on 
the manners in which it became defined and understood. Scholars have often 
approached representation from an intellectualist standpoint, focusing on an es-
tablished canon of intellectuals and genealogies of representative ideas. Such ap-
proaches can provide interesting insights into the paradigmatic changes in rep-
resentative thought. Most historical actors, however, had neither the time to for-
mulate consistent theories nor the interest to read comprehensive tracts on rep-
resentation. In order to understand representation from a broader perspective, 
scholars should recognise the significance of actors outside the established canon. 
This thesis, the chapter argues, demonstrates in a concrete manner that such ac-
tors participated in the process of defining and re-defining representation, dis-
cussing in detail the means and methods petitioners used to do so. Their formu-
lations may have been less coherent than those of prominent intellectuals, but the 
assortment of discursive means and methods petitioners used to influence their 
representatives enables scholars to understand representation from a practical 
perspective. Petitions, the chapter and thesis concludes, constitute a crucial genre 
for those endeavouring to understand representation from the perspective of 
past actors themselves. 

1.2 Earlier Studies on Representation 

The ambiguous character of the concept has encouraged scholars to approach 
representation from numerous different perspectives. Some have focused on the 
idea of representation itself. Political theorists, among others, have often focused 
on defining the essence of representation, pure and simple. Most scholars, on the 
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other hand, have tended to approach representation from less direct perspec-
tives. Numerous scholars have, for instance, focused on parliaments and other 
representative institutions, constituting a major component of representation in 
practice. This thesis, too, approaches representation from the perspective of par-
liament, emphasising the importance of institutions (parliament), indirect prac-
tices (petitioning), and other practical aspects of representation. Studies on rep-
resentative institutions have often focused on parliaments and parliamentarism 
as such, but also on elections and electioneering, the evolution of electoral prac-
tices and campaigning, and participation in representative politics. Although 
most scholars have approached such subjects from qualitative perspectives, stud-
ies on elections and electoral particiption have also emphasised quantitative as-
pects. Others have focused on the more recent components of representation. In 
such cases, scholars have tended to emphasise the significance of parties and 
democratic norms. The connection of representation and democratic particiption, 
in particular, has attained enormous academic interest. However, parties, elec-
tions, parliaments, and democratic practices represent but a fraction of subjects 
and themes that can be used to scrutinise representation. 

For analytical purposes, I divide studies on representation into four main 
categories, the categories being (1) functionalism, (2) objectivism, (3) intellectual-
ism, and (4) historical empiricism. In order to understand the categorisation, 
some further clarifications are imperative. Instead of coherent and established 
schools of thought, the categories should be understood as traditions in the 
broader sense of the concept. First, the categories contain far more variation than 
is possible to demonstrate in this thesis, most of them containing competing the-
ories, methods, practices, and schools of thought. Second, at least some of the 
categories are overlapping. Functionalist and objectivist approaches, for instance, 
often share the same problem-solving attitude, both of them emphasising pre-
sent-day challenges and the importance of having an impact on the studied soci-
eties. Intellectualist and empiricist approaches, on the other hand, tend to share 
a common interest in the past. The Cambridge School, for instance, often ap-
proach past intellectuals, from Niccolò Machiavelli to Thomas Hobbes, from an 
empiricist perspective. Regardless of these specifications, the categorisation pro-
vides readers with a comprehensive description of the current state of studies on 
representation. Instead of being a homogeneous field of interest, studies on rep-
resentation consist of numerous divergent traditions, clusters, and subjects, rang-
ing from functionalist and normative approaches to politologist and empiricist 
traditions. 

1.2.1 Functionalism, Objectivism, Intellectualism, and Empiricism 

Functionalist studies on representation, the first of the four categories, have often 
focused on both locating and solving perceived problems of representative prac-
tices, structures, and institutions. Such scholars have often emphasised the seri-
ousness of the alleged problems, producing numerous references to the crises of 
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democratic norms, representative institutions, and electoral engagement. The de-
clining turnout at elections17, decreasing share of people belonging to established 
parties18, deteriorating trust in members of parliament and other politicians19, 
and diminishing faith in democratic institutions20 are among the most cited indi-
cations of such crises. Such scholars have also discussed the impact of globalisa-
tion, some of them focusing on supranational representation and others on the 
global influence on representation in national politics. Some functionalists have 
emphasised the opportunities of globalisation and international co-operation, 
underlining success stories such as the European Union and United Nations. 
Others have remained more sceptical, often focusing on the adverse effects and 
practical challenges. In the latter case, scholars have often emphasised that alt-
hough levels of transnational co-operation and the movement of people, goods, 
capital, and services are at their highest, the representative institutions and prac-
tices in the European Union remain problematic.21 

In order to (re-)modernise representation, functionalists have emphasised 
the importance of reforming representative practices. One of the most popular 
trains of thought has focused on inclusion, participation, and deliberation22. 
Here, scholars have underlined the need to re-determine the focus on represen-
tation, emphasising the role of democratic citizenship and the participative di-
mensions of representative politics. Instead of depending on parties and parlia-
ments, both of them institutions that have, according to numerous functionalist 
scholars, ignored minorities and other sections of the population for centuries, 
the focus should be on re-engaging citizens. A booming count of scholars have 
focused on formulating and promoting measures that encourage minorities to 
participate in representative politics. In order to secure ethnic minorities23, indig-
enous people24, and other disregarded communities a share in representative in-
stitutions and processes, scholars have often promoted representative quotas, 
group representation, and further emphasis on the needs of disregarded and mis-
represented groups.25 Nadia Urbinati, an intellectualist scholar on representa-
tion, has pointed out that in such cases representation is understood as 'a subset 

                                                 
17 LeDuc 2007; Tormey 2014; Kernell 2013, 114. See also Saward 2010, 1 - 2. 
18 Kernell 2013, 114 - 115; Tormey 2020, 70; Tormey 2014; Verma 2019, 3; Pünder 2015, 

714 - 715. 
19 Tormey 2020, 70; Gastil 2000, 1 - 2; Pünder 2015, 714 - 715. 
20 Warren 2004; Tormey 2020, 77 - 78; Gastil 2000, 1 - 2; Armingeon & Guthmann 2013. 
21 Lawrence LeDuc, for instance, has argued that 'levels of interest and participation 

continue to be low [when electing members for the European Parliament], except on 
those occasions when they have important implications in the national politics of a 
particular country'. LeDuc 2007, 155. See also DeBardeleben & Hurrelmann 2007; 
Brack 2014; Goodhart 2007; Ives 2004; Warren 2004, 203 - 204. 

22 See, for instance, Laycock 2004, ix - x, xiv - xv; Jung 2009; Steiner 2020; Gastil 2000; 
Williams 2000. 

23 Hajnal & Trounstine 2013; Banducci, Donovan, & Karp 2004; Hayward 2009; Jung 
2009; Krook 2020; Lovenduski 2020; Hänni & Saalfeld 2020. 

24 Maddison 2010; Tomaselli 2017; Williams 2004. 
25 Williams 2004; Laycock 2004, ix; Williams 2000; Jung 2009; Rehfeld 2009; Krook 2020; 

Hänni & Saalfeld 2020; Kymlicka 1995; Verma 2019. 
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of theories of justice', used to solve the representative problems 'in our advanced 
pluralist democracies'26. 

Objectivist studies, on the other hand, have focused on the normative inter-
pretations of representation. Even though seldom describing themselves as ob-
jectivists, such scholars have tended to assume that the state of representation 
can be evaluated through an objective set of standards. Some have suggested that 
it is possible to use objective standards to 'evaluate [electoral] fairness and 
bias[es]'27 and scrutinise constituents' control of their representatives28. Others 
have emphasised the objective need for impartial and compliant bureaucracies29, 
inclusion of electors30, and diversity among representatives31. However, most 
such scholars, it appears, prefer to use negations to define the normative stand-
ards of representation, claiming that the alleged deficiencies in representative 
practices cause misrepresentation. The United States is the most common subject 
of such criticism. Numerous objectivists have criticised features such as the elec-
toral college, the absence of unified regulations on elections, the first-past-the-
post (FPTP), structural biases favouring established parties, partisan manipula-
tion of district boundaries, and voter suppression32. André Blais, a Canadian 
scholar on electoral practices, has claimed that 'the United States has odd institu-
tions, which most comparativists judge negatively (and do not recommend for 
new democracies), yet American citizens seem to be relatively satisfied'. Accord-
ing to Blais, the 'comparativists are right and the people are wrong'.33 Even 
though most objectivists are not as obstinate as Blais, the normative character of 
the tradition is evident. 

Functionalist and objectivist approaches share many features. Both of them 
tend to approach representation from the perspective of the present. Functional-
ist studies emphasise the problem-solving perspective34, endeavouring to recog-
nise and solve the alleged problems of representative practices and institutions. 

                                                 
26 Urbinati 2006, 8. 
27 McGann 2013, see also van der Hout & McGann 2009a; van der Hout & McGann 

2009b; Kedar, Harsgor & Sheinerman 2016; Sterling 1981; Panagopoulos 2010; Ster-
ling 1981. 

28 Achen 1978. 
29 Chhibber & Ostermann 2013. 
30 Thompson 2013; Hayward 2009. 
31 Thompson 2013; Hayward 2009. 
32 Blais 2013; McGann 2013, 105, Thompson 2013; Gastil 2000, 71 - 76; Sterling 1981; 

Panagopoulos 2010. 
33 Blais further claims that 'Americans should not be satisfied with what they have. So 

the question becomes: why are Americans satisfied with their institutions (when they 
should not be)?' Blais 2013, 15. He has also described the representative institutions 
of the United States as both 'exceptional and "incorrect"' and claimed that the two-
year electoral terms in the House of Representatives are 'crazy'. Blais 2013, 17 - 18. 
John Gastil, on the other hand, has argued that 'there are two fundamental problems 
in American politics. The first is that most Americans do not believe that elected offi-
cials represent their interests. The second is that they are correct.' Gastil 2000, 1, see 
also 2 - 6. 

34 Although in many ways a functionalist (and a political theorist), Michael Saward has 
greatly contributed to the study of representation from an empiricist perspective. His 
assertion that those interested in representation should recognise the importance of 
what he refers to as representative claim-making is certainly one of the most promis-
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In order to solve such problems, functionalists often propose concrete solutions. 
Objectivist studies, too, often focus on recognising problems in established prac-
tices of representation. In addition to containing functionalist elements, however, 
objectivist approaches emphasise that representation, and thus misrepresenta-
tion, can be defined and measured through an objective set of standards. Func-
tionalist approaches often contain normative assumptions and assertions but also 
tend to recognise the subjective character of their diagnoses and propositions. 
Objectivists' affection for quantitative methods might, at least to a certain point, 
explain the difference. Instead of convincing scholars of the negotiated character 
of most subjects in the spheres of politics, the use of comprehensive sets of data 
might encourage them to believe that the true state of things can be calculated. 
Despite their similarities, the functionalist and objectivist approaches differ from 
each other. Though most objectivists might be functionalists, not all functionalists 
are objectivists (as such). 

Intellectualist studies on representation, constituting the third of the four 
categories, have focused on intellectual debates and authors. Like the other cate-
gories, the intellectualist tradition consists of numerous different modes of ap-
proach. Some of the intellectualist scholars have focused on the genealogies of 
representative thought. In such cases scholars have tended to emphasise the evo-
lution of representative ideas and principles. Hanna Fenichel Pitkin is certainly 
the most recognised of such scholars. Her pioneering book, The Concept of Repre-
sentation (1967), is one of the first comprehensive studies on the idea representa-
tion.35 Even if depending less on established thinkers than certain genealogists, 
The Concept of Representation contains numerous references to the usual canon of 
intellectuals. Thomas Hobbes, the focus of its first chapter, is referred to as one of 
the earliest and most significant theorists on representation36. The eighth chapter 
discusses the significance of Edmund Burke, and the ninth chapter the ideas of 
Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and James Madison. Besides the numerous 
references to the canon, the study also contains a pronounced defence of 'major 
political theorists'. As 'political theorists are still among the most persistent and 
important' commentators on representation, at least according to Pitkin, scholars 
interested in the subject should compare their conceptual findings to their per-
ceptions37. 

                                                 
ing ideas in the field. According to Saward, 'a representative claim is a claim to repre-
sent or to know what represents the interests of someone or something'; representa-
tion being 'a dynamic process of [such] claim-making and the reception of [such] 
claims'. In order to understand the process of representation, scholars 'need to look at 
the meanings of makers and recipients of claims, meanings in the assessment of 
claims' and understand 'patterns of representative claims, looking at the resources 
different actors deploy in making and evaluating claims'. Saward 2010, 8, 17 - 18, 38, 
see also 36 - 37, 43, 46 - 47, 103. Saward's notions are further elaborated in Chapter 3 
(Representing the Senses of the People: Petitioners' Uses of Representative Claims). 

35 Although political representation is the main focus of her analysis, Pitkin also recog-
nises other forms of representation. She claims to have 'looked beyond political con-
texts to all the areas of human life in which this family of words is used'. Pitkin 1967, 
6 - 7. However, due to the focus on the theoretical aspects of representation, The Con-
cept of Representation is light on empirical content. 

36 See also Pitkin 1967, 4. 
37 Pitkin 1967, 7. 
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Bernard Manin and Nadia Urbinati, on the other hand, function as more 
recent demonstrations of the genealogist tradition. Bernard Manin, the author of 
The Principles of Representative Government (1997), has contemplated 'the constant 
elements' of representation that have, according to him, remained unchanged 
and unchallenged since the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries38. These ele-
ments, Manin argues, constitute the 'principles of representative government', 
the core of political representation. However, instead of referring to 'abstract, 
timeless ideas or ideals', as numerous other intellectualist scholars have done, 
Manin understands the principles of representative government as 'concrete in-
stitutional arrangements'.39 He argues that these principles, 'observed in repre-
sentative regimes, ever since [the invention of] this form of government', deter-
mine that governors are elected on regular basis, the elected retain 'a degree of 
independence' from the electorate, the governed are free to voice their opinions, 
and 'public decisions undergo the trial of debate'40. Nadia Urbinati, meanwhile, 
has focused on formulating a 'comprehensive defense of the normative core that 
makes it [representation] democratic'41. In order to do so, Urbinati has presented 
three specific arguments. She maintains that (1) 'public discourse is one of the 
main features that characterize and give value to democratic politics'; (2) 'indi-
rectness', representation being one of its most important forms, has a central 'role 
in forging the discursive democratic character of politics, and aids rather than 
obstructs participation'; and (3) 'representation highlights the idealizing and 
judgemental nature of politics'.42 Both Manin and Urbinati discuss representation 
through the usual canon of intellectuals, ranging from Aristotle and Machiavelli 
to Rousseau and Kant43. 

In addition to the genealogist approach, intellectualist scholars have also 
focused on specific intellectuals and their perceptions on representation. Such 
studies have discussed the perceptions of intellectuals from Cicero44 and Marsil-
ius45 to Carl Schmitt46 and Mao47. But despite the endless number of prominent 
thinkers, most studies have focused on a rather confined set of intellectuals. Ed-

                                                 
38 Manin 3 - 4, 6. See also Urbinati 2006, 1, 15. 
39 Manin 1997, 3 - 4. 
40 Manin 1997, 6. 'In some countries, such as Britain and the United States', Manin ar-

gues, 'these arrangements have remained in place ever since their first appearance.' 
'In others, such as France,' the arrangements have been abolished (and re-estab-
lished), meaning that 'the regime ceased, during certain periods, to be representa-
tive'. Manin 1997, 4. 

41 A claim Urbinati considers unconventional and even controversial. Most political 
theorists, she maintains, understand representation as an antithesis of democratic 
participation, as an arrangement 'created to neutralize political participation'. Urbi-
nati 2006, 3 - 8. 

42 Urbinati 2006, 5. 
43 Both studies also contain extensive reflection on Paine, de Condorcet, Burke, Madi-

son, Montesquieu, Locke, Hobbes, Tocqueville, Schumpeter, and Sieyès. Manin 1997; 
Urbinati 2006. 

44 Remer 2010. 
45 Lee 2008. 
46 Kelly 2004. 
47 Frakt 1979. 
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mund Burke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for instance, are among the most stud-
ied members of the canon. Burke's notion that 'parliament is not a congress of 
ambassadors from different and hostile interests' but a deliberative institution of 
the entire nation, members of parliament serving the common good instead of 
'local purposes ... [and] prejudices'48, has made him a household name in the field 
of representation49. Rousseau, on the other hand, is most recognised for his rejec-
tion of representative forms of government. In Du contrat social, Rousseau claims 
that 'the sovereign' alone can represent itself  - a claim that has fascinated and 
inspired scholars on representation ever since.50 Others have focused on James 
Madison and Thomas Hobbes51. Madison, a founding father and one of the au-
thors of The Federalist Papers, and his principles of representation, underlining the 
importance of representation of interests and the role of responsive but inde-
pendent representatives, have generated enthusiasm among historians, politolo-
gists, and constitutional scholars52. Intellectualist scholars focusing on genealo-
gies and specific intellectuals share a common focus. Both focus on intellectuals, 
and in most cases on an established canon of intellectuals, and settled principles, 
conundrums, and contradictions defining representation. 

Historical empiricism constitutes the last of the four categories. Instead of 
focusing on the problems of representative practices or on the genealogies of in-
tellectual principles, empiricists, most of them historians, tend to focus on con-
fined subjects, both in temporal and spatial terms. Copious studies have dis-
cussed past practices and perceptions in Britain53, Ireland54, France55, Scandina-
via56, the Netherlands57, the Habsburg Empire58, and the United States59. Such 
scholars have often focused on parliaments, electoral practices, reforms of repre-
sentation, democratic participation, and popular perceptions. Some of them have 
focused on local conflicts and practices and others on national debates and trans-
national influences. Despite the broad assortment of themes and topics, however, 
most empiricist studies have tended to emphasise the practical applications of 
representation. H.T. Dickinson, a historian who has studied popular politics dur-
ing the long eighteenth century, has succeeded in combining most of the above-

                                                 
48 Mr. Edmund Burke's Speeches at His Arrival at Bristol 1775/28 - 29 (T41525). 
49 Conniff 1977; Conniff 1993; Eulau, Wahlke, Buchanan & Ferguson 1959; Williams 

1996; Bourke 2015. 
50 Fralin 1978; Douglass 2013; Putterman 2003; Putterman 2005; Scott 2005; 

Schwartzberg 2008; Wade 1976; Baczko 1988; Garsten 2009, 93 - 98. For similar stud-
ies on Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, see, for instance, Baczko 1988; Goldoni 2012. 

51 Skinner 2005; Runciman 2009. For similar studies on John Locke, see, for instance, 
Stevens 1996; Marini 1969; Dunn 1967. For studies on John and John Stuart Mill, see 
Krouse 1982. 

52 Yarbrough 1979; Morgan 1974; Sheehan 1992; Sheehan 2002. 
53 Dickinson 2007; Seaward 2007; Seaward & Ihalainen 2016; Foxley 2013; Ihalainen 

2010; Turnbull 2007; Knights 2005.  For similar studies on European colonies, see for 
instance, Greene 2007; Bailyn 1992; Ihalainen & Haaparinne 2020; Dabhoiwala 2017. 

54 Ohlmeyer 2007; Dennehy 2018; Crooks 2010. 
55 Bell 2007; Garrigues & Anceau 2016. 
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57 Beyen & te Velde 2016. 
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mentioned themes and topics. In his influential The Politics of the People in Eight-
eenth-Century Britain (1994), Dickinson maintains that the manners in which 'elite 
politics and popular politics inform, influence [each other], and interact' have 
been, at least to some degree, neglected and misunderstood. He further argues 
that one cannot 'understand the politics of the governing elite' unless also at-
tempting 'to appreciate the political actions, beliefs, and organisations of the peo-
ple at large'.60 The contrast to those emphasising the importance of intellectuals 
is more than evident. Though far from regarding them as irrelevant, empiricists 
tend to favour broader and more historical perspectives, often approaching rep-
resentation from the practical perspective of past actors themselves. 

Mark Knights, focused on print culture and the role of the public, and Pasi 
Ihalainen, specialised on parliaments and transnational perspectives, have also 
emphasised the need to understand the more practical aspects of representation. 
Knights, the author of Representation and Misrepresentation in Later Stuart Britain 
(2005), has argued that the period from 1670 to 1720 functioned as a transforma-
tive phase for representative practices in Britain. The combination of frequent 
elections, the birth of political parties, the end of pre-publication licensing, and 
the creation of national debt established, in the national sense, 'a partisan political 
culture' that encouraged the public to participate in the spheres of politics. 'The 
partisan press, clubs, coffee houses, electioneering, addresses, and petitions' be-
came, according to Knights, used to both inform 'a reified public' and to incite 
'passion, and even rage'.61 The focus of his approach is dualistic: to demonstrate 
the importance of 'the public to politics'62 and to understand the past attitudes 
and concerns on 'public judgment'.63 Ihalainen has also emphasised the im-
portance of practical uses of language and the role of non-canonised actors. In-
stead of focusing on 'some philosophical or sociological concept' of the people, 
the focus of his Agents of the People (2010) is 'the use of references to the people to 
legitimate political order in the past'. In order to do so, Ihalainen has focused on 
'the long-term formation of political concepts through debates in representative 
bodies and in published literature'.64 In both cases, the empiricist emphasis is ev-
ident. 

This thesis represents the last of the four traditions. As a historical empiri-
cist, I emphasise the importance of understanding representation and representa-
tive practices from the perspective of past actors. In contrast to functionalist and 
objectivist approaches, the function of this thesis is neither to reveal nor to resolve 
the problems and challenges of representative practices65. Neither does it aim to 

                                                 
60 Dickinson 1994, 1. For a thematically similar study on popular politics, see Kathleen 

Wilson's The Sense of the People. Wilson argues that 'the claim to represent the "sense 
of the people" became an important legitimizing rhetorical strategy in the Hanove-
rian decades, a crucial part of the wider political contestation under way that had 
been produced by the emergence of a vibrant, national and predominantly urban ex-
tra-parliamentary culture'. Wilson 1998, 3. 

61 Knights 2005, 3 - 5, 11 - 30. 
62 As electors, readers, and 'umpires and judges of state and church'. 
63 Knights 2005, 4 - 5. 
64 Ihalainen 2010, 1 - 2, 15, 19 - 20. 
65 Though neither is the purpose to contradict the possibility of such problems. 



26 
 

provide a normative definition of representation, describing its true meaning. 
Studies that maintain that representation can be measured and evaluated 
through a set of objective standards and reference points tend to undermine the 
competence of the studied actors. Functionalists, on the other hand, tend to focus 
on solving the alleged problems of representative practices and structures - an 
objective that often includes determining the preferred form of representation. 
This thesis, on the other hand, focuses on understanding constituents' and other 
actors' perceptions of representation, discussing in detail the linguistic means 
such actors used to influence the decisions of parliament and members of parlia-
ment. In order to do so, one needs to listen and understand the studied actors, 
instead of judging them or evaluating the truthfulness of their perceptions. 

The focus of this thesis also differs from the intellectualist approaches. In-
stead of focusing on the established canon of authors, or other intellectuals, the 
thesis emphasises the perceptions and discursive practices of less recognised ac-
tors. The principal emphasis is on petitioners - a diverse set of actors, ranging 
from borough officials to mercantile actors, as demonstrated in Chapter 3 (Rep-
resenting the Sense of the People: Petitioners Uses of Representative Claims). 
Such petitions could be submitted on behalf of corporate actors, members of 
grand juries, portreeves, justices of the peace, sheriffs, and bailiffs. Petitions could 
also include constituents and electors in different forms (freemen, burgesses, and 
principal inhabitants) and members of different professions and occupational 
groups (merchants, traders, druggists, planters, printers, clothiers, manufactur-
ers, and stannators). Some of them were authored and submitted during official 
meetings, as in the case of assizes, courts of quarter sessions, and corporate meet-
ings, but petitioning meetings could also be organised on ad hoc basis. In addi-
tion to petitioners, the thesis also studies editors', pamphleteers', and represent-
atives' perceptions of representation. In most cases, the details of the petitioners, 
such as name (most petitioners using their titles), affluence, and political alle-
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giance, remain obscure; in the case of subscribers, it is even more difficult to ob-
tain such information66. Even databases67 on members of parliament contain only 
modest amounts of information on most representatives from the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. 

In addition to the obstacle created by the shortage of information, petitions 
and petitioners are often regarded as mundane, ambivalent, and even insignifi-
cant. Instead of containing coherent perceptions, petitions are often seen as reac-
tions to crises. As ad hoc reactions, the argument goes, petitions illustrate but 
their submitters' eagerness to oppose unfavourable schemes and request 
measures to further their private interests. This can either be seen as a problem 
or as a strength, depending on the perspective. Some suggest that the mundane 
and sometimes ambivalent nature of petitioners' perceptions of representation 

                                                 
66 Who actually drafted the petitions is, in similar manner, challenging to establish. 

Faramerz Dabhoiwala, while discussing in detail the more practical aspects of peti-
tioning in seventeenth-century England, has pointed out that 'the most fundamental 
problem in analysing [petitions of individuals] is that, as in other partially literate 
cultures, most [of such] petitions were not written by the supplicants themselves, but 
penned on their behalf'. A significant amount of those scribes were, according to 
Dabhoiwala, 'amateurs'. Dabhoiwala 2017, 127 - 128, 131 - 142, see also Houston 2014, 
73 - 79, 94 - 97. It is entirely possible that a considerable amount of the private peti-
tions submitted during the eighteenth century were also drafted by such scribes. But 
I remain sceptical to the idea that their role would have been as strong in the case of 
publicised petitions; most of them concerning explicitly political issues. It is more 
than likely, at least when submitted in the name of corporations and other adminis-
trative bodies, that petitioners consulted professional scribes, attorneys, and clerks. 
But even if consulted, there is no indication that they dominated the process of draft-
ing petitions. That is not to argue that the drafting process was not (potentially) influ-
enced by a diverse set of actors. As noted in Chapter 5.5 (Replies from the Peti-
tioned), representatives could participate in the petitioning meetings, especially 
when also having other functions (matters of election, criminal justice, local admin-
istration and so on). Petitioning and the content of petitions could also be encouraged 
and influenced by those with an interest in the constituency. In order to succeed, es-
pecially in the case of private bills, petitioners often needed assistance from their rep-
resentatives and, as D.L. Rydz has pointed out, parliamentary agents; managing and 
promoting their petitions in parliament. Rydz 1979. The content of petitions could 
also be influenced by actors organising campaigns; something that became increas-
ingly common since the Wilkesite petitioning in the late 1760s. But eighteenth-cen-
tury petitioners should not be understood as drones, pushing propositions dictated 
by others. British petitioners, and those in England in particular, had far more influ-
ence over their petitions than in most political cultures in Europe, at least when con-
cerning matters of public interest. Instead of being determined by scribes (or other 
actors of similar character), it is more probable that the content of the studied peti-
tions were influenced by published literature; periodicals, pamphlets, and other pub-
lications providing them further means to conceptualise their reasoning and struc-
ture their argumentation. It is also possible, even probable, that at least some of the 
petitioners used other petitions as models. In such cases they could use historical as 
well as more recent models; both being readily available in most boroughs. Older pe-
titions were usually available through administrative records and monthly maga-
zines (often preserved since they contained useful information for different purposes, 
including manuals), whereas the more recent ones could be accessed through pam-
phlets, periodicals, and other sorts of publications. But even when using historical 
models, sometimes circulated in the press to encourage petitioning during periods of 
political turmoil, it is my belief that petitioners were more commonly influenced by 
other petitions during the same crisis, at least in the petitions studied in this thesis. 

67 Such as the History of Parliament (HoP). Most of the biographical information used 
in this thesis is derived from HoP. 
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render them useless, or at least trivial68. However, the mundane and sometimes 
ambivalent nature of petitions can also be seen as an advantage. It is true that 
petitioners seldom formulated coherent theories, but one should also consider if 
such theories provide the most suitable method of understanding historical ac-
tors and their perceptions. The intellectualist emphasis on pronounced percep-
tions of representation can also be subjected to similar forms of criticism. In order 
to broaden and deepen our understanding of representation in eighteenth-cen-
tury Britain, this thesis focuses on the often neglected features of representation 
- actors that participated in debates on ad hoc basis, often using implicit means 
to influence their representatives. 

1.3 Theoretical and Methodological Choices 

In order to understand petitioners' (and their proponents' and critics') percep-
tions on representation, I approach the subject from a linguistic and constructivist 
perspective. Theoretically, the thesis is based on a tradition often referred to as 
conceptual history, usually associated with Reinhart Koselleck. Although consist-
ing of numerous sub-traditions69 emphasising different aspects of concepts and 
their changing character, conceptual history in general tends to maintain that 
conceptual change is not merely an indication of the changing language but also 
of more profound trajectories. In addition to utilising Koselleckian notions and 
assumptions, the thesis also embraces theoretical elements from Quentin Skin-
ner. Skinner, along with others associated with the so-called Cambridge school 
of the history of political thought, usually emphasises the need to place individ-
ual texts and actors into a wider intellectual context. Although sometimes con-
sidered mutually exclusive, even opposites, this sub-chapter demonstrates that 
these approaches can be used together. The combination of the Koselleckian and 

                                                 
68 Petitions are, as demonstrated in detail in Chapter 2 (Petitions and Petitioning: Prac-

tices, Procedures, and Previous Studies), often used to confirm conclusions derived 
from more traditional sources, such as parliament, but seldom the focus of scholars' 
interest as such. 

69 That conceptual history in the twenty-first century is a diverse field of study is, of 
course, beyond doubt. Willibald Steinmetz and Michael Freeden have described the 
field as 'simultaneously discontinuous and intra-referential, scattered and centripe-
tal'. They also maintain that 'over the past twenty years' the study of conceptual his-
tory 'has been experiencing a rebirth', 'its practitioners are multiplying; its investiga-
tions have spread across many languages and cultures – within Europe and beyond; 
its assumptions and contentions are becoming more nuanced; and it has entered into 
a fertile mutual give-and-take with neighbouring disciplines'. Rather than being 'an 
orthodoxy', conceptual history 'continuously reinvents itself'. Steinmetz & Freeden 
2017, 1, 31, see also Steinmetz 2017, 65 - 66, 82 - 83; Fernández-Sebastián 2017, 284 - 
285. For the interpretations associated with Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie and 
Handbuch politisch-sozialer Grundbegriffe in Frankreich, see, for instance, Richter 1995, 3 
- 4, 19, 79 - 123; Richter 1990, 39 - 40; Richter 1987, 247 - 251, 255; Richter 1986. 
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Skinnerian approaches has previously been championed by scholars such as Mel-
vin Richter70, Kari Palonen71, and Pasi Ihalainen72. In order to clarify the exact 
manner in which I combine them in this thesis, this sub-chapter describes the 
different elements adopted from the Koselleckian and Skinnerian traditions. As 
well as contemplating their differences and similarities, this sub-chapter also 
demonstrates how such a combination is applied in practice. 

Despite a diverse (and constantly evolving) field of scholarly interest, the 
brand of conceptual history employed in this thesis is mostly inspired by the 
Koselleckian tradition. The Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (GG), an ambitious eight-
volume study of the basic concepts in German-speaking Europe, published in 
1972 - 1992, is the most well-known example of the Koselleckian interpretation of 
Begriffsgeschichte. Edited by Koselleck, Werner Conze, and Otto Brunner, the 
GG contains articles on 119 basic concepts, written by 109 different authors. In 
addition to providing a comprehensive overview of the use and evolution of Ger-
man concepts in general, the editors of the GG also argue that it demonstrates the 
connection between conceptual and social change.73 One of the GG's - and, in-
deed, Koselleck's - main arguments is that the period from 1750 to 1850, usually 
referred to as the Sattelzeit, functioned as a transformative period in terms of 
both conceptual and social change. 'During that time', to quote Melvin Richter's 
characterisation of Koselleck's reasoning, 'changes in the meaning of concepts 
proceeded at an extremely rapid pace.'74 However, even if one regards the GG 
and Sattelzeit as irrelevant to one's scholarly endeavours75, the Koselleckian tra-

                                                 
70 Richter 1986; Richter 1987; Richter 1990; Richter 1995. For Richter's impact, see, for 

instance, Olsen 2012, 194 - 195; Skinner 2002, 177. Although often seen as initially 
critical of conceptual history, Skinner has recognised the value of Begriffsgeschichte 
in his Visions of Politics (2002). Skinner argues that 'it is worth adding that the view at 
which I have arrived is in some respects similar to the one embodied in Reinhart 
Koselleck's now celebrated programme for the study of Begriffsgeschichte, histories 
of concepts'. 'Koselleck and I both assume', Skinner notes, 'that we need to treat our 
normative concepts less as statements about the world than as tools and weapons of 
ideological debate'. Skinner 2002, 175 - 187, see also Richter 1995, 133 - 134; Palonen 
2017, 98 - 100. 

71 For Palonen's impact, see, for instance, Olsen 2012, 194 - 196; Skinner 2002, 186 - 187. 
72 See, for instance, Ihalainen 1999; Ihalainen 2005; Ihalainen 2010. 
73 Tribe 2004, viii - xvi; Richter 1995, 26 - 78, 167 - 201; Richter 1990, 40 - 43, 46 - 48; Rich-

ter 1986; Richter 2006; Richter 1987; Steinmetz & Freeden 2017, 4 - 5; Jordheim 2017, 
49. I regard the argument possible but also highly ambiguous. Skinner has aptly 
noted that 'I have no general theory about the mechanisms of social transformation, 
and I am somewhat suspicious of those who have'. Skinner 2002, 180 - 182. 

74 'Such conceptual transformations', Richter continues, 'both registered and directed 
irreversible alterations in political, social, and economic structures'. Richter 1995, 16 - 
18; Richter 1990, 41 - 42, 46 - 47; Richter 1986, 612, 614 - 615; Richter 2006, 347 - 348; 
Koselleck 2002, 5 - 6, 154 - 169; Olsen 2012, 1 - 2, 170; Steinmetz & Freeden 2017, 5 - 6. 
For a detailed summary of the hypotheses (temporalisation, democratisation, ideolo-
gisation, and politicisation of concepts) regarding Sattelzeit, see, for instance, Richter 
1990, 46 - 47; Richter 1986, 616 - 618; Richter 2006, 349 - 351; Richter 1987, 252 - 253; 
Steinmetz 2017, 65 - 68. 

75 As Willibald Steinmetz has noted, 'the Sattelzeit hypothesis may be a characteristic 
feature of Begriffsgeschichte as conceived by Reinhart Koselleck in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, but it is important to stress that it is by no means essential to its method-
ology'. Rather than understanding it as an inherent part of conceptual history, 'even 
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dition of Begriffsgeschichte also provides scholars with other, more general the-
oretical tools to understand language and legitimacy, as this sub-chapter demon-
strates. 

Quentin Skinner, on the other hand, is most well known for his contribu-
tions in the field of history of political thought. Together with J.G.A. Pocock, John 
Dunn, Peter Laslett, James Tully, and a number of other scholars, Skinner is as-
sociated with the so-called Cambridge School, united by the criticism of the al-
legedly unhistorical emphasis of earlier traditions. In order to understand the 
studied actors and their thinking, the scholars associated with the Cambridge 
School have tended to emphasise the importance of what is usually referred to as 
historical contextualism.76 Rather than focusing on the Cambridge School in gen-
eral, however, the approach of this thesis has mostly been influenced by Skinner, 
whom I have found most useful in understanding past actors' use of language. 
In regard to his theoretical and methodological contributions, Skinner is most 
recognised for his notions concerning speech acts and the emphasis on authors' 
intentions. In the first case, Skinner is influenced by the thinking of Ludwig Witt-
genstein and J.L. Austin; instead of being mere rhetoric, the use of language is a 
form of acting. The emphasis on intentions, on the other hand, derives from the 
endeavour to understand the functions of those speech acts. 'The understanding 
of texts', Skinner argues, 'presupposes the grasp of what they were intended to 
mean and of how that meaning was intended to be taken'. 'To understand a text', 
he continues, 'must at least be to understand both the intention to be understood, 
and the intention that this intention be understood, which the text as an intended 
act of communication must have embodied'.77 Although both revered and con-
troversial, Skinner and his approach have had a lasting impact on the history of 
political thought and beyond. 

This thesis is based on a combination of the two approaches, adopting (and 
rejecting) elements from both of them. It shares the Koselleckian notion that con-
cepts are essential to language (and thus to social interaction and societies in gen-
eral), providing actors with not only the means to describe their surrounding re-
ality but also to mould it.78 Rather than being mere words79, concepts are the 

                                                 
Koselleck himself only thought of it as a point of secondary importance'. 'To con-
clude from this that Begriffsgeschichte as a line of inquiry should forever be bound to 
repeat, or be instrumental to prove, that particular Koselleckian view of modern his-
tory', Steinmetz argues, 'is nonsense'. Steinmetz 2017, 65 - 66. 

76 Richter 1995, 124; Tribe 2004, vii - ix. 
77 Skinner 2002, 86 - 87, see also 96 - 97; Palonen 2017, 98 - 100. In contrast to numerous 

other scholars, Skinner distinguishes intentions from motives. He argues that in ad-
dition to (usually) being impossible to recover and understand, 'the recovery of mo-
tives is indeed irrelevant to the activity of interpreting the meanings of texts'. For the 
distinction between intentions and motives, see, for instance, Skinner 2002, 96 - 102. 

78 Koselleck 2002, 30 - 32, 36 - 37, 125, 129; Koselleck 2004, 75 - 92, 156 - 159; Richter 
1990, 41; Richter 1986, 618; Richter 2006, 345. 

79 According to Koselleck, the focus of his approach has been on 'concepts whose se-
mantic "carrying capacity" extends further than the "mere" words employed in the 
sociopolitical domain'. Although 'each concept is associated with a word, ... not every 
word is a social and political concept' as concepts 'possess a substantial claim to gen-
erality and always have many meanings'. Koselleck 2004, 75 - 76, 84 - 85. See also 
Richter 2006, 345; Olsen 2012, 172 - 173, 181; Richter 1995, 9 - 10, 35, 41 - 42. 
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cornerstones of language, crucial in the process of structuring argumentation and 
necessities in defining the boundaries between legitimate and de-legitimate. Due 
to their centrality, concepts usually function as both means and subjects of con-
flict. Whereas legitimate concepts usually are used to describe the speakers' and 
writers' (and their allies' and associates') intentions, causes, and perceptions, de-
legitimate concepts are most commonly employed to characterise the conduct of 
their opponents. Besides making use of the established definitions of concepts, 
actors may also re-define them. Legitimate concepts may, for instance, be re-de-
fined in a manner that enables actors to use them to describe their own endeav-
ours in legitimate terms. Pejorative ones, on the other hand, may be revised in 
ways that make them suitable for criticising others.80 Most actors in the spheres 
of politics tend to regard freedom as a legitimate concept. However, although 
widely recognised, the concept signifies different things to different actors: free-
dom, but from what? The concept may be used to justify both the nationalisation 
of private property and the reduction of regulation and state interference. An-
other common example is the freedom of speech. Although commonly recog-
nised as legitimate, and claimed by most groups within the spheres of politics, 
the numerous definitions of the concept may differ drastically from each other. 
In order to utilise the legitimacy associated with such concepts and promote their 
definitions of them, actors compete with those defining them in different ways. 
Concepts, in other words, function both as central platforms of conflict and im-
portant indications of the boundaries of legitimacy. 

The focus on concepts is based on an assumption that language, and thus 
legitimacy, is structural. Rather than being invented individually, language is a 
socially shared and mostly inherited structure; actors using words and concepts 
tend to rely on linguistic conventions and connotations invented and consoli-
dated by others. The structural character of language is also what makes it un-
derstandable. Rather than using random expressions, speakers and writers tend 
to use language that is both understandable and, more importantly, regarded as 
convincing and suitable to their audiences. This is also evident in the case of pe-
titions. To legitimise their claims, petitioners tended to favour the use of legiti-
mate concepts; in other words, concepts that their audiences recognised as legit-
imate81. Instead of representing their petitions as manifestations of private inter-
ests, a highly pejorative concept during the eighteenth century, petitioners 
claimed to champion the common good, something that almost all of their con-
temporaries recognised as legitimate. Many actors may have disagreed with their 

                                                 
80 Particularly by actors, Skinner refers to as innovative ideologists. Skinner 2002, 148 - 

157. 
81 Skinner, too, recognises the structural character of language, though often discussing 

it in different terms than Koselleck. He maintains that 'whatever intentions a writer 
may have, they must be conventional in the strong sense that they must be recognisa-
ble as intentions to uphold some particular position in argument, to contribute to the 
treatment of some particular topic, and so on'. In order to understand speech acts and 
intentions, 'we need, in short, to be ready to take as our province nothing less than 
the whole of what Cornelius Castoriadis has described as the social imaginary, the 
complete range of the inherited symbols and representations that constitute the sub-
jectivity of an age'. Skinner 2002, 101 - 102, see also 5, 86 - 87, 114 - 118, 142, 178 - 179. 
See also Richter 1990, 60 - 61. 
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characterisation of the common good, but they nevertheless recognised its im-
portance in principle. Due to the socially shared character of concepts, their uses 
do not only function as indications of their private thoughts, but also of those of 
their intended audiences (and, to a certain extent, of society in general). The use 
of concepts can thus be used to understand what was perceived as legitimate and 
delegitimate, or at least what actors thoughts others considered as legitimate and 
delegitimate. 

In addition to recognising the structural character of language and legiti-
macy in general, this thesis also focuses on a more specific linguistic structure. In 
order to understand representation, it examines the genre of petitions. Due to its 
relatively coherent character, discussed in detail in Chapters 1.4.1 (Petitions) and 
2 (Petitions and Petitioning: Practices, Procedures, and Previous Studies), the 
genre of petitions functions as an excellent corpus of sources to examine the lin-
guistic patterns of legitimacy. The focus on a specific genre enables one to recog-
nise and locate conventions, features, and formulations that would appear trivial 
if discussed in the context of individual texts. When focusing on such conven-
tions, features, and formulations through 464 publicised petitions, submitted and 
published during the span of 55 years, however, patterns start to emerge. These 
linguistic patterns, some of them conceptual and others more general82, can be 
used to shed light on two particular aspects. First, they demonstrate petitioners' 
perceptions of representation. Instead of being explicit, like most of the studied 
writings of eighteenth-century intellectuals, the preponderance of petitioners' 
means were implicit. The focus on such patterns thus enables scholars to under-
stand the often neglected means to define and re-define representation from a 
practical perspective. Second, the patterns function as indications of what was 
legitimate and de-legitimate in eighteenth-century Britain. As petitioners en-
deavoured to convince various audiences, ranging from representatives to read-
ing publics in general, they favoured the use of concepts, conventions, and argu-
ments that in general were considered recognisable and legitimate. 

Although embracing the Koselleckian emphasis on the structural aspects of 
language83, the thesis also recognises the importance of the Skinnerian emphasis 

                                                 
82 Though the main focus of the thesis is on concepts and their uses, it also contains ref-

erences to discourses; a rather ambiguous and even controversial concept. However, 
rather than using it as a theoretically strong notion, I use the concept in a practical 
and descriptive manner. The concept of discourse is mostly used to describe wider 
expressions. Petitioners could, for instance, emphasise their love and esteem for their 
country (instead of describing themselves as patriots, a more conceptually-minded 
way of saying, more or less, the same thing). Even in such cases, petitioners used 
concepts to structure their argumentation, but in a different manner than when em-
ploying the concept of patriot. The use of adjectives, adverbs, and verbs, on the other 
hand, are referred to as discursive means. Though being neither concepts nor dis-
courses by themselves, such means were constantly used to define both of them. 

83 Although almost categorically recognised by scholars studying language, the explicit 
emphasis on its structural character varies from case to case. Whereas Koselleck, for 
instance, places much emphasis on its structural aspects, sometimes in a manner that 
might seem as dismissive towards those actors actually using it, Skinner tends to fo-
cus on individuals and their speech acts. But he also emphasises the need to under-
stand the studied speech acts within wider intellectual contexts, thus recognising the 
importance of linguistic structures. 
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on individuals, their agency, and their speech acts. Although far from denying 
the importance of individuals, Koselleck is also modest in emphasising their role. 
Instead of focusing on individual actors and their use of language, the Be-
griffsgeschichte, and the Geschichte Grundbegriffe in particular, tends to discuss 
concepts in rather passive terms. In this respect, the influence of social history on 
Koselleck's thinking is more than evident84. Though greatly influencing actors' 
use of language, as earlier demonstrated, such structures are never self-sustain-
ing; language (or structures in general) never acts by itself, but is used to perform 
(speech) acts85. Actors could, for instance, contradict established conventions by 
inventing new concepts and altering the meanings of established ones by re-de-
fining them. Rather than being mindless drones, ordered by the structure to use 

                                                 
84 Koselleck 2002, 20 - 37, 129; Koselleck 2004, 75 - 92; Richter 1990, 43, 45 - 46; Richter 

1986, 614 - 620; Richter 2006, 348 - 349; Richter 1987, 253; Richter 1995, 6, 11, 18, 27 - 
28, 34 - 39, 42; Olsen 2012, 178 - 186. However, instead of understanding conceptual 
history as a sub-tradition of social history, Koselleck maintains that the two tradi-
tions have genuine, even fundamental, differences. He states, for instance, that 'social 
history and conceptual history are different', even insisting that 'social history ... and 
conceptual history stand in a reciprocal, historically necessitated tension that can 
never be canceled out'. Instead of being part of the same tradition, Koselleck under-
stands them as mutually beneficial. Koselleck 2002, 20 - 24, see also 30 - 31, 36 - 37. 
Although influenced by what is often referred to as social history, Koselleck's exact 
definition of the concept, and, indeed, that of social, remains ambiguous. It appears 
that he understands the tradition in a far broader manner than a great deal of his 
non-German-speaking readers, representing it as the branch of history that 'deals 
with intersubjective relationships, with forms of sociability or with social stratifica-
tions'. Koselleck 2002, 20 - 24, see also 31. Though understandable, such use of the 
concept, together with the uses of other similar concepts, supposedly describing the 
different traditions within the field of history, is challenging to those not familiar 
with the vocabulary and conventions of German-speaking historiography. Besides 
often using such concepts without explicitly defining them, Koselleck's distinctions 
between the different branches of historiography remain somewhat nebulous. One 
could, for instance, argue that the rather expansive definition of social history would 
render political history, cultural history, economic history, and, indeed, conceptual 
history useless, all of them focusing on subjects based on intersubjective relation-
ships. However, although often formulated in a manner that might appear as pro-
grammatic, even formalistic, Koselleck usually emphasises aspects that Skinner, and 
others associated with the Cantabrigian tradition, would simply refer to as historical 
contexts. 

85 In this respect, I remain critical of Mark Knights' characterisation of the linguistic 
turn. Knights asserts that the linguistic turn 'involves the recognition that language 
'acts' ... [and that] certain words and phrases have a power of their own, because the 
way in which they are understood can shape and order behaviour and experience'. 
Knights 2005, 42, see also 44 - 45. For similar notions regarding Koselleck's work, see, 
for instance, Koselleck 2002, 29, 36 - 37; Koselleck 2004, 75; Richter 1995, 38 - 39; Rich-
ter 1990, 47; Richter 1987, 253. The flawed logic of such argumentation can be demon-
strated by a mechanical analogy. It seems safe to assume that most scholars would 
recognise that the general design of hammers tend to influence the manners in which 
such tools are used. Due to its design, those using such a tool tend to grab it by its 
handle, thus using its weighted head to hit the intended object. But does that mean 
that the hammer has agency? Such claims tend to confuse influence (of structures) 
and agency. Even if the use of the hammer is certainly influenced by its design, it is 
not the hammer that acts; it is the actor using the hammer that uses his agency to use 
it, usually influenced by the design the designer of the hammer used his agency to 
design. Scholars are, of course, free to define the concepts they use in whatever man-
ner they want, but to include the influence of structures into the concept of agency 
would render the concept, de facto, useless. For Cantabrigian criticism of such no-
tions of agency, see, for instance, Skinner 2002, 180. 
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a pre-determined set of concepts, actors used their discretion to contemplate and 
decide which concepts would be most suitable to describe their perceptions and 
serve their purposes86. This is not to claim that Koselleck understood structures, 
whether linguistic or social, as self-sustaining, but to underline the dangers of 
relying on structural explanations and, thus, the need to recognise the role of in-
dividual agency. 

However, although more empathetic towards individuals and their choices, 
the Skinnerian approach, too, has its limitations. Two of them are particularly 
relevant from the perspective of this thesis. First, Skinner and those associated 
with the Cambridge School have tended to focus on historical actors often de-
scribed as intellectuals. Although interpreting them from a more historically-ori-
ented perspective than earlier brands of intellectual history, the Cantabrigians 
tend to focus on a rather similar canon of intellectuals, ranging from Hobbes and 
Harrington to Locke and Machiavelli. However, rather than being an intrinsic 
part of the Skinnerian approach, this is, to a large extent, a consequence of indi-
vidual choices87. The contrast to this thesis is, however, more than evident. In 
order to understand the practical perspectives of representation, I focus on actors 
often deemed mundane. Second, Skinner has tended to emphasise the im-
portance of intentions, an intriguing but demanding focus. The focus on inten-
tions is most useful in cases of well-known actors, especially when those actors 
have produced large amounts of source material on their reasoning. Again, the 

                                                 
86 In this sense, I understand the use of words as fundamentally political. Kari Palonen 

has aptly pointed out that politics can be, in general, understood in two fundamental 
manners: as a sphere and as an activity. In the first case, politics is understood as a 
space where politics is made, parliaments and party organisations being the most 
common examples of such an understanding of politics. In the second case, on the 
other hand, politics is understood as an activity; everything containing the possibility 
to choose being categorically political. Although occasionally employing concepts 
based on the first (as when using the expression spheres of politics, being a general 
reference to those actors and institutions usually considered as explicitly political), I 
concur with Palonen in regard to the primacy of the second. Instead of being some-
thing confined to parliament and other spheres regarded as political, politics is some-
thing that is present in our everyday life. Such an understanding of politics, and the 
use of language, enables scholars to understand the studied actors and their use of 
language in a much more comprehensive manner. For further elaboration on the sub-
ject, see, for instance, Palonen 2003. As the use of language is understood as some-
thing inherently political, it would be convenient to label the thesis as political his-
tory. It certainly is a label I could accept. But it is also a label that is highly ambigu-
ous. Since the umbrella concept can be used to refer to an endless amount of differ-
ent, often contradictory, traditions, I have preferred the use of conceptual history. 
Although a diverse field of study, as earlier noted, it tends to give the readers a 
clearer picture of what is actually done. 

87 Rather than any assertion that scholars ought to focus on canonical thinkers, the fo-
cus of Skinner's studies tend to function as demonstrations of his own preferences. 
Skinner notes that 'the social actors in whom I am interested are those whom I shall 
describe (following Weber) as innovating ideologists', being actors that were signifi-
cantly more likely to be part of an established canon than actors in general. Skinner 
2002, 148 - 157. For Skinner's criticism regarding the manner of treating canonical au-
thors and texts as separate entities from their historical surroundings, see, for in-
stance, Skinner 2002, 42, 57 - 58. For criticism of Skinner's focus on canonical authors, 
see, for instance, Knights 2005, 45 - 47. See also Fernández-Sebastián 2017, 288 - 289. 
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contrast with the actors studied in this thesis is rather obvious. Although peti-
tioners' immediate objectives are described in detail in their petitions, little is 
known of the true authors, their affiliations, or their affluence, as demonstrated 
in the subsequent sub-chapters. 

Both of the features I regard as limitations are closely associated with what 
is usually referred to as historical contextualism. In order to understand past ac-
tors and their intentions, Skinner has emphasised the need to understand the 
wider intellectual context in which the actors operated. He maintains that 'once 
we recognise that an understanding even of a received canon of major figures 
requires us to surround them with whatever intellectual context makes best sense 
of them, we cannot afford to be too quick about dismissing any feature of that 
context as tedious or irrelevant'88. However, rather than formulating a general 
theory, Skinner simply emphasises the need to recognise both (1) the available 
sources regarding the studied subject in a manner as holistic as possible89 and (2) 
the general intellectual context during the studied time period. This thesis, too, 
recognises the importance of the second point, comparing petitioners' use of con-
cepts to what could be characterised as the general intellectual context through 
literature, but differs with regard to the first. Instead of endeavouring to find as 
much information on all of the 464 petitions, it focuses on the patterns within the 
genre of petitions, as earlier demonstrated. This also means that instead of focus-
ing on the content of the petitions in general, it emphasises but those elements 
related to defining representation. In order to do so, I de-contextualise the peti-
tions from their immediate temporal and spatial contexts and re-contextualise 
them in regard to other petitions90. This does not mean that temporal and spatial 

                                                 
88 Skinner 2002, 42 - 43, see also 3 - 6, 42 - 44, 86 - 87, 101 - 102, 116 - 117, 121, 142. What 

that holistic context exactly is, or how is it compiled and revealed, remains unclear. 
However, it also demonstrates that Skinner's vision of historical contextualism is far 
more flexible than his critics often assume. Skinner recognises, for instance, that 'even 
when an utterance can be assigned to a highly determinate context, Derrida remains 
right to insist that we can never hope to know "for sure" or by any "infallible means" 
what may have been meant'. 'The outcome of the hermeneutic enterprise', he notes, 
'can never be anything resembling the attainment of a final, self-evident or indubita-
ble set of truths about any text or other utterance whatsoever. Even our most confi-
dent ascriptions of intentionality are nothing more than inferences from the best evi-
dence available to us, and as such are defeasible at any time.' Skinner 2002, 121. Ra-
ther than having a single context, or one that would somehow be more natural than 
others, the process of contextualisation is always a decision made by scholars, 
whether they recognise it or not. 

89 Skinner argues that 'the injunction is to think holistically, and thus to begin by focus-
ing not on the individual action to be explained, but rather on the conventions sur-
rounding the performance of such actions in the relevant social context'. 'We need to 
begin not by trying to recover the actor's motives by studying the context of social 
rules', he continues, 'but rather by trying to decode their intentions by situating their 
action within this larger structure of values and practices.' Skinner 2002, 142, see also 
43, 116 - 117. 

90 Although emphasising the importance of recognising as many relevant contexts as 
possible, Skinner also notes that 'there is no implication that the relevant context 
need be an immediate one'. He argues that 'the appropriate context for understand-
ing the point of ... writers' utterances will always be whatever context enables us to 
appreciate the nature of the intervention constituted by their utterances. To recover 
that context in any particular case, we may need to engage in extremely wide-rang-
ing as well as detailed historical research.' Skinner 2002, 116. 
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factors will not be taken into account; the content of petitions is widely discussed 
in the coming chapters, often with regard to literature on the subject. Neither, 
however, is the focus of this thesis on events as such or on political microhistory. 

Besides placing more emphasis on individual agency than those associated 
with the more traditional forms of Begriffsgeschichte, the thesis also differs in 
regard to its linguistic focus. Instead of exclusively focusing on the concept of 
representation as such, I place more emphasis on the concepts and discursive 
practices around it. The reason for this is mainly practical; though a central con-
cept, representation was rarely a contested concept as such. Whereas, in numer-
ous cases, the conceptual conflict, or the conflict regarding the definition and 
meaning of the concept, occurred within the concept itself91, the conflict regard-
ing representation usually took place outside the actual concept92. The reason for 
this is twofold. First, representation was usually considered a legitimate concept. 
Even if the legitimacy of representation could be challenged in principle, as in 
the case of Rousseau, such challenges remained rare for most parts of the eight-
eenth century. Most actors in the spheres of politics recognised representation as 
something desirable, even though their exact vision of its character could differ 
drastically. Second, representation was commonly used as a descriptive concept 
rathen than a normative one. In such cases, it was used to describe the political 
system, based on parliamentary representation. For these two reasons, actors 
rarely focused on the concept of representation as such. 

In order to understand representation and its negotiated character93, I have 
decided to focus on the concepts and other discursive practices around the con-
cept of it. This thesis focuses, among other things, on how petitioners used rep-
resentative claims, ideals and counter-ideals, and other indirect characterisations 
of the representative relationship to define representation in practice. In contrast 

                                                 
91 As in the case of democracy, for instance. For a detailed analysis of the changes 

within the concept itself, see, for instance, Ihalainen 2010. 
92 Steinmetz and Freeden have also noted that conceptual history has 'become increas-

ingly aware of the interconnections among concepts and of the limits of studying any 
concept in isolation from others'. They argue that 'a concept does not only inhabit a 
narrative line that requires nothing else than the recounting of its own story as it mu-
tates, but is located in complex semantic fields in which concepts inform and shape 
each other'. Steinmetz & Freeden 2017, 26 - 27, see also Freeden 2017, 125 - 127; Fer-
nández-Sebastián 2017, 284 - 285. 

93 By asserting that representation is something negotiated, I emphasise that 'represen-
tation is not just there, a thing', as Michael Saward has put it. Instead, 'it is made, or 
constructed, by someone, for someone, and for a purpose'. As Saward, I recognise the 
'need to move away from the idea that representation is first and foremost a given, 
factual product of elections, rather than a precarious and curious sort of claim about 
a dynamic relationship'. Saward 2010, 13, 34, see also 3, 8, 26 - 28, 36 - 37, 103. Repre-
sentation can, of course, be negotiated in numerous manners. But although also ne-
gotiated in non-linguistic ways (and, indeed, influenced by non-linguistic factors), 
this thesis focuses on the negotiative character of representation from a linguistic per-
spective. By using linguistic means, petitioners participated in defining what was 
possible and how representation should work. It is not, in the restricted sense of the 
concept, a straightforward negotiation process between clearly defined parties, en-
gaged in concrete discussions. Instead, it is a process in which petitioners engaged in 
defining representation through public debates, discursively moulding and restrict-
ing how representatives (and the represented) ought to act, what means they ought 
to use, and which ideals they ought to defend. 
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to the more traditional forms of conceptual history, usually focusing on nouns, 
this thesis also discusses the use of adjectives, adverbs, and verbs in detail. Most 
of the studied means were distinctively implicit. Instead of explicitly describing 
their intentions to define and re-define representation, petitioners tended to fa-
vour the use of suggestive notions. Some of them used associative argumentation 
to influence the conduct of the petitioned, claiming, for instance, that in order to 
defend the common good and the constitution, the petitioned ought to observe 
their requests. Besides often being implicit, the means petitioners used were also 
distinctively practical. Instead of formulating coherent theories on representa-
tion, or even relying on such theories, petitioners tended to emphasise rather 
practical objectives and means of persuasion. Rather than discussing Lockean no-
tions of consent, or contemplating the ideas of Hobbes and Harrington, petition-
ers tended to focus on the practical aspects of protecting their interests in parlia-
ment. The focus on extra-conceptual means should not be seen as a rejection of 
the conceptual tradition. On the contrary, it demonstrates that other means were 
also used to define concepts. 

The theoretical and methodological notions described above form the basis 
of this thesis. In order to understand petitioners and their perceptions of repre-
sentation, I recognise the importance of both linguistic structures and individuals 
operating within those structures, usually making use of established conventions 
but, at times, also challenging and re-defining them. Rather than providing read-
ers a normative interpretation of how language ought to be understood, or en-
deavouring to form a general theory of some sort, the sub-chapter provides a 
detailed description of the assumptions that have guided my reading and under-
standing of the studied sources and subjects. I have found Reinhart Koselleck and 
his Begriffsgeschichte and Quentin Skinner and his language-oriented methodo-
logical individualism as most useful in understanding representation from a 
practical perspective. But instead of endeavouring to replicate the Koselleckian 
approach, or to supplement the Skinnerian understanding of concepts, I use ele-
ments from both approaches to understand representation. 

1.4 Sources 

In empiricist studies, good theories and methods are useless unless applied to 
suitable sources. Instead of forcing sources into strict theoretical frames and 
methodological models, different sorts of questions need different sorts of 
sources. In order to understand representation, and the concepts and other dis-
cursive practices used to define it, I have decided to focus on four categories of 
sources: (1) petitions, (2) parliament, (3) pamphlets, and 4) the press. To focus on 
public sources - and public debates in parliament, pamphlets, and the press in 
particular - is an established practice among scholars focused on the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. Numerous scholars have emphasised the significance 
of debates in parliament. As both legislative and deliberative assemblies, parlia-
ments, and the British parliament specifically, are significant both because of 
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their impact and focus on discursive practices94. Pamphlets and papers, on the 
other hand, have often been seen as sources that enable scholars to scrutinise the 
opinions of the so-called common people (and the middling orders in particu-
lar)95. Although copious studies have emphasised the importance of specific cor-
puses, scholars tend to agree that combining different forms of public debates is 
possible (despite the differences regarding their interpretation of the precise na-
ture of that combination)96. 

Sub-chapters 1.4.1 (Petitions) and 1.4.2 (Parliament, Papers, and Pamphlets) 
discuss the use of public sources and debates in this thesis. The first sub-chapter 
describes the rationales behind the decision to approach representation through 
the genre of petitions, an often neglected genre of sources and one that distin-
guishes this thesis from most other studies. The second discusses the sources 
from parliament, pamphlets, and the press, used to understand perceptions on 
petitioning (and, therefore, representation). 

1.4.1 Petitions 

In order to understand past actors and their perceptions of representation, the 
thesis uses petitions as the main group of sources. Instead of focusing on petitions 
en masse, however, an enormous and at least to some degree uncharted genre, 

                                                 
94 Pasi Ihalainen and Kari Palonen have argued 'that the existence of continual parlia-

mentary debates in itself supported change in political language and culture by 
providing a forum for the expression of political opinions through the use of lan-
guage and concepts'. Ihalainen & Palonen 2009, 10. See also Ihalainen 2010, 29 - 36, 
472 - 473; Seaward & Ihalainen 2016, 43 - 44; Black 2004, 1 - 8; Black 2008, 213 - 217, 
220. Although receptive towards the idea that parliamentary debates were in many 
ways more influential than those out-of-doors, at least from the conceptual perspec-
tive, I also use significant amounts of more popular sources in this thesis. The main 
reason for this is, however, practical; most debates on petitions and petitioning oc-
curred outside parliament. 

95 As in the case of Kathleen Wilson's The Sense of the People. Wilson maintains that 'the 
most cursory examination of the artifacts of the press in this period [1715 - 1785] - 
newspapers, pamphlets, prints, magazines, broadsides, squibs and sermons - 
(sources which historians intent on denying the existence and purchase of alternative 
idioms of political discourse largely ignore) shows that various strands of populist 
political argument, from the most mild to the most fractious and radical, were alive 
and well, a seemingly irrepressible part of the legacy of the two revolutions and an 
exuberant out-of-doors political culture that took national politics - and national his-
tory - to heart'. Wilson 1998, 19. 

96 Though critical of the emphasis on popular sources, Ihalainen and Palonen recognise 
that 'a combined study of parliamentary records and published literature might ... 
provide the most balanced account of how politics was understood by various eche-
lons of the political and intellectual establishment'. Ihalainen & Palonen 2009, 8 - 11. 
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this thesis scrutinises those published in papers and pamphlets (publicised peti-
tions97). The thesis is based on 464 such petitions98, gathered from different dig-
itised collections99. Besides the petitions themselves, I have also collected data on 
the amounts of published copies of these petitions; the 464 petitions generating 
1,453 published copies in total, ranging from one to 24 copies per petition (an 
average of 3.1 copies per petition). The decision to focus on publicised petitions 
is both practical and principled100. The fire that ravaged parliament in 1834 con-
sumed a significant share of the original parliamentary records, including a great 

                                                 
97 Meaning petitions published in papers, pamphlets, and other publications. Why they 

were made public, and by whom, varies from case to case. In some cases copies were 
sent directly to the press by the petitioners themselves. In other cases they became 
publicised through a different set of agents. Making petitions public could be a way 
of increasing the pressure on parliament and the petitioned. They could also be pub-
licised to encourage others to submit petitions on the same subject. But despite their 
differences, they were all publicised. 

98 Including only petitions from England, Wales, and Scotland. Though at times sub-
mitted to parliament and the King, especially during the 1760s and 1770s, a great 
deal of colonial petitions were addressed to the Board of Trade. I also exclude private 
petitions (with a few exceptions). For the changing character of petitions and declin-
ing importance of private petitions, see Leys 1955, 46. 

99 The main collections being the Eighteenth Century Collections Online (mainly pam-
phlets), Burney Collection (papers), British Newspaper Archives (papers), and Google 
Books (monthly magazines). The studied petitions are gathered from the collections 
through OCR and full-text search engines, enabling the location of the scattered doc-
uments from corpuses containing millions of pages of material. I have mainly used 
key words such as petition(s), petitioner(s), petitioning, petition*, instructions, in-
structing, instruction*, address(es), addressing, and address* to locate both petitions 
and debates on petitioning. While the various full-text search engines have been an 
irreplaceable help in the process, the actual analysis of the potential sources have 
been done manually. 

100 Due to the focus on publicised petitions, the results of this thesis should not be un-
derstood as reflective of the genre of petitions in general. The studied petitions repre-
sent but a modest share of the total amount of petitions in eighteenth-century Britain. 
Jacob M. Price, for instance, has noted that even though almost 60 petitions were sub-
mitted against excises in 1733, an impressive number in itself, it was far from being 
something extraordinary in terms of scale. Shopkeepers protesting 'against the unfair 
competition of hawkers and peddlers', for instance, submitted 79 petitions (from dif-
ferent communities) to the House of Commons between 18 February and 24 April 
1730; a further 25 being submitted in 1731. Price 1983, 293. But although safe to as-
sume that most petitions (including instructions and addresses) were submitted to 
parliament in 1721 - 1776, only 76 of the 464 petitions studied in this thesis were ad-
dressed to the House of Commons or the House of Lords (or both). It is also more 
than likely that controversial assertions and arguments were far more common in 
publicised petitions than in petitions in general. Chapter 5 (Requests and Require-
ments: Petitioners' Perceptions on the Representative Relationship), for instance, 
demonstrates that almost all of the imperative verbs occurred in instructions to indi-
vidual representatives. But the relative prevalence of controversial means in publi-
cised petitions is also a consequence of their temporal concentration; 86 per cent of 
the studied petitions being submitted during eight crises, as demonstrated in Figure 
2 (Incidence of Petitions and Published Copies, 1721 - 1776). It is thus more than 
probable that if the focus of this thesis would have been on all surviving petitions, 
the results would have been rather different, especially in the case of representative 
claims and verbs. But although not a representative sample of the genre in general, 
publicised petitions provide an excellent corpus for studying how political represen-
tation became negotiated in practice, as this sub-chapter demonstrates. 
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deal of the original copies of petitions101. Though other forms of copies have en-
dured102, some of them published in papers and pamphlets and others stored in 
local archives103, the main collection of petitions submitted to the House of Com-
mons has perished. The second challenge is the informal status of petitions to 
members of parliament. Instead of being recognised in the official sense of the 
concept, as petitions to parliament and the Throne, petitions to members of par-
liament remained informal. Because of their informal nature and the hundreds 
of receivers of such petitions, it is more than challenging to compile a compre-
hensive collection of them. 

The decision to concentrate on publicised petitions is also principled. It is 
important to recognise that in the case of publicised petitions certain actors - in 
most cases petitioners, receivers of petitions, and editors and authors of papers 
and pamphlets - made conscious decision to publish them. Such actors' reasons 
to publish and circulate them, of course, differed from case to case. Petitioners 
could publish them to praise the petitioned. The receivers of petitions, on the 
other hand, could publish approving petitions to enhance their reputation among 
their constituents and the reading publics. In the case of unsatisfied and hostile 
constituencies, petitions could also be published to increase the pressure on rep-
resentatives to act as requested. The influence of editors and pamhpleteers 
should neither be disregarded. The decision to publish petitions could derive 
from editors' and authors' political allegiance; opposition papers and pamphlet-
eers, in particular, tended to publish petitions criticising the administration. Pro-
administration papers, some of them subsidised, could also publish petitions, as 
during the American crisis. Others published petitions, and other forms of con-
tent, in order to increase their sales. The precise nature of such actors' intentions 
is almost impossible to determine, but in each of the cases, the actors considered 

                                                 
101 Petitions to the House of Lords, however, survived the destruction. Loft 2016, 2; Loft 

2019a, 345. 
102 A significant number of parliamentary petitions has survived through the Journals of 

both the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Some of the petitions were in-
cluded in the Journals in full but some only in form of short descriptions. For the use 
of such petitions, see, for instance, Loft 2016; Loft 2019a; Loft 2019b. While the Jour-
nals provide scholars a promising corpus, as Philip Loft in particular has demon-
strated, these sources are not included in this thesis. Unlike the sources I have used 
to understand publicised petitions, the Journals were not public in a similar way as 
newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets. Although something I look forward to us-
ing in the future, I have excluded them from this thesis. Formal petitions to the 
Throne, on the other hand, have survived through the London Gazette 
(https://www.thegazette.co.uk/). I have used the Gazette, though mainly through 
the Burney Collection. 

103 Paul Langford has, however, aptly noted that petitions could also be authored and 
submitted without producing further records, neither official or unofficial. He argues 
that 'corporate procedures were not sufficiently regular to ensure that the despatch of 
parliamentary instructions, a transaction which did not normally require the ex-
penditure of corporation funds, nor even necessarily the application of the corpora-
tion seal, was automatically recorded'. Langford 1975, 51 - 52. 

https://www.thegazette.co.uk/
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the petitions important enough to be published. Even though the scale of pub-
lished copies should not be seen as a definite indication of petitions' importance, 
it provides an indication of their influence104. 

 

 

Figure 1 Incidence of Different Forms of Petitions, 1721–1776. 

Petitions form a diverse group of sources. Those studied in this thesis can be fur-
ther divided into three specific categories: (1) petitions to parliament, (2) petitions 
to members of parliament (often referred to as instructions), and (3) petitions to 
the Throne (often referred to as addresses). Petitions to the House of Commons 
(74 petitions) and the House of Lords (six petitions) represent the most conven-
tional form of petitioning. Such petitions tended to recognise the independence 
of parliament; instead of demanding change as such, petitions became used to 
request parliament to consider petitioners' grievances and to implement solu-
tions it considered most suitable. Parliament also recognised petitioners' right to 
submit petitions. In order to process them, it used a standardised set of proce-
dures, the most notable of them being recorded in the manuals discussed in 
Chapter 2.1 (Introduction to Petitions). Petitions could also be submitted to mem-
bers of parliament (222 petitions). In contrast to petitions to parliament, those 

                                                 
104 Although not the primary focus of this thesis, the data regarding the published cop-

ies is something that in the future could be used to understand the dynamics of peti-
tioning more comprehensively. Such data could also be used to analyse the dynamics 
of the press in eighteenth-century Britain. Focusing on published copies would be a 
useful way of approaching the interaction between the London and provincial press, 
for instance. Where were the petitions published first? How and in what pace did 
they spread to other papers? Through what kind of connections did petitions spread 
from one paper to others? How did local circumstances and party allegiance influ-
ence the publication of petitions? The information regarding the publication of peti-
tions in different papers and pamphlets could be very useful when elaborating such 
questions. The data regarding the copies studied in this thesis is available in Appen-
dix 1 (columns I and J) and Appendix 2 (columns H and I). 
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submitted to individual representatives represent a more informal mode of peti-
tioning105. Regardless of the absence of procedural recognition, however, peti-
tioners used instructions to influence the conduct of their representatives. Due to 
their intimate and informal nature, instructions tended to contain more impera-
tive formulations than petitions to parliament and the Throne. It is more than 
probable that most petitions during the period from 1721 to 1776 became submit-
ted to parliament106, but it is the petitions to members of parliament that form the 
most numerous set of petitions studied in this thesis. 

Besides the petitions to parliament and members of parliament, this thesis 
also scrutinises petitions, or addresses, to the Throne (167 petitions). Like peti-
tions to parliament, addresses to the Throne represent an established form of pe-
titioning; petitioners recognising the position of the Throne and the Throne rec-
ognising petitioners' right to submit petitions107. However, as the focus of this 
thesis is representation, I have chosen to focus on a limited set of addresses. In-
stead of scrutinising publicised addresses en masse108, I have decided to concen-
trate on addresses that (1) concerned issues parliament deliberated on and (2) 

                                                 
105 The inclusion of instructions may appear unconventional, especially from an interna-

tional perspective. In numerous political cultures such documents were not consid-
ered as petitions at all; being commonly understood as (private) letters rather than 
petitions. But the English tradition of instructing, I argue, differs from those on the 
continent. It is true that their status in Britain, too, remained unofficial; being, at least 
in principle, informal correspondence. But in practice instructions were used in ra-
ther similar ways as petitions, at least the ones studied in this thesis. As demon-
strated in Chapters 1.1 (Conundrums of Representation) and 2.1 (Introduction to Pe-
titions), the studied instructions tended to share the same basic sections as petitions 
to parliament and addresses to the Throne. Petitioners and their supporters also 
tended to consider them as part of the same process. As petitions to parliament (and 
the studied addresses), instructions were used to influence the conduct of members 
of parliament, although in a more exclusive manner. 

106 Philip Loft has demonstrated that the House of Lords alone received almost 4,000 pe-
titions between 1688 and 1720. Loft 2016, 2. See also Innes 2005, 118; Hoppit & Innes 
1997. Mark Knights, on the other hand, has estimated that 'over 5,000 addresses were 
presented between 1679 and 1716 to the crown on public, non-legislative matters'. 
Knights 2005, 116 - 118. It is difficult to determine the exact number of petitions sub-
mitted to both parliament and members of parliament, but it is more than impro-
bable that instructions to individual members of parliament reached such scales du-
ring the eighteenth century. 

107 The differences and similarities of the different sub-genres of petitions are further 
elaborated in Chapters 1.1 (Conundrums of Representation) and 2.1 (Introduction to 
Petitions). Steve Poole has argued that the right to petition (and approach) the King was 
closely associated with the fact that 'the divine side of monarchy had once found full ex-
pression in 'the royal touch', the practice of curing scrofula by the laying on of royal 
hands'. Even if in theory 'abandoned by the secular Hanoverians ... [,] the practice sur-
vived through the process of petitioning for redress'. He has suggested that 'the 1689 Bill 
of Rights replaced the superstitious intercession of the touch with the 'rational' interces-
sion of the petition'; 'in its popularly understood form as a right to approach the body of 
the king in person, the petition, and the readiness of the king to respond, became the 
royal touch of the secular proto-modern state'. What those petitioning the King wanted 
was, according to Poole, 'to be taken seriously and to receive a reply'. Poole 2000, 26 - 27, 
see also 28 - 42 and Dabhoiwala 2017, 129 - 131. 

108 If addresses would be studied in general, it would certainly influence the quantita-
tive conclusions of this thesis. Whereas it focuses on the addresses that petitioners 
used to influence the conduct of parliament and members of parliament, often being 
more controversial than addresses in general, most eighteenth-century addresses 
tended to serve different purposes. This is not to say that addresses in general would 
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addresses that became used to pressure parliament and representatives to act as 
petitioners desired109. Most of the studied addresses occurred on three occasions: 
1756, 1769 - 1770, and 1775 - 1776. The loss of Minorca generated copious ad-
dresses to the Throne in 1756; the petitioners endeavouring to increase the pres-
sure on parliament to punish those responsible for the disaster. In 1769 - 1770, 
addresses became used to criticise parliament and its decision to bar John Wilkes 
from representing Middlesex. In order to solve the crisis, petitioners urged the 
King to intervene - to dismiss his ministers and dissolve the parliament. During 
the American crisis in 1775 - 1776, on the other hand, addresses became used to 
both support and criticise the conduct of the administration. Although submitted 
to the Throne, petitioners used such addresses to influence the conduct of parlia-
ment.110 

The decision to focus on parliament, members of parliament, and contro-
versies concerning parliament is, in a similar manner as the decision to concen-
trate on publicised petitions, both practical and principled. First, most of the pub-
licised petitions studied in this thesis are addressed to either parliament or mem-
bers of parliament. Of the petitions studied in this thesis, 222 are addressed to 
members of parliament, 74 to the House of Commons, and six to the House of 
Lords (in contrast to the 167 petitions addressed to the Throne). Second, the dis-
putes and conundrums of representation are most pronounced in the case of par-
liament and the House of Commons in particular. Parliament gained its right to 
legislate from the electorate; constituencies elected their representatives to the 
House of Commons, thus giving their consent to the House to act on behalf of 
them. However, although representatives gained their seats from the people out-
of-doors, electors could neither command nor demand favours from them. Once 
elected to parliament, representatives became independent. With that said, the 
absence of the imperative mandate did not prevent petitioners from attempting 
to command their representatives, as the petitions discussed in this thesis demon-
strate. This tension distinguishes petitions to the House of Commons and mem-
bers of parliament from the those to the Throne (and, in some sense, the House 

                                                 
be uninteresting from a scholarly perspective; on the contrary. But in order to under-
stand how representation was negotiated in practice, this thesis focuses on a rather 
specific set of addresses. 

109 Thus excluding generic addresses on royal marriages and births, military victories, 
and other commemorative addresses. Although potentially interesting, such ad-
dresses served different purposes than those studied in this thesis. 

110 Such addresses being the most common form of submitted petitions during the reign 
of George III, as demonstrated in Figure 1 (Incidence of Different Forms of Petitions, 
1721 - 1776). Although studying addresses to the Throne, this thesis does not focus 
on the representative role of the King as such. Despite being unelected, Kings can 
also be understood as representatives (of some sort); often seen to symbolise (and 
thus represent) their realms. In this sense their representative character resemble that 
of ambassadors; representing their respective nations, but in a rather different sense 
than those elected to parliament. This thesis focus on representation in the parlia-
mentary sense of the concept. As earlier noted, the studied addresses are studied due 
to their function. Instead of studying addresses as such, this thesis focuses on ad-
dresses used to influence the conduct of parliament. Whether used to request the 
King to dissolve the parliament or submitted to increase the pressure on members of 
parliament in a more indirect manner, the studied addresses were specifically used 
to influence the conduct of elected representatives. 
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of Lords). Such an emphasis enables, in both practical and principled terms, a 
focus on the most urgent questions, debates, and controversies regarding repre-
sentation. 

 

 

Figure 2  Incidence of Petitions and Published Copies, 1721–1776. 

The focus on publicised petitions means that the studied petitions are clustered 
in both temporal and spatial terms, as demonstrated in Figure 2 and Map 1. In 
the temporal sense, the focus has translated into an emphasis on eight major cri-
ses (1721, 1733, 1739 - 1742, 1753, 1756, 1763, 1769 - 1771, 1775 - 1776), discussed 
in detail in Chapter 2.2 (English Tradition of Petitioning). Of the 464 petitions 
studied in the thesis, 397 (86 per cent) were submitted during these crises, rang-
ing from 10 petitions in 1753 to 105 in 1739 - 1742. The concentration is also evi-
dent in the case of published copies. Of the 1,453 published copies, 1,258 (87 per 
cent) occurred during the crises. The concentration of publicised petitions is a 
consequence of the reactive character of the petitions. Even though petitioners, 
and the people out-of-doors in general, participated in national politics more 
than is often assumed, their participation remained sporadic. Most of them used 
petitions to oppose proposed duties, as in 1733 and 1763; enacted legislation, as 
in 1753; and the conduct of either parliament or the administration, as in 1739 - 
1742 and 1769 - 1771. Others used petitions to address different sorts of griev-
ances. In 1721, petitioners urged parliament to alleviate the grievances of those 
suffering from the South Sea Bubble, and in 1756 to enquire the causes behind 
the loss of Minorca. In 1775 - 1776, on the other hand, petitioners reacted to both 
the harsh measures on the colonies and the colonists' refusal to recognise parlia-
ment and its decisions. In both cases, petitioners reacted to the outcomes of spe-
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cific decisions and events. Instead of being active actors in the sense of parlia-
mentarians, petitioners participated in national politics on sporadic basis and in 
most cases to oppose proposed measures111. 

In addition to the temporal clusters, the studied petitions also formed spa-
tial clusters. Such clusters are recognisable on at least three different levels. First, 
the preponderance of the studied petitions are from England. Of the 439 known 
locations actors submitted petitions from112, 385 are located in England (87.7 per 
cent). The contrast to Wales (16 petitions and 3.6 per cent) and Scotland (38 peti-
tions and 8.7 per cent) is more than evident. The contrast can be, at least up to a 
certain point, explained by the uneven distribution of population across Britain, 
the population of England being 5.8 million and that of Scotland 1.3 million in 
1750 - 1751113. The population of Wales, on the other hand, stood at 0.7 million 
around the same time114, the total population of Britain thus being around 7.8 
million at the start of the 1750s. This means that the population of England con-
stituted 74.4 per cent of the British population, the Welsh share standing at nine 
per cent and the Scottish at 16.7 per cent. The dominance of England is also evi-
dent in the case of constituencies and representatives. Of the 314 constituencies, 
245 were located in England (78 per cent), returning 489 of the 558 members of 
parliament (87.6 per cent). Due to being single-seat constituencies, the 24 Welsh 
(7.6 per cent) and 45 Scottish (14.3 per cent) constituencies elected but 4.3 (24) and 
8.1 per cent (45) of the total number of representatives, respectively.115 Regardless 
of these factors, it appears that England is still slightly over-represented. Its share 
of the known locations is 17.9 and 12.4 per cent higher than its share of the pop-
ulation and constituencies116. Scotland and Wales, on the other hand, remain sta-
tistically under-represented; Wales by 60 and 52.6 per cent and Scotland by 47.9 
and 39.2 per cent. 

                                                 
111 Often resembling what Michael Mullett has conceptualised as popular traditional-

ism, being 'a mixture of acceptance of traditional hierarchy, deference, xenophobia, 
intense localism along with neighbourly solidarity, a sense of natural justice, royal-
ism, and the economic conservatism of maintaining restrictive practices and protec-
tive prices'. Mullett 1987, 130. H.T. Dickinson has similarly noted that 'although the 
common people believed that they were free men, not slaves, they were usually on 
the defensive', engaging 'in direct collective action in order to protect their traditional 
rights and to preserve their established customs'. Dickinson 1984, 61 - 62, see also 
Dickinson 1984, 217 - 218. See also O'Gorman 2006, 121. 

112 Not all petitioners revealed or explicitly emphasised the location their petitions were 
submitted from, something that is most evident in the case of mercantile petitions. It 
is more than likely that most of them were submitted from London, but their location 
is still counted as unknown in this thesis. 

113 Schofield 1994, 61, 64, 93. For estimates on Scottish petitions to Westminster parlia-
ment, see, for instance, Loft 2019a, 360. 

114 O'Gorman 2006, 322. 
115 HoP/Constituencies 1715 - 1754. 
116 Although closely resembling the share of known locations, the comparison to the 

share of representatives is misleading for three specific reasons. First, the vast major-
ity of the English constituencies differed from those in Wales and Scotland. Whereas 
English constituencies usually elected two representatives, those in Wales and Scot-
land elected but one. Second, the English constituencies usually submitted their in-
structions to both of their representatives. Although counted as one petition, the Eng-
lish instructions addressed twice the amount of representatives than the Welsh and 



46 
 

Second, the spatial concentration is also evident in the case of counties. A 
number of English counties formed the four most significant of such clusters, as 
demonstrated in Illustration 1117. The first of the four clusters is located around 
Yorkshire, the most active county in submitting petitions. Of the 24 petitions from 
Yorkshire, 11 arrived from the county itself and six from York118. Lancashire (15) 
and Nottinghamshire (12), too, submitted notable amounts of petitions during 
the studied period. Second, a significant amount of petitions arrived from mid-
west England; Staffordshire submitting 13, Warwickshire 14, Herefordshire 12, 
and Worcestershire eight petitions in 1721 - 1776. Around 27.7 per cent of the 
petitions (13) were submitted by the counties themselves; most petitions being 
submitted from cities, boroughs, and other localities (34). The most notable of 
such localities were Lichfield (four), Hereford (four), Worcester (five), and Cov-
entry (nine). The third cluster, on the other hand, is located in south-west Eng-
land. Devon and Gloucestershire both submitted 21 petitions, Somerset 19, and 
Wiltshire and Cornwall both eight. Actors in Devon (eight), Somerset (seven), 
and Cornwall (four) were particularly active in submitting county-wide peti-
tions. Fourth, counties around London submitted a significant share of the stud-
ied petitions: Middlesex (22), Kent (15), Surrey (13), and Essex (nine). The num-
bers of Middlesex and Surrey were certainly influenced by petitions from West-
minster (12) and Southwark (10). The scale of petitions from Middlesex was also 
influenced by the Wilkite controversies, the county submitting 12 of the 22 peti-
tions in 1768 - 1770. 

Third, individual cities, boroughs, and other localities also formed clusters. 
Such settlements submitted 285 petitions in total, a considerable amount if com-
pared to the 132 from counties, 44 from mercantile meetings, and four from uni-
versities and religious communities119. By far the most industrious submitter of 
petitions was London, the origin (and co-origin120) of 59 petitions, constituting 
13.4 per cent of the known locations petitions were submitted from121. Cities and 

                                                 
Scottish ones. Third, a significant amount of petitions was submitted to other in-
stances (King, parliament) than individual representatives. In such cases, the share of 
representatives is irrelevant. 

117 Illustration 1 presents all the known locations petitions were submitted from by their 
counties, whether being submitted from counties, cities, boroughs, or other localities. 
London, however, is listed separately as the city was not part of any of the surround-
ing counties. Both Illustration 1 and Illustration 2 are based on data and map tem-
plates provided by the Historic Counties Trust. 

118 The rest of the Yorkshire petitions being submitted from Ripon (1), Beverley (1), Hali-
fax (1), Kingston upon Hull (3), and Leeds, Wakefield, Bradford, Birstall, Dewsbury, 
Calverley, Guiseley, and Otley (1). For population estimates regarding British coun-
ties, see, for instance, Wrigley 2007; Wrigley 2009. 

119 The categorisation is discussed in detail in Chapter 3.2 (Petitioners and Subscribers). 
120 A number of petitions were submitted by actors from different counties, cities, bor-

oughs, and other localities. One of the Wilkite petitions, for instance, was submitted 
by the '1247 liverymen of the city of London [and] 1292 freeholders of the county of 
Middlesex'. London & Middlesex 1768 (#262). See also Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 
(#126); Yorkshire & Nottinghamshire 1767 (#257); Yorkshire 1768 (#258); London & 
Westminster 1774 (#362); London & Westminster 1774 (#363); Wiltshire 1775 (#389). 

121 Although by far the most common origin of petitions, London's share of the studied 
petitions is, in fact, rather modest. Philip Loft, for instance, has pointed out that 
around 20 per cent of the 330 'large responsive petitions' submitted to the House of 
Lords in 1689 - 1720 were submitted from London. Loft 2016, 8. 
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boroughs around London, too, submitted numerous petitions; 12 arriving from 
Westminster and 10 from Southwark. Besides being the economic and political 
centre of Britain, London and its surrounding areas were also exceptionally pop-
ulous. In 1750 London already had a population of 675,000122, constituting 
around 11.6 per cent of the total English population and around 8.7 per cent of 
the total British population. Together with Westminster and Southwark123, Lon-
don constituted a more than considerable part of the population. Similar clusters 
also occurred outside London. In mid-west England, the most notable sources of 
petitions were Hereford (four), Coventry (nine), Worcester (five), and Lichfield 
(four)124. In the south-west, on the other hand, petitions were submitted from 
Bristol (12 petitions, population 50,000), Exeter (five petitions, population 16,000), 
and Taunton (four petitions)125. Significant clusters also occurred in Scotland and 
northern England; four petitions being submitted from Edinburgh (65,000126), 
five from Newcastle upon Tyne (29,000), six from York (11,000), seven from Liv-
erpool (22,000), and 9 from Nottingham (12,000)127. Most of such clusters were 
regional centres; besides being populous, such centres also often possessed ad-
ministrative functions. However, although most of the local clusters were of con-
siderable importance due to their population, petitioning should not be reduced 
to such a factor alone. Birmingham and Manchester, for instance, submitted but 
two petitions each despite having around 24,000 and 18,000 inhabitants, respec-
tively128. Petitioning was also influenced by administrative functions, the right to 
elect members of parliament, conflicts and partisan struggles, and local actors 
and organisations129. 

                                                 
122 The population estimates are based on 1750 unless otherwise mentioned. Wrigley 

1990, 42. Frank O'Gorman has even argued that London at the time of the Glorious 
Revolution provides an example of 'concentration of population unmatched any-
where in Europe'. O'Gorman 2006, 1. 

123 Reading (5,000 to 5,500 inhabitants during the 1660s and 1670s) and St Albans, both 
of them close to London, submitted four petitions each during the period. On the east 
coast, on the other hand, Canterbury (around 7,500 inhabitants in 1676) submitted 
seven petitions and Colchester (around 9,500 inhabitants in 1670) four petitions. 
Chalklin 1974, 34; Chalklin 2000, 57. 

124 Hereford having 5,600 (in 1757), Coventry 13,000, Worcester 10,000, and Lichfield 
3,000 (in 1695) inhabitants. Wrigley 1990, 42; Chalklin 1974, 8, 13, 30. 

125 Wrigley 1990, 42. 
126 According to Jeremy Black, Edinburgh 'and its environs had about  65,000 people' by 

the mid-century. Black 2008, 117. 
127 Wrigley 1990, 42. 
128 Wrigley 42. Although their combined population was 3.2 times higher, Birmingham 

and Manchester submitted less than half of the amount of petitions from Coventry. 
Unlike Coventry, having returned representatives to parliament since 1295, Birming-
ham and Manchester became constituencies as late as in 1832. Philip Loft has, how-
ever, noted that between 1688 and 1788, '150 responsive petitions' to parliament were 
submitted from Manchester. Loft 2019a, 358. 

129 H.T. Dickinson has argued that 'in about ninety boroughs there were signs of party 
organisation by the late eighteenth century. In a dozen major boroughs, including 
London, Westminster, Bristol, Leicester, Nottingham and York, party involvement 
with the voters was very strong.' He also notes that 'in another 19 boroughs, includ-
ing Norwich, Coventry, Oxford, Worcester, Maidstone, and Newcastle upon Tyne, it 
was significant'. Dickinson 1994, 53 - 54. For a detailed analysis of the actors and or-
ganisations in Newcastle upon Tyne and York, see, for instance, Wilson 1998. 



48 
 

Regardless of the clusters, the studied petitions are, more or less, evenly 
distributed in both temporal and spatial terms. The temporal distribution of pe-
titions is, of course, crisis-centered and in this sense uneven. A clear majority of 
the studied petitions were submitted and published during relatively short peri-
ods, as demonstrated in Figure 2. The disparities regarding the number of peti-
tions during different crises is also evident, 26 (83 copies) being submitted during 
the 1720s and 155 (590 copies) during the 1770s. Despite the temporal concentra-
tion, petitioning clusters occurred during each of the studied decades. This vari-
ation, combined with the mass of petitions, enables scholars to recognise and un-
derstand the changes and continuities in the patterns of petitioning. Though less 
pronounced than the temporal ones, the existence of spatial clusters, too, is more 
than evident. In spatial terms, the dominance of England is pronounced (though 
so is its share of population, constituencies, and representatives). Certain coun-
ties and cities submitted significantly more petitions than others, but the clusters 
are, in general, scattered around Britain (and England in particular), as demon-
strated in Illustration 1 and Illustration 2. Although London and the cities and bor-
oughs around it form by far the strongest of the spatial clusters, the total share of 
studied petitions from the area is, in fact, relatively modest. To conclude, the 
studied petitions provide scholars an interesting and, more or less, representative 
overview of petitions and petitioning practices in eighteenth-century Britain. Be-
sides being from different decades, the petitions also represent a significant share 
of Britain in spatial terms. 
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Illustration 1 Petitions by Counties, 1721 - 1776. 1 Edinburghshire, 2 Northumberland, 3 
Yorkshire, 4 Lancashire, 5 Nottinghamshire, 6 Staffordshire, 7 Norfolk, 8 
Warwickshire, 9 Worcecstershire, 10 Herefordshire, 11 Gloucestershire, 12 
Essex, 13 Middlesex, 14 Wiltshire, 15 Kent, 16 Surrey, 17 Somerset, 18 Devon, 
19 Cornwall. 
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Illustration 2  Petitions by Location, 1721 - 1776. 
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1.4.2 Parliament, Papers, and Pamphlets 

Parliament, papers, and pamphlets form the second part of the sources. Such 
sources have a dualistic function in the thesis. First, pamphlets and published 
papers are used to locate copies of petitions. Second, parliament, pamphlets, and 
the press are used to understand perceptions of petitions (and, thus, representa-
tion), as demonstrated in this sub-chapter130. This sub-chapter describes the dif-
ferent forms of sources and discusses the features and peculiarities that defined 
them. It contemplates the features that united and differed debates in parliament, 
pamphlets, and the press from each other and the reasons such documents pro-
vide the most suitable combination of sources to understand petitioners' and 
their contemporaries' perceptions on representation. Publicness is the most sig-
nificant feature the different forms of sources share; even debates in parliament, 
confidential in principle, became semi-public through the reports and accounts 
circulated in the press. 

Debates in parliament constitute one of the most important sources for 
scholars interested in language and the processes of legitimation. The decision to 
use such debates is apparent both because of the thesis' focus on representation 
and the use of petitions as the main corpus of sources. First, the tensions and 
conundrums of representation are most evident in the case of parliament; con-
stituents elected the members of parliament, but could neither direct their con-
duct nor command the House of Commons. It is unsurprising that such a combi-
nation produced recurring disputes on the character of representation. Second, 
most of the petitions studied in the thesis are addressed to either parliament or 
members of parliament. Even those submitted to the Throne concerned affairs 
and controversies on which parliament deliberated, as earlier demonstrated. De-
bates in parliament also provide an ideal corpus of sources for those interested 
in the discursive aspects of the past. Parliaments, and the British parliament in 
particular, have functioned as the most important decision-making institutions 
in numerous political cultures for centuries. Their most distinctive feature is the 
focus on language. In contrast to several other institutions, parliaments have em-
braced the salience of debate and dissensus. Even the concept of parliament de-
rives from the Italian parlare and the French parler, referring to speaking131. The 
emphasis on language, regular debates, and the prestigious status of the institu-
tion mean that the debates in parliament form one of the most prominent cor-
puses of sources for those endeavouring to understand discursive legitimation 
and representation.132 

                                                 
130 Debates in parliament, pamphlets, and the press are used to understand both those 

who defended and criticised the use of petitions. Those defending petitioning are 
mostly discussed in Chapters 3, 4, and 5. Actors criticising petitions and petitioners, 
on the other hand, are discussed in detail in Chapter 6. Whereas pro-petition argu-
mentation usually resembles the argumentation in petitions, their critics' argumenta-
tion is discussed in a more detailed manner to give a broader picture of the different 
perspectives. But although used to contextualise petitioners' argumentation, it is im-
portant to remember that the primary focus of this thesis is on the actual petitions. 

131 Ihalainen, Ilie & Palonen 2016, 1, 11; Ihalainen & Palonen 2009, 6. 
132 Ihalainen, Ilie, & Palonen 2016; Ihalainen & Palonen 2009. 
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Because of the fire that consumed parliament in 1834, scholars interested in 
the debates and proceedings of the House have mostly been forced to use second-
hand reports. Most of such reports appeared in pamphlets, periodicals, and mag-
azines. But as parliament often regarded such reports as a challenge on its privi-
leges, accounts of the debates and proceedings continued to cause controversies 
throughout the period from 1721 to 1776.133 In 1728 and 1729, parliament disci-
plined the printer of the Gloucester Journal and the authors of a smaller London 
publication, and in 1738, it reasserted its privilege to control the publication of 
debates and proceedings. Measures against printers intensified after parliament 
reasserted its privilege again in 1762, the House prosecuting and punishing print-
ers in 1764, 1765, 1767, and 1768.134 However, because of the political fluctuation, 
Britain having seven short-lived ministries in 1760 - 1770, and the burgeoning 
press, parliament's control over the publication of its debates started to crumble 
during the 1760s, collapsing in 1771135. The failure to punish the printers of eight 
papers in 1771, three of them refusing to attend parliament to hear the charges136, 
forced the House of Commons to end the campaign to suppress the publication 
of its debates. After the Printers' Case, as the incident is often referred to as, re-
ports on debates and proceedings became a common feature in the press.137 

Regardless of the counter-measures against printers, an abundance of re-
ports became published even before the Printers' Case. Pamphlets, papers, and 
magazines published end-of-session reports at least since the 1720s, often circu-
lated in both administration and opposition papers 'as part of their propaganda 
campaigns'138. Even the controversial in-session reports became available to the 
reading publics before the Printers' Case, although on sporadic basis.139 Printers 
and editors often used pro forma disguises to avoid prosecution. Printers could 
publish debates but use fillets to censor the names of the debaters. Pamphleteers 
and the printers of dailies, in particular, used such means to avoid penalties and 
forfeitures. Others published debates in the form of allegories, as tales from for-
eign and fictitious countries. The Gentleman's Magazine, supporting the opposi-
tion during the 1730s and 1740s, published debates as reports from the Senate of 
Lilliput. Samuel Johnson, the editor of the section from 1741 to 1743140, used ana-

                                                 
133 Although end-of-session summaries became common already during the 1720s, the 

House continued to enforce the ban on in-session reports and detailed accounts on 
debates. Harris 1987, 169 – 173; Harris 1984, 205 – 207; Harris 1996, 32 – 33; Seaward 
& Ihalainen 2016, 32; Ihalainen 2016, 30; Black 2001, 129 - 130. 

134 Harris 1996, 32 – 33; Ihalainen 2010, 52 – 54; Black 2001, 129 – 130; Thomas 1996, 125 -  
140. 

135 Black 2001, 127 – 130; Harris 1996, 40 – 41. 
136 For petitions on the subject, see London 1771 (#335); Stafford 1771 (#338); Carmar-

thenshire 1771 (#339); Sunderland 1771 (#340). 
137 Harris 1996, 40 – 41; Black 2001, 129 – 139; Barker 1998, 36; Black 2008, 219 – 222; 

Ihalainen 2016, 30; Ihalainen & Palonen 2009, 12 – 13; Jupp 2006, 225 - 227; Ihalainen 
2010, 35 - 36; Langford 1992, 705 - 706; Jupp 2006, 206 - 207; Seaward & Ihalainen 
2016, 43 - 44. 

138 Harris 1987, 169 - 173.  
139 Harris 1984, 205 – 207; Harris 1987, 169 – 173; Harris 1996, 32 – 33; Ihalainen & Sea-

ward 2016, 32. 
140 Hoover 1953, 23 - 29. 
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grams, such as Gega (Thomas Gage), Adonbing (Lord Abingdon), and Gol-
phindo (Lord Godolphin), and place names from Gulliver's Travels; Mildendo be-
ing a reference to London and Blefuscu to France. The London Magazine, a pro-
administration paper, and the Scots Magazine, a Scottish magazine focused on re-
ligion, politics, entertainment, and public affairs, on the other hand, published 
reports on the debates of the Political Club - a disguised but evident reference to 
the parliament. Both of them used latinised names of the members of parliament, 
M. Valerius Corvus being Sir John Barnard and T. Quintius Lord Talbot. Such re-
ports became later compiled into more or less coherent collections141. 

Besides containing reports on debates in parliament, the press also pub-
lished an abundance of other sorts of useful material. Material from the press 
constitute one of the most used group of sources in studies on the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. Periodicals, from dailies to monthlies, are often used to 
scrutinise subjects such as popular politics142. Scholars interested in post-1695 
politics have, indeed, good reasons to use press material as sources. The lapsing 
of the Licensing Order in 1695, de facto abolishing pre-publication censorship, 
revolutionised the print culture, the scale of published papers increasing at un-
precedented speed during the subsequent decades. The amount of stamped pa-
per increased from 2.5 million in 1713 to 7.3 million in 1750, 9.4 million in 1760, 
12.6 million in 1775, and 14 million in 1780.143 The rise of the press is most evident 
in the capital. London gained its first periodical in 1702 and in 1712 some 20 reg-
ular single-leaf papers appeared in the capital.144 Because of its distinctive posi-
tion, the capital being both the political and economic centre of Britain, the Lon-
don press differed from other papers. Besides being predominant in terms of 
scale, the London papers also constitute the most diverse, specialised, and influ-
ential part of the press. The political press, in particular, evolved into a strenuous 
field of print culture145. 

The printing revolution also had an impact on Britain outside of London. 
However, despite certain cities gaining their first periodicals around the same 
time as London, the provincial press began to evolve later than that of the capital. 
Due to the improvement of turnpikes and postal services, and the increasing in-
fluence of London papers, the 1720s signified a turning point of a sort; some 24 
provincial papers appeared in 1723, 42 during the first half of the 1740s, 32 in 
1753, 35 - 40 in 1760, and 50 in 1782. The number of professional printers, too, 
started to increase in the provinces during the 1720s, though from a modest base 

                                                 
141 As in the case of Cobbett's Parliamentary History of England, the main corpus of parlia-

mentary debates used in this thesis. 
142 See, for instance, Wilson 1998; Dickinson 1994. 
143 Black 2001, 8 - 9, 73, 135 - 136; Harris 1996, 9 - 10, 12, 26 - 27, 51; Harris 1984, 196 - 197; 

O'Gorman 2006, 127 - 129; Downie 1987, 114 - 117. For earlier developments, see 
Knights 2005, 226 - 227; Wiles 1965, 13 - 14. 

144 Harris 1987, 19 - 20, 113; Black 2008, 219 - 222; Wilson 1998, 30. 
145 The first issue of Nicholas Amhurst's the Craftsman was published in 1726 whereas 

the first monthlies appeared in the 1730s; the Gentleman's Magazine in 1731 and the 
London Magazine in 1732. Harris 1984, 193, 205 – 207; Black 2001, 10 – 12; Brewer 1976, 
146 – 147, 157 – 158; O'Gorman 2006, 127 – 129; Wilson 1998, 30. 
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of 30 printers in 1720.146 Instead of being separate entities, the London and pro-
vincial papers tended to interact. Provincial papers could, for instance, re-publish 
content from London papers.147 Despite often being less ambitious than some of 
the London papers, such as the Craftsman, the Gentleman's Magazine, and the Lon-
don Journal, provincial papers had other important functions. First, such papers 
intermediated information from the capital to the provinces, strengthening the 
national print culture and engaging the reading publics throughout Britain. Sec-
ond, provincial papers could be used to advertise meetings and other events148, 
something that made it easier to debate and organise petitions outside London 
and other cities. Provincial papers also used to be the firsts to publish local peti-
tions. 

Pamphlets, too, constitute a distinctive group of sources. Pamphlets con-
tained both polemical comments and observations on high politics, often discuss-
ing the decisions of parliament and administration. Periodicals and pamphlets 
shared several features; both concentrating on current topics and often address-
ing more popular audiences. However, although used to discuss the same issues 
as parliament and the press, pamphlets differed from the reports on the speeches 
in parliament and commentaries published in periodicals. The main difference is 
a temporal one. Parliamentarians debated according the schedules of parliament, 
and periodicals published commentaries on regular basis, thus providing a con-
tinuous transmission of information. Pamphlets, on the other hand, became pub-
lished on ad hoc basis. This made them the preferred form of publication prior to 
the lapsing of the Licensing Order in 1695.149 Even though their importance de-
creased after 1695, pamphlets as a genre continued to flourish. Pamphlets pro-
vided petitioners' contemporaries a de-centralised form of publication, one that 
could be used impromptu and protected authors from repercussions. The con-
trast to periodicals is evident. The Gentleman's Magazine, for instance, used an 
illustration of its headquarters at St John's Gate, the building in which the maga-
zine was printed, sold, and, at times, authored, on its cover page. 

The ad hoc character of pamphlets and their authors' use of pen names can 
be seen as both strengths and challenges150. It can be argued that such features 

                                                 
146 Black 2001, 8 – 9, 110 – 111; Jupp 2006, 95 – 98; Brewer 1976, 158 – 159; O'Gorman 

2006, 127 – 129; Wiles 1965, 14 - 24. The functions of the provincial papers differed 
from those of the press in London, though the precise nature of their differences re-
main a matter of debate. Jeremy Black has argued that the 'early provincial press was 
very important in distributing metropolitan news and news of foreign affairs', 
mainly consisting 'of material pirated from the London press'. This has led Black to 
conclude that the provincial press 'in its first flush was actually spreading metropoli-
tan opinion, rather than reflecting local views'. Black 2008, 220 - 222, see also Black 
2001, 115 - 118. Hannah Barker, on the other hand, has argued that 'provincial papers 
provided a uniquely local view of politics and events, for readerships which were - 
on the whole - more homogeneous than in the capital'. Barker 1998, 3 - 5. 

147 London papers, too, could re-publish material from provincial papers; something 
that is more than evident in the case of provincial petitions re-published in London 
papers. 

148 Black 2001, 117 - 118. 
149 Black 2008, 219 - 220; Harris 1996, 4, 39; Black 2001, 9, 36. 
150 Pamphleteers used such means to disguise their identity, at least in the case of pam-

phlets concerning parliamentary affairs. But pamphleteers could also use their real 
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make it more difficult to understand their true intentions. However, the use of 
pen names and impromptu publications also enabled authors to publish contro-
versial tracts and disclose confidential information. Pamphlets provided mem-
bers of parliament, and those in the opposition in particular, a method to inform 
the publics out-of-doors of projected bills and schemes. Such publications could 
also be used to educate people out-of-doors on the arguments that became used 
in the debates of the House of Commons - pro et contra, depending on the pam-
phleteers' intentions. In that sense, pamphlets enabled actors to mobilise opposi-
tion, and opposition to opposition, outside parliament. The press could also be 
used to organise opposition out-of-doors, as earlier demonstrated, but pamphlets 
provided authors, and other actors, a more elaborate platform to do so. Commen-
taries in periodicals ranged from single columns to couple of pages, providing 
their audiences with only short summaries and perspectives. Most pamphlets, on 
the other hand, ranged from 10 to over 100 pages, enabling the authors to discuss 
their arguments in detail. This is more than evident in the case of debates on pe-
titions. Pamphlets constitute the most important source of criticism on petitions, 
as demonstrated in Chapter 6 (Protecting Parliament and the Constitution: the 
Critics of Petitions and Petitioning). Even though sometimes regarded as paid 
propaganda, pro-administration pamphleteers often presented coherent and 
considerate arguments. 

The increasing amount of published pamphlets and papers, as well as re-
ports on the debates in parliament, demonstrates the amplification of the print 
culture151. However, the multiplication of published papers is but one part of the 
changing culture of politics. In addition to being a crucial period for printing, it 
also became at least as important to the consumption of such publications. Papers 
and pamphlets became read and circulated in public on an unprecedented scale, 
inspiring the reading publics to deliberate on their subjects. The rise coffee 
houses, and coffee-house culture, illustrates the changing patterns of politics. Be-
sides serving coffee and other beverages, coffee houses also provided their cus-
tomers pamphlets and papers. Some of them preferred to read them in private, 
but prints could also be read aloud.152 The coffee-house culture had its critics, 
too. The government of Charles II considered regulating coffee houses during the 
1660s  before 'issuing a proclamation for their suppression' in 1675, for the most 
part due to the pressure from high churchmen153. The government soon re-
tracted, but the scepticism regarding the coffee-house culture continued to flour-
ish. Georgian critics continued to ridicule the so-called coffee-house politicians, 

                                                 
names, though this was a significantly less common practice. I have mainly used data 
from the Eighteenth Century Collections Online (ECCO) to discern the authorship of the 
studied pamphlets. 

151 Mark Knights has noted that in terms of scale, the print culture started to grow after 
the abolition of the Star Chamber in the 1640s, gaining more momentum during the 
Exclusion Crisis in 1679 - 1681. Knights 2005, 15 - 18. See also O'Gorman 2006, 126 - 
129; Wilson 1998, 29 - 54; Jupp 2006, 95 - 98; Dickinson 1994, 205 - 207; Black 2001, 1 - 
21. 

152 Knights 2005, 17 - 18, 248 - 256; Pincus 1995, 821 - 822, 833 - 834; Cowan 2004a; 
Cowan 2004b; Barrell 2004. 

153 Pincus 1995, 822 - 823, 831; Cowan 2004a, 21 - 22, 29 - 44. 
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often describing them as frivolous actors, encouraging distrust and sedition. In-
stead of promoting the common good, as true statesmen in parliament, the cof-
fee-house politicians became accused of ambition.154 Despite the ridicule, the cof-
fee houses continued to provide people out-of-doors a place to read and debate 
politics, thus promoting the interest in (semi-)public affairs. 

The rise of clubs, societies, and associations also demonstrates the changing 
culture of politics. Such  organisations began to increase and flourish during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, evolving into 'one of the most distinctive 
social and cultural institutions of Georgian Britain'155. Clubs, societies, and asso-
ciations represented a diverse set of interests, ranging from masonic and pseudo-
masonic orders to debating and gambling clubs. Religious groups used such bod-
ies to further their causes and to provide assistance to the poor and unfortunate. 
Merchants and traders, too, established societies and lobbies to defend their in-
terests.156 However, it is the rise of political clubs, societies, and associations that, 
at least from the perspective of this thesis, constitutes one of the most interesting 
trajectories of the changing political culture. Because of annual parliaments, re-
duction of regulation, and the rise of parties and factions, the scale and im-
portance of political clubs soared after the Glorious Revolution.157 Some of them 
had close ties to parties and other groups in parliament. Proponents of the ad-
ministration, for instance, favoured the Kit-Cat Club, established around 1699; its 
membership containing numerous prime ministers and pro-administration par-
liamentarians158. Tories, on the other hand, favoured the October Club and the 
Cocoa Tree Club159. However, the greater part of the clubs, societies, and associ-
ations that focused on politics remained both informal and independent. Alt-
hough their influence and impact on parliament remain a matter of debate, the 
rise of political clubs, societies, and associations encouraged an increasing num-
ber of citizens to participate in the spheres of politics. 

                                                 
154 Knights 2005, 19, see also Pincus 1995, 825, 827 - 830; Cowan 2004b, 353 - 356. 
155 He has further noted that even if their precise number is difficult to determine, 'there 

may have been up to 25,000 different clubs and societies meeting in the English-
speaking world' during the eighteenth century. Clark 2000b, 2. Kathleen Wilson, too, 
has emphasised the importance of clubs and societies. She has argued that 'the criti-
cal advances in population, communications and publishing in this period [1715 - 
1785] were supplemented by a new universe of associational activities undertaken by 
local residents to enhance the urban environment that had in themselves political im-
plications'. Wilson 54, see also 55 - 73. 

156 Clark 2000b, 2, 26, 58 - 60, 128 - 134; Wilson 1998, 61 - 63. For the means mercantile 
lobbies used to influence decision-making processes, see Langford 1975, 58 - 61, 148, 
151 - 152; Dickinson 1994, 60 - 81; Jupp 2006, 91 - 92; Wilson 1998, 124 - 127, 129 - 132, 
163 - 165; Dickinson 1984, 52 - 53; O'Gorman 2006, 117; Black 2008, 220. 

157 Clark 2000b, 61 - 62, 73 - 74; Wilson 1998, 63 - 73. The impact of clubs and societies 
had on petitioning in 1721 - 1776 is most explicit in the case of Wilkite petitions and 
the SSBR, the society being used to organise and co-ordinate the petitioning cam-
paigns in favour of Wilkes across Britain. Similar organisational structures were later 
used by anti-slavery and Chartist petitioners. 

158 Clark 2000b, 61 - 62, 73. 
159 Clark 2000b, 62; O'Gorman 2006, 149. Linday Colley has, however, noted that 'with 

the exception of the October Club, which was the creation of a group of dissident 
backbenchers and not a supervised instrument for party control, Augustan toryism 
had lacked an effective socio-political club'. Colley 1982, 71. 
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The second chapter focuses on describing the essence of petitions by examining 
four aspects. First, it clarifies the features that defined the genre of petitions. 
Chapter 2.1 (Introduction to Petitions) describes the defining features of different 
forms of petitions, but argues that petitions to parliament, instructions to mem-
bers of parliament, and addresses to the Throne formed a consistent genre of pe-
titions despite their differences. It also discusses the procedures that petitioners' 
contemporaries used to regulate them (as is also demonstrated in Chapter 6). In 
contrast to certain countries160, the British manuals and procedures focused on 
the reception of petitions (in parliament) instead of determining the structure and 
formulations petitioners ought to use. Second, the chapter demonstrates that the 
petitions that are studied in this thesis belong to a much longer political tradition. 
In order to emphasise the continuance of the genre and practice of petitioning, 
Chapter 2.2 (English Tradition of Petitioning) provides a general description of 
the most prominent cases of petitioning from the 1640s to the 1830s (including 
the cases studied in this thesis). Both aspects are important in understanding the 
focus of the thesis. It is paramount to understand that the position of the peti-
tioned influenced the formulations of the petition, something that is most evident 
in Chapters 4 and 5. It is also essential to recognise the impact of continuity. The 
earlier petitioning campaigns influenced the use of petitions in 1721 - 1776 and 
the petitions studied in this thesis, on the other hand, had an impact on the use 
of petitions after 1776. 

In addition to describing the features that defined the different forms of pe-
titions and the events and crises that generated bursts of petitions, the chapter 
also discusses earlier studies on petitions and the rationales petitioners used to 

                                                 
160 Most notably Sweden. Martin Almbjär, who has studied Swedish supplications in 

1719 - 1772, has argued that 'for a fully literate person without the necessary rhetori-
cal and formal knowledge, a letter-writing manual would ... provided the necessary 
knowledge to compose a standard supplication'. He has also noted that the Swedish 
supplicants could also consult notaries and scribes, the use of the latter being 'not un-
usual'. Almbjär 2016, 120 - 122, 126. 

2 PETITIONS AND PETITIONING: PRACTICES, 
PROCEDURES, AND PREVIOUS STUDIES 
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legitimise their use of petitions. The third aspect of the chapter focuses on the 
premises of earlier studies on British petitions. Chapter 2.3 (Earlier Studies on 
Petitions) demonstrates that most of earlier studies have scrutinised petitions ei-
ther from the perspective of parliament (petitions being part of the established 
structure of parliament) or popular politics (petitions being signals of popular 
discontent and demonstrations that the common people, too, participated in pol-
itics). The sub-chapter points out that most studies tend to regard petitions as 
demonstrations of other, often more profound trajectories. This thesis, on the 
other hand, focus on petitions as such and, in contrast to most studies, on the 
language of petitions. Fourth, the chapter focuses on the justifications petitioners 
used to rationalise their decisions to submit petitions. Chapter 2.4 (Rationalising 
Petitioning) discusses the five discursive categories I have identified from the 
studied petitions. The chapter demonstrates that petitioners (1) used crises to le-
gitimise their petitions,  (2) emphasised their obligation to submit petitions, (3) 
used petitions to inform and (4) commend the receivers of their petitions, and (5) 
used them to enforce the right to petition. The sub-chapter argues that in order 
to understand petitioners and their intentions, scholars ought to recognise peti-
tioners' descriptions of their reasons for submitting them. 

2.1 Introduction to Petitions 

Petitions are common to most political cultures in Europe. During the early mod-
ern period, they were commonly used in the political cultures of Britain, 
France161, the Netherlands162, Scandinavia163, Italy164, Spain165, and German-
speaking countries166. In most cases, the practice was of medieval origin. In Eng-
land, petitions emerged during the thirteenth century, as Edward I encouraged 
his subjects to submit petitions to parliament. During the fourteenth century, the 
number of submitted petitions forced parliament to redelegate private petitions, 
or petitions from individuals, to other courts and to focus on petitions from enti-
ties such as guilds, shires, and corporations.167 Petitions were also used as judicial 
appeals. Subjects could, for instance, use petitions to the House of Lords as ap-
peals against court verdicts; though fallen into disuse under the Tudors, the prac-
tice was revived in 1621, reinstating the House of Lords as the highest court of 
appeal.168 During the fourteenth century, petitions also gained an explicitly po-
litical function, as the House of Commons started to use them to address the 
Throne. Eventually, such petitions evolved into a procedure of introducing bills; 

                                                 
161 Shapiro & Markoff 2001; Cerezales 2020. 
162 Oddens 2017; Janse 2019; Reinders 2011; van Nierop 2000. 
163 Paloheimo 2012; Bregnsbo 1997; Bregnsbo 2011; Almbjär 2016; Almbjär 2019; Bowie 

& Munck 2018. 
164 Nubola 2001; Rose 2012. 
165 Cerezales 2019. 
166 Würgler 1995; Kümin & Würgler 1997; Würgler 2001. See also Lipp & Krempel 2001. 
167 Brand 2012, 13; Given-Wilson 2012, 22 - 23; Payling 2012, 78 - 79. 
168 Smith 2012, 34 - 35. 
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petitioners used petitions to propose legislative measures and the answers of the 
Throne determined the structure of the acts. Since the fifteenth century, the 
Throne also used petitions to inform the House of Commons of propositions it 
was prepared to assent.169 

However, even if the genre of petitions became more established and con-
sistent during the reign of Stuarts, the practice retained different functions. Peti-
tions could be submitted to institutions such as the House of Commons, the 
House of Lords, and the Throne.  Petitions to parliament constitute the most tra-
ditional form of petitions scrutinised in this thesis; their contribution to the de-
bates on representation is often pronounced. Such petitions could be submitted 
by individual subjects, mercantile organisations, companies, and constituencies, 
the last-mentioned being the most common source of petitions. Actors in constit-
uencies could, for instance, use conventional petitions to the House of Commons 
to promote desired legislation and declare their concerns on proposed bills on 
issues such as trade and regulation. Such petitions, like institutional petitions in 
general, tended to recognise the authority and legitimacy of the petitioned insti-
tution. Rather than demanding the parliament to act in a specific manner, peti-
tions to the House of Commons became used to inform the House of both alleged 
grievances and petitioners' sentiments. Their tone was imploring rather than im-
perative, as is demonstrated in Chapter 5.2 (Desires, Requests, and Recommen-
dations). Hence, at least from the perspective of representation, such petitions 
were seldom controversial as such. 

Petitions to the Throne, often referred to as addresses, represent an alterna-
tive form of institutional petitioning. Addresses were often used to congratulate 
the King on royal births and military successes, thus making them particularly 
humble170. Most of the addressing campaigns from 1640 to 1843 were, as exem-
plified by Mark Knights, loyal and uncontroversial (and often outstanding in 
terms of scale). The Throne received at least 1,044 addresses on military successes 
from August 1704 to December 1709 and from September 1714 to August 1716 
petitioners submitted further 763 addresses to the Throne to praise the accession 
of George I and commemorate the suppression of the Jacobite uprising in Scot-
land.171 Loyal addresses to the Throne often outnumbered petitions to parliament 
and members of parliament. However, despite their often loyal nature, addresses 
too could be employed in non-conventional and even controversial manners. 
They could, for instance, be used to increase the pressure on parliament, as in the 
case of the Minorca crisis of 1756, to undermine the decisions of parliament, as 
during the American crisis in 1775 - 1776, and to denounce the legitimacy of the 
parliament, as during the crisis on Wilkes' seat in 1769 - 1770. Such use of ad-
dresses tended to provoke fierce controversies on the nature of representation172. 

                                                 
169 Given-Wilson 2012, 22 - 25; Payling 2012, 78 - 79.  
170 Knights 2012, 59; Knights 2005, 118, 154 - 155. 
171 Knights 2009, 39 - 40, 45 - 48; Innes 2005, 116 - 117. 
172 See, for instance, Bradley 1986, 10 - 13, 37 - 38; Innes 2005, 115; Langford 1992, 521. It 

is, of course, evident that addresses were used in controversial ways even before the 
crisis on Wilkes' seat. Lloyd's Evening Post and British Chronicle, for instance, had al-
ready defended such addresses during the Seven Years' War. The paper insisted in 
1758 that 'the people have a right, by the constitution of our country, to petition or 
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Hence, the focus of this thesis is on the non-conventional addresses rather than 
on addresses in general, as noted in Chapter 1.4.2 (Petitions). 

Petitions to parliament and addresses to the Throne represent the most le-
gitimate forms of petitioning. In such cases, the petitioned institutions tended to 
recognise the petitions as legitimate, thus processing them according to estab-
lished sets of procedures173. In the case of parliament, and the House of Com-
mons in particular, the procedural status of petitions became described in the 
parliamentary manuals, John Hatsell's Precedents of Proceedings in the House of 
Commons being the most authoritative of them. Hatsell, whose interpretation of 
procedures was inspired by Arthur Onslow174, the speaker of the House of Com-
mons from 1727 to 1761, recognised conventional petitions as legitimate175 (with 
the exception of petitions on money bills176). 'To receive, and hear, and consider 
the petitions of their fellow subjects, when presented decently, and containing no 
matter intentionally offensive to the House' was, according to Hatsell, 'a duty 
incumbent upon them, antecedent to all rules and orders that may have been 
instituted for their own convenience; justice and the laws of their country de-
mand it from them.'177 Similarly, Thomas Erskine May regarded the right to pe-
tition parliament as an established practice in his A Treatise upon the Law, Privi-
leges, Proceedings and Usage of Parliament. May, whose manual discusses the lin-
guistic conventions of petitions178 and the procedures on presenting petitions179, 
reminded that 'the language of a petition should be respectful and temperate, and 

                                                 
address their Sovereign, when, and as often as they apprehend the common interest 
requires their application immediately to the Throne, where wisdom and justice are 
seated; without incurring any legal censure, and without deserving the slanderous 
aspersion of indecency, and of an irrational conduct'. BC/LlEP 9 - 11 October 1758, 
see also A Letter to a Leading Great Man 1721/16 - 17 (T69216); An Address to the 
Electors 1739/45 - 46 (T128373); A Letter to a Member of This New Parliament 
1742/63 - 64 (T63003); Considerations on the Addresses Lately Presented to His Maj-
esty 1756 (T161153); BC/GNDA 28 April 1763; BC/SJCBEP 26 - 28 April 1763. But 
since the crisis on Wilkes' seat, the support for such addresses became far more com-
mon. See, for instance, BC/GNDA 27 June 1769; BC/LC 27 - 29 June 1769; BC/NB 28 
October 1769; BC/PS 12 December 1769; BC/IC 13 - 15 December 1769; BC/MJCL 11 
- 14 November 1769; BC/LlEP 15 - 17 November 1769; BC/SJCBEP 14 - 16 November 
1769; BC/MJCL 15 - 17 August 1771; BC/W 31 August 1771. 

173 Bradley 1986, 17. 
174 Palonen 2014, 40 - 42. 
175 See, for example Hatsell 1796 (2), 179 - 180, 193; Hatsell 1796 (3), 210 - 212. 
176 Hatsell considered the practice of not receiving petitions on money bills as a standing 

order of the House, as did authors such as Thomas Erskine May and Henry Hallam. 
The standing order was, most usually, legitimised by precedents from 1706 and 1713. 
Hatsell 1796 (3), 149 - 151, 173 - 174, 200 - 215; May 1844, 273, 305, 325 - 326; May 1912 
(1), 377 - 378; Hallam 1846 (2), 436; Jupp 2006, 70. Hatsell noted, however, that 'the 
House ought to be particularly cautious, not to be over rigid in extending this rule 
beyond what the practice of their ancestors, in former times, can justify them in.' 
Hatsell 1796 (3), 210 - 212. The issue of petitions on money bills is discussed in detail 
in Chapter 6.4 (Procedural Constraints and Petitioning). 

177 Hatsell referred to a precedent from 1669 and approvingly cited the resolution of the 
House of Commons declaring petitioning 'an inherent right of every commoner of 
England'. Hatsell 1796 (3), 212. 

178 May 1844, 303 - 305. 
179 May 1844, 302, 305 - 308. 
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free from offensive imputations upon the character or conduct of parliament'180. 
The right to submit petitions to the Throne, May insisted, was protected by the 
fifth clause of the Declaration of Rights, declaring 'all commitments or prosecu-
tions for such petitions' illegal181. 

In addition to institutional applications, petitions could also be used in 
more direct and personal manners. Instructions, as these petitions are often 
called, are examples of petitions submitted directly to members of parliament182. 
Instructions containing dictates and imperative demands represent the most con-
troversial form of petitioning183. Instead of imploring members of parliament to 
consider certain aspects, the authors expected compliance from their representa-
tives. Such claims demonstrate the core logic of the imperative mandate; as mem-
bers of parliament were bound to represent the sentiments of the electorate, pe-
titioners possessed the right to oblige them. Yet imperative instructions consti-
tuted a minority of the petitions submitted to members of parliament. Most of 
the instructions contained rather humble formulations and most petitioners used 
them to inform representatives of their concerns. Although instructions differed 
from petitions to parliament and addresses to the Throne, regarding instructions 
as imperative as such has a tendency of overemphasising the differences between 
different forms of petitions. Instructions were, indeed, more forthright both in 
terms of procedures and formulations, but not all authors enunciated their senti-
ments in a similar manner. 

Letters of Thanks, referred to as letters though written in the form of peti-
tions, are examples of instructions submitted to members of parliament without 
explicit imperative demands. Instead of focusing on persuading members of par-
liament either to support or oppose forthcoming legislative measures, the au-

                                                 
180 May 1844, 304 - 305, see also Blackstone 1771 (1), 143; Blackstone 1771 (4), 147. It was, 

according to a precedent cited by Hatsell, 'the undoubted right and privilege of the 
House of Commons to adjudge and determine, touching the nature and matter of 
such petitions, how far they are fit and unfit to be received'. Hatsell 1796 (3), 212. 

181 Hallam 1846 (2), 267 - 269; Blackstone 1771 (1), 143; Bradley 1986, 37 - 38. 
182 For election pledges, see May 1912 (1), 355 - 357; Dickinson 1994, 39 - 40. 
183 The use of instructions was usually accepted in principle but often disputed in prac-

tice. Unsurprisingly, it was the petition-supporting opposition publications that 
tended to defend their use most explicitly. The Craftsman, in particular, was adamant 
in defending the use of instructions; often explicit in its criticism of those undermin-
ing their use. During the aftermath of the excise crisis, the paper argued that instead 
of being 'a dangerous innovation', the use of instructions was 'as old as our constitu-
tion itself'. GM May 1733/Cr 26 May 1733 (no. 360). In 1739, on the other hand, it in-
sisted that 'where grievances are felt, or dangers apprehended, complaints and re-
monstrances to any branch of the three estates are very consistent with the duty of 
the calmest Briton'. 'Approbation and disapprobation, complaints and information, 
either by petition, instruction, or remonstrance, are the natural right of every free-
man', the paper concluded. GM December 1739/Cr 8 December 1739 (no. 700), see 
also GM December 1739/Cr 22 December 1739 (no. 702); GM February 1741/Cr 7 
February 1741; GM February 1741/CS 7 February 1741 (no. 209); GM December 
1742/Cr 25 December 1742; BC/R 30 January 1748; BC/Pr 16 June 1753; BC/MJCL 24 
- 27 June 1769; A Review of the Excise-Scheme 1733/44 - 49 (T60580); A Letter to my 
Lord Mayor 1742/5 - 6, 10 - 14 (T1104); A Letter to a Member of This New Parliament 
1742/5 - 12, 58, 63 (T63003). Opponents' perceptions on instructing are discussed in 
detail in Chapter 6.4 (Procedural Constraints on Petitioning). 
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thors of such instructions declared their satisfaction with the conduct of their rep-
resentatives in parliament. Petitioners could, for instance, use Letters of Thanks 
to declare their support for representatives acting against specific bills and min-
isterial measures in general. In this regard, Letters of Thanks form an explicitly 
loyal and distinctively retrospective collection of petitions. Petitioners' satisfac-
tion in the petitioned did not, however, translate into general acceptance of the 
state of the politics; most such instructions remained blatantly partisan. Letters 
of Thanks could be used to foment opposition against ministries and ministerial 
policies, as during the anti-Walpolean campaigns of 1732 - 1733 and 1739 - 1742, 
and could, at times, be submitted to only one of the constituency's two represent-
atives, as demonstrated in Chapter 5.4 (Petitioners' Indirect Means of Influence). 
In such cases their function was twofold: (1) to encourage the opposition repre-
sentatives and (2) to put pressure on those voting in favour of the ministry. In a 
sense, Letters of Thanks used subtler means than imperative instructions; instead 
of criticising the receivers, their authors criticised the actors that did not receive 
one. Their principal function, however, resembled the function of imperative in-
structions - to influence the conduct of members of parliament.  

Submitting instructions was legitimate in principle. Hatsell, for instance, 
characterised instructing as 'an undoubted right ... if done decently', insisting that 
such instructions 'ought to be respectfully received, and well confirmed' by mem-
bers of parliament. But as members of parliament represented the nation, instruc-
tions could 'be only of information, advice, and recommendation' and 'not abso-
lutely binding upon votes, and actings, and conscience, in parliament'.184 Such an 
interpretation was also confirmed by David Hume, who argued that 'were the 
members of the House obliged to receive instructions from their constituents, like 
the Dutch deputies, this would ... introduce a total alteration in our government, 
and would soon reduce it to a pure republic'185. The controversial reputation of 

                                                 
184 Hatsell 1796 (2), 71 - 72. In the case of representing the nation in general, Hatsell re-

ferred to William Blackstone and Algernon Sidney. Blackstone 1771 (1), 159; Sidney 
1805 (1), 359. There are also several examples of members of parliament explicitly 
recognising the role of instructions. See, for instance, Cobbett 1739 - 1741 (HoC) 
380/Thomas Gage (Tewkesbury); Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 900/Velters Cornewall 
(Herefordshire). However, even such representatives, most of whom opposed the ad-
ministration, tended to consider them as legally non-binding. Admiral Vernon, a 
Tory representing Ipswich, argued during the debate on repealing the Jewish Natu-
ralisation Act in 1753 that 'people chuse one of the branches of the legislature, and 
have a right to instruct those they do chuse, under the penalty of never being chosen 
by them again'. Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 160 - 161/Edward Vernon (Ipswich). Colo-
nel Barré, an ardent opponent of the harsh measures on the colonies, asserted in 1771 
that 'the instructions of your constituents, you should be always ready to obey'. Cob-
bett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 151 - 152/Isaac Barré (Chipping Wycombe). But even if main-
taining that representatives should act as requested, they abstained from claiming 
that representatives had a legally binding duty to do so. The subject is further dis-
cussed in Chapters 5 (Requests and Requirements: Petitioners' Perceptions on the 
Representative Relationship) and 6 (Protecting the Independence of Parliament). 
Scotland appears to have formed a sort of exception to this rule between 1707 and 
1832. Scottish members of parliament were, according to Paul Kelly, obliged to ad-
here to electoral instructions, a remnant exemplifying the medieval conception of 
representation as attorneyship. Kelly 1984, 178 - 179, see also Dickinson 1994, 38. 

185 Hume 1764 (1), 34 - 35. 
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instructions did not derive from the practice of instructing members of parlia-
ment as such, but from the content and formulations of certain instructions. How-
ever, to distinguish legitimate instructions from illegitimate ones proved to be far 
more complicated than in the case of petitions submitted to parliament. Whereas 
the authority of parliament was protected by an established set of procedures 
and a collective form of decision-making, individual representatives resisting 
electoral instructions faced their constituents alone. Parliament could refuse to 
hear petitions it regarded as illegitimate, but members of parliament faced a 
tougher choice. 

Despite the different names, petitions to parliament, addresses to the 
Throne, and instructions to members of parliament are different forms of the 
same genre. The different forms of petitions shared a set of features. First, peti-
tions, addresses, and instructions often shared a common structure: a preface fo-
cusing on introducing the authors of the petition, a middle part describing peti-
tioners' grievances, and a concluding section that determined the nature of their 
application. Second, the authors of the different forms of petitions endeavoured 
to influence the decision-making processes186. This is most explicit in the case of 
petitions to parliament and imperative instructions. Petitioners submitted peti-
tions to parliament and instructions to members of parliament to oppose pro-
posed schemes, as in the case of anti-excise petitioning in 1733 and 1763; to repeal 
legislation, as in the case of the Jewish Naturalisation Act of 1753; and to request 
them to act, as during the South Sea Crisis in 1721 and after the loss of Minorca 
in 1756. Influencing decision-making processes was also the purpose of the au-
thors of addresses and Letters of Thanks. Addresses could be used to create pres-
sure on parliament and members of parliament, as earlier demonstrated, and Let-
ters of Thanks provided petitioners with means to signal retrospective recogni-
tion and to establish future incentives. Petitioners used commendations to en-
courage supportive representatives to continue their efforts in parliament and 
others to follow their example. 

Most eighteenth-century actors regarded petitions, addresses, and instruc-
tions as different forms of the same genre. Despite the customary use of such 
concepts in eighteenth-century Britain, strict codes of using them hardly existed. 
Petitions to parliament were quite systematically referred to as petitions (or hum-
ble petitions), but petitions submitted to members of parliament could be re-
ferred to as letters, petitions, instructions, applications, and representations. The 
concept of instructions could be used as a pejorative characterisation by ministe-
rial actors, though most of the authors of such petitions regarded instructions 
either as a neutral or even positive concept. Petitions to the Throne could simi-
larly be referred to as addresses, the most common characterisation, or peti-
tions187. Such petitions were rather systematically referred to as addresses prior 

                                                 
186 For more detailed analysis of the petitioners' intentions, see Chapter 2.4 (Rationalis-

ing Petitioning). 
187 See, for instance, Kent 1769 (#267); Gloucestershire 1769 (#268); Somerset 1769 (#269); 

Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); Derbyshire 1770 (#313); Yorkshire 
1770 (#318); Yorkshire 1770 (#319); Middlesex 1770 (#320). 
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to 1769, but the use characterisations such as 'humble remonstrance and peti-
tion'188 and 'humble address, remonstrance, and petition'189 began to appear dur-
ing the crisis on Wilkes' seat. At times, the authors and publishers of the petitions 
used different characterisations of the same petitions. As the similarities outnum-
ber the differences of the different forms of petitions, and petitioners and their 
contemporaries perceived them as part of the same genre,  this thesis, too, regards 
addresses to the Throne and instructions to members of parliament as petitions. 

2.2 English Tradition of Petitioning 

The impact of tradition and continuity is particularly strong in the case of peti-
tions and petitioning. In order to understand petitioning from 1721 to 1776, one 
needs to understand that the practices and precedents that influenced the studied 
petitions were of older origin. The sub-chapter also demonstrates that the impact 
of tradition continued to influence petitioning after 1776. Even though petition-
ing as a practice is of medieval origin, as earlier demonstrated, its more modern 
forms started to emerge during the seventeenth century. The significance of pe-
titions as a procedure to introduce legislation decreased while its role in organis-
ing extra-parliamentary campaigns started to increase. The use of petitions on 
the eve of the Civil War exemplifies the changing nature of petitioning. Around 
15,000 Londoners signed the Root and Branch petition in December 1640, re-
questing the Long Parliament to abolish the episcopacy from within the Church 
of England. Inspired by the London petition, and the agitation of radical puritans, 
19 counties submitted similar petitions to the parliament in 1640 - 1641.190 A year 
later, the Root and Branch campaign was followed by an even larger petitioning 
campaign. Influenced by John Pym and the Grand Remonstrance, counties and 
boroughs used petitions to voice their concerns on the Catholic influence in par-
liament and the country at large. Besides fearing that papists conspired to invade 
England, petitioners accused them, or the 'malignant party', of thwarting reforms 
in parliament.191 Thirty-eight (out of 40) English counties submitted petitions to 
parliament between December 1641 and August 1642192. It also received similar 
petitions from numerous English boroughs and Wales, leading Anthony 

                                                 
188 Coventry 1770 (#312). 
189 Surrey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#315); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Lon-

don 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#323); London 1770 (#324); Westminster 1770 (#325); 
Westminster 1770 (#326); London 1771 (#335); London 1772 (#344); London 1773 
(#350); London 1775 (#375); London 1775 (#376). 

190 Anthony Fletcher has argued that 'it is appropriate to speak of a national petitioning 
campaign' due to the scale of petitions. Fletcher 1981, 91 - 99, 221 - 222, see also 
Knights 2009, 39 - 40, 45. 

191 Fletcher 1981, 191 - 227. 
192 Twenty-two of them submitted further petitions to both Houses. The presentation of 

petitions was often ritualised. The Buckinghamshire petition, for instance, was ac-
companied by 3,000 mounted participants. The county was soon imitated by Kent 
(7,000 - 10,000 participants), Essex (3,000), and Bedfordshire and Suffolk (1,000 each). 
Fletcher 1981, 196 - 197. 
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Fletcher, a historian on early modern England, to conclude that petitioning 'had 
become the most potent weapon in the provincial armoury'193. 

The use of petitions decreased after the restoration of Charles II. In 1661, the 
Cavalier Parliament enacted the Tumultuous Petitioning Act, regulating and re-
stricting the number of presenters and subscribers of petitions to 10 and 20, re-
spectively, 'unless with the previous order of three justices of the county, or the 
major part of the grand jury'194. However, although submitting petitions to par-
liament became infrequent during the late seventeenth century,  the Exclusion 
Crisis briefly revived the use of mass-petitions (in terms of signatures) in 1679 - 
1681. As during the 1640s, petitioners were concerned of the Catholic influence 
in England. Alarmed by the alleged popish plot to assassinate Charles II, a con-
spiracy fabricated by Titus Oates, the Meal Tub plot, a design by a group of Cath-
olics to 'manufacture evidence of a presbyterian plot', and the catholic faith of 
Charles' brother, the heir presumptive, the authors of seven petitions requested 
the King to let parliament sit and investigate the plots. The 'Monster Petition' of 
London is certainly the most famous of the seven petitions, attracting around 
16,000 - 18,000 signatures. Although the language of the London petition was of 
rather modest character, the petition(s) infuriated Charles, claiming that petition-
ers 'endeavoured to invade his prerogative'.195 Most of the petitioning campaigns 
during the last decades of the seventeenth century, however, consisted of bursts 
of loyal addresses. Charles II received hundreds of loyal addresses congratulat-
ing him on dissolving the parliament in 1681, similar campaigns being organised 
to condemn Shaftesbury in 1682 and the Rye House Plot in 1683.196 

Controversies regarding petitions became more common after the turn of 
the century. The case of the Kentish petition, for instance, became to constitute 
one of the most prominent incidents of petitioning during the eighteenth century. 
The freeholders of the county of Kent, assembled at quarter sessions in April 
1701, decided to petition the House of Commons, controlled by Tories critical of 
William III's policies abroad, to grant supplies for raising a standing army and 
form alliances against the French197. Though modest in terms of language, the 

                                                 
193 Fletcher 1981, 191 - 193. Mark Knights has estimated that 46 petitions were submitted 

to parliament from December 1641 to August 1642 of which the Kentish petition con-
tained 30,000 signatures. Knights 2009, 45. 

194 Hallam 1846 (2), 27; Knights 1993a, 41; Knights 2005, 121 - 123; Loft 2016, 3 - 4, 11 - 12; 
Innes 2005, 113. 

195 Knights 1993a; Knights 1993b; Knights 1993c; Knights 2005, 121 - 123, 234 - 239; 
Knights 2009, 45, Tapsell 2007, 35 - 39. 

196 The three campaigns consisted of 210, 199, and 323 addresses, respectively. Similar 
addressing campaigns also occurred during the reign of James II. James received 361 
addresses congratulating him on his accession in 1685, 254 addresses praising the 
two declarations of indulgence in 1687 - 1688, and 201 condolences on the death of 
Queen Mary in 1694 - 1695. Knights 2009, 45. 'From the 1680s onwards', Paul Sea-
ward and Pasi Ihalainen have claimed, 'the relationship between constituencies and 
representatives could become difficult and contested, with voters claiming that their 
views were being misrepresented, or demanding that their representatives commit 
themselves to certain positions through formal instructions'. Seaward & Ihalainen 
2016, 40. 

197 In september 1701, Britain, the Holy Roman Empire, and the United Provinces signed 
the Treaty of the Hague, renewing the Grand Alliance of 1689 against France. A few 
weeks later when James II died, Louis XIV declared James Francis Edward Stuart, or 
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petition enraged the Tories in parliament; the House of Commons ordered some 
of the organisers to be imprisoned, which, in turn, provoked a fierce counter-
reaction from the Whigs.198 Daniel Defoe, the author of the Legion's Memorial 
(1701)199 and the de facto leader of the public campaign in favour of the petition-
ers, published numerous pamphlets on the issue and encouraged counties to pe-
tition the parliament. At the least, Buckinghamshire, Bedfordshire, and Yorkshire 
petitioned the House of Commons, while 17 constituencies submitted instruc-
tions200 to their representatives in parliament.201 The controversy on the Kentish 
petition initiated a series of debates on the right to petition parliament and the 
nature of representation. A number of Whigs, for instance, used the controversy 
to conclude their support for popular sovereignty (in contrast to the more con-
ventional principle of parliamentary sovereignty).202 Later petitioners, on the 
other hand, used the Kentish petition as a precedent for petitioning203.  

The collapse of the South Sea Company (S.S.C.) in 1720 initiated another 
burst of petitions to parliament, which is the first case studied in this thesis. Be-
sides a mercantile body, possessing a monopoly of supplying slaves to South 
America (Asiento de Negros) after the Peace of Utretch in 1713, the joint-stock 
company also served as an important instrument in reducing the formal national 
debt, de facto managing and assuming some of the debt. The enactment of the 
Bubble Act of 1720, supported by the company, further consolidated the position 
of the S.S.C., requiring joint-stock companies to obtain a royal charter. After 
reaching the pinnacle in August 1720, however, the South Sea stock started to 
tumble, ruining the finances of numerous investors and, through the indirect 
consequence of the crash, an abundance of other actors.204 The crash and its con-
quences led to a flood of petitions, complaining of the stagnation of trade, scarcity 
of credit, and of the general decay of the state of the nation. In addition to the 

                                                 
the Old Pretender, the rightful King of England, Scotland, and Ireland. The Grand 
Alliance declared war on France in 1702, thus entering the War of the Spanish Suc-
cession (1701 - 1714). Black 2004, 26 - 29; Black 2008, 234 - 235, 269 - 270; O'Gorman 
2006, 51 - 54. 

198 Knights 2005, 124 - 125; Kelly 1984, 175 - 176; Fraser 1961, 200 - 201; Innes 2005, 112; 
Gunn 1983, 74 - 75; Speck 1987, 45 - 46; Seaward & Ihalainen 2016, 39 - 40; Knights 
2009, 44 - 50. 

199 For more pamphlets, see the History of the Kentish Petition (Daniel Defoe 1701) and 
Jura Populi Anglicani (John Somers 1701).  

200 Of which instructions from London, Westminster, Southwark, York, Gloucestershire, 
Shaftesbury, Bristol, Buckinghamshire, Wiltshire, Sussex, Wilton, Cornwall, and 
Launceston were published full in The Electors' Right Asserted (Unknown 1701). 

201 Knights 2005, 124 - 125.  
202 Kelly 1984, 176 - 177; Knights 2005, 124 - 125, 130 - 132. 
203 Later petitioners and debaters made constant references to the Kentish petition of 

1701. See, for example, GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726); GM December 
1733/LJ 15 December 1733 (no. 755); GM December 1739/Cr 22 December 1739 (no. 
702); GM January 1741/DG 16 January 1741; BC/LEP 5 - 8 May 1764; BC/GNDA 27 
June 1769; Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 144 - 145/Henry Pelham (Bramber); Cobbett 
1753 - 1765 (HoC) 148 - 149/William Northey (Calne); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 972 
- 973/Lord Shelburne; A Letter to a Leading Great Man 1721/16 - 17 (T69216); A Re-
view of the Excise-Scheme 1733/47 (T60580); A Second Letter to a Member of Parlia-
ment 1741/28 - 29, 34 - 35 (N21193). 

204 Hoppit 2002; O'Gorman 2006, 70 - 71; Black 2008, 238; Jubb 1984, 134 - 136; Carlos & 
Neal 2006, 501 - 502; Kelly 1992, 61 - 65. 
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explicitly economic issues, numerous petitions also requested parliament to ei-
ther initiate or finalise an inquiry into the frauds relating to the management of 
the company and its stock. Petitioners explicitly requested that parliament pun-
ish, usually in most severe manner, those deemed responsible for the crash, rang-
ing from the directors of the S.S.C. to stock-jobbers and, indeed, certain members 
of parliament. Julian Hoppit, who has maintained that the economic impact of 
the crash was, in fact, modest outside London, has observed that 87 petitions 
were 'submitted to the House of Commons in the parliamentary session after the 
Bubble, complaining in some way about the crisis'.205 The temporal concentration 
of petitions and their similar language suggest, according to Hoppit, that the 
South Sea petitions were part of an organised campaign and thus 'less expres-
sions of actual economic experience than exhortations to MPs to keep on straight 
and narrow in their work of retribution and repair'206. During the restructuring 
of the company, petitions were also submitted by various proprietors of the com-
pany debt. Submitted to the House of Commons, and often praising its conduct 
in inquiring the causes of the disasters, the South Sea petitions were often pro-
nouncedly humble. 

Whereas petitions during the South Sea Crisis were modest in terms of lan-
guage, and most of them submitted to the House of Commons, the period from 
1732 to 1742 signified a shift towards a more aggressive and controversial form 
of petitioning. The most notable of such petitions, often addressed to individual 
members of parliament, were distinctively anti-ministerial and closely associated 
with the Country Opposition, a coalition of Tories and Patriot Whigs. What 
united Tories and Patriot Whigs in parliament was their abhorrence of the so-
called Robinocracy, or the rule of Britain's first and longest serving prime minis-
ter (1721 - 1742), Robert Walpole207. It was the scheme of Walpole to convert the 
custom duties of tobacco and wine into excise duties that initiated the first of the 
major controversies including intense use of petitions. The campaign, which 
lasted from late 1732 to mid 1733 and continued to dominate the public debates 
until the general election in mid 1734, produced over 50 petitions against the 
scheme208, eventually forcing 'one of the strongest governments in the eighteenth 
century to withdraw one of its most important measures'209. Walpole managed 

                                                 
205 A vast majority of them (72) being submitted between mid-April and late May 1721. 
206 Hoppit 2002, 154 - 155. Philip Loft has also observed that in 1717 - 1720, both Houses 

of parliament received significantly more petitions than between 1701 and 1716. Loft 
2016, 5, 10. Despite their scale, the South Sea petitons remain one of the most under-
studied group of eighteenth-century petitions. The lack of scholarly attention may 
well be a consequence of the dual character of the petitions; being regarded, in the 
spirit of Hoppit, as political manifestations by economic historians and as too eco-
nomic to intrigue those interested in political history. 

207 See, for instance, O'Gorman 2006, 71 - 86; Hayton 2002, 57 - 58; Langford 1975, 5 - 6, 
148 - 150; Dickinson 1994, 62, 68, 208 - 212; Cruickshanks 1984; Dickinson 1984; Jubb 
1984; Black 1984a; Goldie 2006, 64 - 74. 

208 The exact number being 54 according to Paul Kelly, Frank O'Gorman, and H.T. Dick-
inson and 59 according to Kathleen Wilson. Kelly 1984, 170 - 171; Wilson 1998, 125 - 
126; O'Gorman 2006, 81 - 82; Dickinson 1994, 39; Price 1983, 293. For a list of the 
places submitting instructions in 1733, see Langford 1975, 172. 

209 Dickinson 1994, 67, see also Price 1983, 258. Perry Gauci has argued that 'the salutary 
experience of Walpole's failure to control the patriotic furore over the excise reforms 
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to maintain his majority in the general election despite heavy losses, but the con-
troversy continued to inspire his opponents through the rest of his premier-
ship.210 The excise petitions continued to inspire anti-Walpolean petitioners in 
1739 - 1742 and anti-excise petitioners in general; actors opposed to duties on 
cider and perry produced constant references to the campaign in 1763 - 1766211, 
as did the Massachusetts campaigners against the proposed excise on spirits in 
1754212. 

The anti-Walpolean petitioning reached its pinnacle in 1739 - 1742. During 
the early phase of the crisis, petitions focused on foreign affairs and Walpole's 
refusal to declare war on Spain. When the Spaniards started to stop and search 
British vessels in American waters in 1738, disrupting British commercial activi-
ties in the area, merchants became engaged in petitioning the House of Commons 
to intervene. Pressed by the growing opposition both in parliament and out-of-
doors, Walpole's ministry engaged in talks with Spain and negotiated the Con-
vention of Pardo in 1739, a rather disappointing agreement from the British per-
spective. The treaty turned out to be enormously unpopular, provoking constit-
uencies to submit petitions against the treaty, and in late 1739 Walpole became 
forced to declare war on Spain.213 However, the concern for foreign affairs 
quickly transformed into an anti-Walpolean petitioning campaign of more gen-
eral nature. Members of parliament became bombarded with instructions from 
1740 to 1742, most of which contained demands to remove Walpole from office, 
repeal the Septennial Act of 1716 (and thus restore triennal parliaments), and 
constrain ministerial corruption by restricting the use of places and pensions. Af-
ter the fall of Walpole in February 1742, petitioners demanded a parliamentary 
inquiry into the abuses committed during his premiership.214 The petitioning 
campaign against Walpole was extensive not only in terms of duration but also 
in terms of scale. Thirty-two constituencies, 27 of them from England and five 
from Scotland, instructed their representatives between September 1739 and Oc-
tober 1740, whereas 47 constituencies did so in 1741 - 1742. Over 40 constituencies 
submitted instructions after the fall of Walpole.215 Most of the petitions were 
widely circulated in newspapers and pamphlets216. 
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Intense petitioning campaigns became sporadic after the fall of Walpole, not 
reaching momentum of similar scale before the 1760s. There are, however, two 
examples of campaigns from the 1750s that involved intense use of petitions as a 
mean to influence decision-making processes. The first of the campaigns was pro-
voked by the naturalisation of Jews by the Broad Bottom ministry of Henry Pel-
ham in 1753. Most of the resistance against the act came from within the Church 
of England and certain mercantile communities, but it was the English counties 
that submitted most of the petitions. Although modest in terms of numbers, the 
campaign was effective; the act was repealed in 1754.217 However, while the cam-
paign against the naturalisation was a demonstration of a rather conventional 
policy-related campaign, containing more persuasion behind-doors than peti-
tioning, the campaign in 1756 was a manifestation of petitioning based on public 
outrage. Provoked by the fall of Minorca218 during the early days of the Seven 
Years' War, the use of petitions focused on establishing an inquiry into the causes 
of the military disaster, eventually leading to the trial and execution of admiral 
John Byng. The petitions also contained more traditional Country causes, such as 
limiting the number of places and pensions, restoring triennal parliaments, and 
replacing standing armies and foreign mercenaries with a national militia. Peti-
tions were submitted to members of parliament, but also to the Throne in order 
to increase the pressure on parliament to act firmly. At least 36 constituencies (16 
counties and 19 boroughs) submitted petitions in 1756.219 

The early 1760s marked a return to anti-excise petitioning. Petitions were 
submitted against the excise duties on cider and perry, proposed by Bute in 1763, 
upheld by Grenville in 1764, and finally repealed in 1766 by Rockingham. How-
ever, whereas the petitioning campaign of 1733 was explicitly mercantile, the 
campaign from 1763 to 1766 was distinctively regional and land-related. The 
campaign was organised by actors in the so-called cider counties, consisting of 
Worcestershire, Herefordshire, Gloucestershire, Monmouthshire, Devon, Somer-
set, and Cornwall. The repeal of the duties was strongly influenced by the ap-
pointment of William Dowdeswell, member of parliament for Tewkesbury from 
1747 to 1754 and Worcestershire from 1761 to 1775, as the chancellor of the Ex-
chequer in the Rockingham ministry.220 At least 37 instructions, some of them in 
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Dickinson. Dickinson 1994, 39 - 40, 82, 212 - 213. 
218 In addition to its military function, the island was also 'strategically important for the 

protection of England's commercial interests in the Mediterranean'. Rogers 1989, 95. 
219 Wilson 1998, 182 - 183; Knights 2009, 47; Dickinson 1994, 213; Colley 1982, 276 - 277; 

Rogers 1989, 99 - 104. 
220 Woodland 1985; Woodland 1989, 78 - 79; Woodland 1992; HoP/William Dow-

deswell; Langford 1992, 527. H.T. Dickinson has insisted that 'one of the most best or-
ganised and most succesful extra-parliamentary campaigns on an economic issue 
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posing the coercive measures on the colonies also failed to achieve their immediate 
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1756, and the coercive petitions in 1775 - 1776 is, at best, debatable. Only in the cases 
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the form of Letters of Thanks, were sent to members of parliament. The House of 
Commons, the House of Lords, as well as the Throne received a number of peti-
tions on the issue. Most of them were submitted during the early phase of the 
crisis in 1763, but the campaign against the duties continued until their repeal in 
1766.221 Despite similarities to the petitioning campaign during the excise crisis 
in 1733, both of them opposing excise duties, a number of factors distinguished 
the campaign against the duties on cider and perry from the earlier campaign. 
Whereas the anti-Walpolean campaign was rather general, containing as much 
resentment against Walpole himself as the excises his ministry had dared to pro-
pose, the campaign from 1763 to 1766 focused on repealing a specific piece of 
legislation. Consequently, petitioners' means to influence decision-makers in 
1763 - 1766 also differed from those in 1733. 

The 1760s signified a general increase in publicised petitioning. One of the 
most intense petitioning campaigns occurred after John Wilkes, expelled from 
the House of Commons after being confronted with charges of obscene and sedi-
tious libel in 1764, was elected to represent the county of Middlesex in the general 
election of 1768. After being expelled from the House again in 1769, Wilkes was 
re-elected and re-expelled several times until the House of Commons declared 
him incapable of election, choosing his opponent, Henry Luttrell, as member of 
parliament for Middlesex.222 The Middlesex election dispute provoked a fierce 
petitioning campaign in favour of Wilkes. Most of the early petitions focused on 
preserving freedom of election and constitutional order, but the campaign soon 
became associated with more controversial measures. Petitioners, following the 
example of a Westminster petition, started to submit addresses to the Throne 
calling for a dissolution of parliament, thus enraging the political establish-
ment.223 Middlesex, Westminster, London, Bristol, and Newcastle upon Tyne 
submitted instructions to their members of parliament, and from May 1769 to 
January 1770, 27 petitions, containing around 55,000 to 60,000 signatures, were 
submitted in favour of Wilkes224. The Wilkite petitioning was distinctively organ-
ised. The Society of Supporters of the Bill of Rights (SSBR), the most influential 
of the pro-Wilkes associations, organised petitioning in London, Westminster, 
and Southwark and influenced petitioning in Surrey, Essex, Wiltshire, Devon, 
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Cornwall, Bristol, and Exeter.225 The Wilkite petitioning campaign also signified 
a shift towards the emphasis on scale; petitioners started to emphasise the scale 
of subscriptions in order to legitimise the content of their petitions, as demon-
strated in detail in Chapter 3.2 (Petitioners and Subscribers). 

The use of mass-petitioning continued in 1775 - 1776 as constituencies sub-
mitted petitions both for and against the American policies of the North ministry. 
Petitioners had emphasised colonial grievances already in 1756, as demonstrated 
in Chapter 3.3 (Protectors of the Poor), and at least 20 petitions were submitted 
against the Stamp Act in 1765226, but petitioning on colonial issues reached an 
unprecedented scale and intensity in 1775 - 1776. Petitions were submitted to par-
liament, members of parliament, and the Throne, of which the last-mentioned 
received most petitions227. The first phase of petitioning occurred in early 1775, 
when mercantile actors started to submit petitions in favour of peaceful conces-
sions, most of which were addressed to the House of Commons and concerned 
the adverse consequences of the Coercive Acts of 1774. Parliament, however, re-
fused to hear petitions on trade, which encouraged later petitioners to submit 
petitions to the Throne instead of the House of Commons.228 News of the out-
break of hostilities in America reached Britain in mid 1775, and on 23 August, 
George III proclaimed the colonies in a state of rebellion, provoking petitions and 
addresses both in favour and against the coercive measures229. However, it was 
the Prohibitory Act of 1775, establishing a blockade on colonial ports, that incited 
the fiercest petitioning campaign.230 There are different estimates concerning the 
scale of petitioning during the crisis in the colonies. Mark Knights, for instance, 
has estimated that at least 78 such petitions were submitted in 1775231, whereas 
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1776. Dickinson 1994, 242 - 244. 
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James E. Bradley has argued that 11 counties and 47 boroughs and towns in Eng-
land submitted petitions from 1775 to 1778.232 

The organised mode of petitioning and the emphasis on scale continued to 
influence the use of petitions after the focus period of this thesis. Christopher 
Wyvill and the Yorkshire Association, for instance, used petitions to champion 
parliamentary reforms, endeavouring to restore annual parliaments and to form 
more balanced constituencies233. The petitions may not have been exceptional in 
terms of numbers - 40, at most234- but they were numerously signed in the same 
manner as those presented in favour of Wilkes. Although the Yorkshire Associa-
tion had already begun to disintegrate in 1782, Wyvillites produced 35 petitions 
in 1782 - 1783 and 14 in 1785.235 The objectives of the Association Movement were 
hardly unprecedented, as they had been long championed by the Country Op-
position, but its distinctive focus on petitions encouraged Thomas Erskine May 
to argue that 'it was not until 1779, that an extensive organisation to promote 
measures of economical and parliamentary reform, called into activity a general 
system of petitioning'236. The second petitioning campaign during the late 1770s 
and 1780s focused on repealing the Catholic Relief Act of 1778237. The Protestant 
Association, chaired by Lord George Gordon, emphasised the scale of subscrip-
tions; though producing relatively few petitions, its London petition attained 

                                                 
232 Bradley estimates that the English petitions contained 44,000 signatures and the Scot-

tish and Irish petitions at least 6,000 signatures. Bradley 1986, 2 - 4, 17 - 18; Dickinson 
1994, 242 - 244. According to Bradley, 'more than one-fifth of the parliamentary con-
stituencies in England were involved in some form of popular expression concerning 
America.' The number of voters in general elections during the second half of the 
eighteenth-century ranged from 47,600 in 1761 to 97,600 in 1774. Bradley 1986, 4, 208 
- 209. 

233 By championing annual parliaments, and other measures of similar character, the 
Wyvillites drew inspiration from a long tradition of opposition causes, most notably 
associated with the country platform of the early eighteenth-century (and, later on, 
with the radicals of the 1760s). For a comprehensive list of petitions for parliamen-
tary reform between 1739 and 1785, see Wilson 1998, 229. For the connections be-
tween the anti-Walpolean opposition and the 1760s, see, for instance, Royle & Walvin 
1982, 15. 

234 According to Mark Knights, 24 counties and 11 cities submitted such petitions in 
1780. Knights 2009, 41. 

235 Knights 2009, 47; Fraser 1961, 202 - 203; Cannon 1973, 72 - 97; Dickinson 1994, 243; 
O'Gorman 2006, 228 - 231; Barker 1998. 

236 May 1912 (1), 350 - 351. 
237 The Protestant Association was certainly influenced by the long and relatively strong 

tradition of English anti-Catholicism, inspired by the religious disputes from the 
reign of Henry VIII to the collapse of the rule of James II. Protestantism, and anti-Ca-
tholicism as an integral part of it, evolved into a defining feature of the English and, 
to a lesser extent, British national identity. Besides being threatened by Catholic pow-
ers abroad, most notably by France and Spain, Britain was also represented as being 
under threat from Catholic enemies within. Jacobites, attempting to restore the Stu-
arts to the British throne, and other Catholic groups were often seen as the enemies 
from within, undermining the Protestant faith and succession with the help from 
France and the pope. In order to protect the nation from popery and priestcraft, the 
Corporation Act and other test acts excluded Catholics (and other religious minori-
ties) from holding public offices. Clark 2000a, 46 - 51, 65 - 70, 437 - 440; Ihalainen 
2005, 94 - 96, 258 - 259, 299 - 324, 494 - 503, 588 - 589; Innes 2002, 112; Wilson 1998, 89 - 
90, 96 - 97; O'Gorman 2006, 29 - 36; Dickinson 1994, 278 - 280. 



73 
 

some 45,000 signatures, being the most popular of the eighteenth-century peti-
tions in terms of scale.238 Both associations produced petitions with significant 
amounts of signatures but remained functional for a relatively short period of 
time. The Yorkshire Association disintegrated after the resignation of prime min-
ister North in 1782 and the conclusion of the Peace of Paris in 1783, and the 
Protestant Association became dysfunctional after being associated with the Gor-
don Riots in mid 1780239. 

Despite the disintegration of the Yorkshire Association and the Protestant 
Association, the emphasis on scale continued to flourish240. The abolitionist peti-
tioners, most active from 1782 to 1838, employed the means of the earlier cam-
paigns. The first significant campaign against slave trade occurred in 1787 - 1788 
during which, according to Thomas Erskine May, 'a greater number of petitions 
were presented for this benevolent object, than had ever been addressed to par-
liament, upon any political question'241. May argued that 'never yet had the direct 
influence of petitions upon the deliberations of parliament, been so remarkably 
exemplified'242 as the campaign resulted in the enactment of the Slave Trade Act. 
The anti-slavery campaigners' focus on scale is evident; they submitted 102 peti-
tions in 1788 and around 519 petitions in 1792, attaining around 60,000 - 75,000 
and 350,000 - 450,000 signatures respectively243. Similar petitioning campaigns 
occurred in 1814 (800 petitions and 750,000 signatures) and 1833 (5,020 petitions 
and 1.5 million signatures). In  1837 - 1838, anti-slavery campaigners submitted a 
further 4,175 petitions against the 'negro apprenticeship'244. The anti-slavery cam-
paigns of the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century employed a 
profusion of means, both in parliament and out-of-doors, to abolish slavery. The 
success of the abolitionist cause should not, however, be reduced to the scale of 
petitions, regardless of the impressive numbers. 

A number of scholars have endeavoured to quantify the progress of eight-
eenth-century petitioning. The most authoritative of such attempts is the estimate 
by Julian Hoppit and Joanna Innes, which focuses on petitions submitted to par-
liament from 1660 to 1796245. Mark Knights has provided another eminent esti-
mate of publicised petitions and addresses from 1640 to 1847. Knights' compila-
tion of cases focuses not only on the amount of petitions and addresses, but also 

                                                 
238 Knights 2012, 46 - 47, 56 - 59. 
239 Further discussed in Black 1963; Wilson 1998, 260 - 269; Clark 2000a, 410 - 413; Royle 

& Walvin 1982, 31. 
240 Innes 2005, 119. 
241 May 1912 (1), 351 - 352. 
242 May 1912 (1), 351 - 352. 
243 Knights 2009, 41, 47; Innes 2005, 119. Joanna Innes has pointed out that due to the 

French Revolution and 'an upsurge of domestic radical activity', the modes of peti-
tioning were further restricted in 1795. The new restrictions limited the amount of 
people that could participate in publicised petitioning meetings (unless summoned 
by lord lieutenants, sheriffs, JPs, grand juries, mayors, or aldermen). Innes 2005, 113 - 
114; Fraser 1961, 202 - 204. 

244 Knights 2009, 41, 48; Pickering 2001, 372. Thomas Erskine May estimated that almost 
20,000 petitions were submitted on the subject between 1824 and 1833 and 7,000 in 
1833 alone. May 1912 (1), 353. 

245 Hoppit & Innes 1997, 19. See also Innes 2005, 118. 
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on the number of signatures.246 There are several similar estimates247, but those 
of Hoppit, Innes, and Knights form the most comprehensive demonstration of 
the scale of petitioning. These are, of course, but approximate estimates. Julian 
Hoppit and Joanna Innes characterise their estimate as a 'crude count' and assess-
ment of petitions as 'particularly tentative, limited and impressionistic' due to the 
scarcity of sources248. Mark Knights similarly notes that his compilation is only 'a 
best guess, given the current state of research, about the pattern and size of na-
tional petitioning and addressing campaigns'. Yet Knights maintains that 'it does 
at least allow us to demonstrate its truly vast scale, to chart its fluctuations, and 
to compare campaigns over time', concluding that 'it is clear that mass petitioning 
was most prolific in the period 1640-1720 and again 1780-1850'.249 

Quantification of petitions is, however, challenging in two particular ways. 
The first of the challenges is the representative sample. Even if quantification of 
petitions submitted to the House of Commons, whose original copies were 
largely destroyed in 1834, or parliament in general were possible250, it would not 
provide scholars a comprehensive sample of petitions in general251. Petitions to 
the House of Commons represent only one form of petitioning. Though closely 
related to the proceedings of parliament, instructions lacked an established status 
in there, as earlier demonstrated. Rather than addressed to parliament, these ap-
plications were submitted to individual members of parliament. Hence, instruc-
tions have never been collected and compiled into a comprehensive corpus. The 
problems regarding the different forms of petitions compel scholars to choose 
from two options: to either (1) analyse the quantitative trends of parliamentary 
petitions or (2) focus on locating the petitions submitted to members of parlia-
ment. Both options contain (different sorts of) challenges. Analysing quantitative 
trends on grounds of parliamentary petitions ignores a significant number of pe-
titions. If the number of petitions indicates the importance of the case, as is often 
implied, ignoring vast amounts of petitions tends to produce insufficient results. 
A comprehensive quantification of instructions submitted to members of parlia-
ment, on the other hand, remains an unrealistic exercise due to their informal 
nature. 

Second, the quantification of political impact is challenging. The scale of 
petitions, or subscribers of petitions, determined neither the importance nor the 

                                                 
246 Knights 2009, 42, 45 - 48. Knights, unfortunately, excludes petitions on economic leg-

islation and hence ignores the campaigns in 1721, 1733, and 1763 - 1766. 
247 For estimates of petitions submitted to the House of Lords from 1689 to 1720 and 

both Houses from 1660 to 1720 and 1779 - 1789, see Loft 2016, 5, 10. The scale of peti-
tions examined in this thesis is exemplified in Figure 2 (Incidence of Petitions and 
Published Copies, 1721 - 1776). 

248 Hoppit & Innes 1997, 18 - 19. 
249 Knights 2009,  40 - 41. 
250 For the best available estimates of the scale of parliamentary petitions, see, for in-

stance, Hoppit & Innes 1997; Loft 2016; Loft 2019a; Loft 2019b. Hoppit, Innes, and 
Loft have mainly used the Journals of both the House of Commons and the House of 
Lords to recover information on parliamentary petitions. 

251 See, for instance, Knights 2009, 40 - 41. 
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effectiveness of petitions or petitioning campaigns in eighteenth-century Brit-
ain252. Campaigns could succeed without large-scale support from petitioners 
and fail despite being supported by petitions and subscribers of enormous 
scale. Petitioning campaigns in favour of Wilkes in 1769 - 1770 and reconcilia-
tion with the colonies in 1775 - 1776 may have been among the most numerous 
campaigns in terms of subscriptions but their immediate impact on parliament 
remained modest. The campaign against the naturalisation of Jews in 1753 - 
1754, on the other hand, involved relatively few petitions and subscriptions, but 
was highly effective. Measuring influence and importance, let alone content and 
language, by quantitative means is exceedingly challenging. This is not to say 
that quantitative information on petitions is useless as such. If the intention is 
to illustrate the scale of electoral participation or socio-economic variation253, a 
quantitative approach may well be an adequate option. If the focus is on peti-
tions as political texts and their significance within the political culture, as in 
this thesis, however, petitions ought to be understood primarily as qualitative 
rather than quantitative objects. The scale of petitions and subscriptions hardly 
mattered if contemporaries did not consider scale a relevant factor254. Why it 
did or did not matter is something that becomes understandable only by read-
ing petitions and debates on petitioning. 

2.3 Earlier Studies on Petitions 

Numerous studies make references to eighteenth-century petitions, yet few of 
them focus on petitions and petitioning as such. One of the main reasons for this 
is the absence of a comprehensive collection of petitions; most of the original cop-
ies submitted to the House of Commons burned in 1834255, and instructions sub-

                                                 
252 As noted by Hoppit, Innes, Jupp, and Bradley. Hoppit & Innes 1997, 18 - 19; Jupp 

2006, 217; Bradley 1986, 14; Price 1983, 293. For petitioners contemporaries' criticism 
of scale, see Woodland 1985, 125 - 126 and Chapter 6.2 (Mobs, Multitudes, and the 
Scum of the Earth). Though a often neglected aspect of petitioning, measuring the 
published copies of petitions could prove useful for those interested in the impact 
and reception of petitions. The scale of published copies of the petitions studied in 
this thesis is demonstrated in Figure 2 (Incidence of Petitions and Published Copies, 
1721 - 1776). 

253 As, for instance, in the case of Mark Knights' prosophographical article on the Lon-
don petition of 1680. Knights 1993a. Carola Lipp and Lothar Krempel, on the other 
hand, have used statistical means to provide a 'microhistorical actor-centred network 
analysis' on the petitions submitted to the national assembly in Frankfurt in 1848 - 
1849. Lipp & Krempel 2001. 

254 Charles James Fox, for instance, criticised arguments emphasising scale in 1771, as 
demonstrated in Chapter 6.3 (Protecting the Independence of Parliament). The critics 
of petitions could also claim that petitioners' and their supporters' arguments of scale 
were insufficient, as noted in Chapter 6.2 (Mobs, Multitudes, and the Scum of the 
Earth). For a detailed analysis of petitioners' arguments emphasising scale, see Chap-
ter 3.2.4 (Subscriptions and the Emphasis on Scale). 

255 For the discussion on the petitions derived from the Journals, see Chapter 1.4.1 (Peti-
tions). 
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mitted to members of parliament have never been compiled into such a collec-
tion, as earlier demonstrated. In order to examine petitions, scholars have been 
forced to trace published copies from newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets. In 
the pre-digital era, this process was both labour-intensive and time-consuming; 
a systematic review of newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets was, in many 
ways, inconceivable before the introduction of digital corpuses and full-text 
search engines. The lack of a comprehensive corpus of petitions has encouraged 
scholars to concentrate on single campaigns in order to manage the abundance 
of potential sources. In this sense, digital archives such as the Eighteenth Century 
Collections Online, the Burney Collection, the Nichols Collection, and the British 
Newspaper Archive have revolutionised the study of eighteenth-century peti-
tions. Instead of manually reading the papers and pamphlets, the digital archives 
enable scholars to locate petitions and debates on petitioning far more efficiently. 

Two specific academic traditions have contributed to the understanding of 
petitioning in eighteenth-century Britain. The first one is parliamentary history, 
which has focused on petitions as a parliamentary genre and procedure. Scholars 
of parliamentary procedure and constitutional history have discussed the role of 
petitions since the heydays of petitioning - in John Hatsell's Precedents of Proceed-
ings in the House of Commons256, Thomas Erskine May's A Treatise upon the Law, 
Privileges, Proceedings and Usage of Parliament257 and Constitutional History of Eng-
land since the Accession of George III258, and Henry Hallam's Constitutional History 
of England from the Accession of Henry III to the Death of George II259, to mention 
some. The roles and functions of petitions have also been observed in more recent 
studies on parliamentary history, as is the case in Peter Jupp's The Governing of 
Britain 1688 - 1848: The Executive, Parliament and the People260, Clyve Jones' (ed.) A 
Short History of Parliament261, Peter Fraser's Public Petitioning and Parliament before 
1832262, and Philip Loft's Involving the Public: Parliament, Petitioning, and the Lan-
guage of Interest, 1688 - 1720263. Parliamentary approaches have tended to empha-
sise the role of procedures and the receiving end of the petitions (in contrast to 
the authors of petitions and popular perceptions on them). Its main focus has 
been on parliamentary petitions rather than on petitions in general. 

The second tradition contributing to the understanding of petitions is the 
history of popular politics. The tradition, the formation of which was influenced 
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77 
 

by scholars such as George Rudé264, E.P. Thompson265, and John Brewer266, may 
be seen as a some sort of reaction against the more traditional form of political 
history and its focus on high politics, also influenced by the more general rise of 
social history. Early scholars on popular politics argued that the more traditional 
interpretations of political history misrepresented early modern societies by ne-
glecting their diversity and complexities. Hence, scholars associated with the tra-
dition have tended to focus on crowds, popular action, and resistance against 
elite cultures. Even though most of the previous studies on popular politics have 
concentrated more on riots and rituals than petitions and petitioning, more recent 
ones have proved indispensable for those interested in petitioning. James E. 
Bradley's Popular Politics and the American Revolution in England: Petitions, the 
Crown, and Public Opinion267, H.T. Dickinson's The Politics of the People in Eight-
eenth-Century Britain268, Kathleen Wilson's The Sense of the People: Politics, Culture 
and Imperialism in England, 1715–1785269, and Mark Knights' Representation and 
Misrepresentation in Later Stuart Britain: Partisanship and Political Culture270 are ex-
amples of studies with explicit references to petitions and petitioning campaigns. 

These traditions have approached petitions from different perspectives. Pe-
titioning, indeed, contained both parliamentary and popular elements. Petitions 
were submitted to parliament and members of parliament in order to influence 
decision-making processes in the House. Regardless of their impact or proce-
dural legitimacy, the parliamentary nature of petitions is hardly debatable. Yet 
petitioning was organised out-of-doors by extra-parliamentary actors and was 
often influenced by local customs and circumstances. Though at times de-
nounced as riotous and unconstitutional by the House of Commons, the authors 
of illegitimate petitions endeavoured to influence parliamentary politics in the 
same manner as the authors of legitimate petitions. The dual nature of petitions 
explains the dominance of these particular traditions. However, regardless of the 
interest from numerous perspectives, petitions have rarely been the main focus 
of historians271. Most general studies on eighteenth-century politics refer to peti-
tioning campaigns, yet few studies focus on petitioning as such. For most parlia-
mentary historians petitions represent only one particular form of procedure, 
whereas scholars interested in popular politics often understand petitions as in-
dications of more fundamental trajectories. Besides understanding petitions as 
demonstrations of political diversity and proto-democratic participation272, 
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scholars focusing on the significance of popular protests tend to emphasise phys-
ical action (petitioning) rather than the use of language (petitions)273. 

In addition to the numerous case studies and general references, a number 
of studies have focused on petitions and petitioning as such. Peter Fraser's article 
on petitions submitted to parliament before 1832274, Philip Loft's on petitions to 
the House of Lords from 1688 to 1720275, and Paul Kelly's Constituents' Instruc-
tions to Members of Parliament in the Eighteenth Century276 are excellent examples 
of such studies. Derek Hirst and Richard W. Hoyle have discussed petitioning 
during the English Republic277 and the sixteenth century278, whereas Henry Mil-
ler and Colin Leys have produced similar analyses on petitioning in 1800 - 1850279 
and during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries280. Mark Knights, again, is one 
of the most prolific scholars in the field of petition studies. Besides publishing 
case studies on petitioning campaigns281, Knights has authored several long-term 
studies on petitions. Representation and Misrepresentation in Later Stuart Britain: 
Partisanship and Political Culture282 and Participation and Representation Before De-
mocracy: Petitions and Addresses in Premodern Britain283 certainly are among the 
most comprehensive studies on petitions in eighteenth-century Britain. David 
Zaret, on the other hand, has produced an audacious interpretation of the role of 
printed petitions in early modern England. According to Zaret, the practice of 
printing petitions was crucial if not decisive for the development of 'the early 
democratic public sphere'284 and democratic culture in general.285 Though a pop-
ular point of reference, its Habermasian premises are more than challenging from 
the empiricist perspective. 

                                                 
further argues, 'reveals democracy's practical origins, when public opinion, well be-
fore the Enlightenment, began to mediate between the state and civil society.' Zaret 
1996, 1498. See also Zaret 2000. Zaret's interpretation of petitions and popular politics 
is, of course, a rather extreme example of studies emphasising the link between peti-
tions and democracy. 

273 R.A. Houston's Peasant Petitions: Social Relations and Economic Life on Landed Estates, 
1600 - 1850 (2014) is one the few studies focusing on the linguistic patterns of peti-
tions. Houston examines 'petitions as texts and as speech acts, but more importantly 
'as concrete historical artefacts strongly rooted in particular contexts''. Houston 2014, 
30. But whereas this thesis focuses on petitions that were used to discuss national is-
sues, the petitions studied by Houston were distinctively local. 
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278 Hoyle 2002. 
279 Miller 2017. Henry Miller and Richard Huzzey co-organised the 'Re-thinking Peti-
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Scholars have traditionally focused on a rather limited number of petition-
ing campaigns. Most previous studies on the eighteenth century have empha-
sised the salience of two particular incidents: the Kentish petition of 1701 and the 
Association Movement286. Though certain studies have scrutinised petitions from 
1702 to 1720287, and most scholars recognise the importance of Wilkite petitions 
in changing the pattern of petitioning288, a significant number of studies have 
tended to disregard the significance of petitions between the Kentish petition and 
the controversies of the late eighteenth century. Peter Fraser, for example, has 
argued that the Tumultuous Petitioning Act of 1661 remained authoritative 
enough to function 'as an effective check on all political petitioning far into the 
eighteenth century' and, hence, 'in the century before 1779, one has to search hard 
to find anything resembling political petitioning, and when one does there is al-
ways some special justification'289. Paul Pickering has similarly argued that 'it 
was not until the late 1760s, during the campaign over the fate of the irascible 
John Wilkes, that the prohibition on publicised petitions began to break down' 
and 'the line between individual grievance and criticism of government policy 
[became] blurred'290. While the existence of mid-century petitions is unchal-
lenged, their importance has commonly been undermined. 

Several factors have contributed to the temporal gap, of which the scarcity 
of sources and accessible petitions from pre-1760s Britain are among the most 

                                                 
286 Although endeavouring to compile a comprehensive survey on 'public petitioning' 

before 1832, Peter Fraser's article contains only few references to petitioning prior to 
the nineteenth century. Fraser 1961. Even Mark Knights' otherwise excellent article 
on petitioning excludes a vast number of cases between 1720 and 1770. Although his 
article discusses the anti-Jacobite addresses, Minorca petitions, Wilkite petitions, and 
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petitions to the House of Lords from 1688 to 1720. Knights 2005; Loft 2016. 

288 See, for instance, Fraser 1961, 201; Knights 2012, 59; Pickering 2001, 371; Innes 2005, 
116. 

289 Fraser 1961, 201. Fraser's interpretation derives from his definition of political. He ar-
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for instance, is hardly as fundamental as claimed by Fraser. The anti-Walpolean peti-
tioners demanded comprehensive reforms and the Wilkite petitioners the King to 
dissolve the parliament. For the problematic character of such definitions of political, 
see Chapter 1.4 (Theoretical and Methodological Choices). Philip Loft has aptly con-
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minster has previously only been subject to partial surveys and studies of particular cam-
paigns'. Loft 2019a, 343. His more recent articles have focused on understanding the long-
term patterns of petitioning parliament during this period. 

290 Pickering 2001, 371. Joanna Innes, on the other hand, has represented a more moder-
ate interpretation. According to Innes, 'the rise of parliamentary reform movements 
from the 1780s led to renewed testing of the limits of acceptable conduct. The greater 
part of the eighteenth century, however, was unmarked by controversy of quite this 
kind, and in general, throughout the period - such occasional controversies apart - all 
parties appear to have operated with a clear understanding of prevailing conven-
tions.' Innes 2005, 112. 
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significant. However, even more influential has been the manner of emphasising 
precedents, closely associated with constitutional and parliamentary approaches. 
Most of such studies have emphasised the significance of the Kentish petition291 

and the period from 1769 to 1787 in reinvigorating the practice of political peti-
tioning. Henry Hallam, for example, has traced the practice of convening public 
meetings to debate political questions and prepare petitions back to the campaign 
of 1769 and 'the great multiplication of petitions on matters wholly unconnected 
with particular interests ... [to petitions] for the abolition of the slave trade in 
1787'292. Thomas Erskine May, on the other hand, regarded Christopher Wyvill 
and the Yorkshire Association 'as the origin of the modern system of petitioning, 
by which public measures, and matters of general policy, have been pressed 
upon the attention of parliament'293. Interpretations of eighteenth and nineteenth 
century constitutional scholars have continued to influence studies on petitions 
and thus contributed to the neglect of mid-century petitions. Though numerous 
case studies have focused on petitions between Kent and Wyvill, more general 
studies have tended to undermine their significance. 

The influence of mid-century petitioning is evident both in terms of content 
and scale. Even if less efficacious in terms of impact on legislation or parliamen-
tary procedures as certain precedential cases, mid-century petitioning influenced 
both the genre of petitions and the practices of petitioning. Joanna Innes, for in-
stance, has discussed the influence of 'model campaigns'. Earlier campaigns 
could inspire both the ends and means of petitioners, as 'record-breaking cam-
paigns must have changed ideas about what it was possible to achieve, perhaps 
also about what it was desirable, even necessary to achieve ... [and] though not 
all campaigns employed the same means, means conjured into being to support 
one campaign might none the less subsequently facilitate others.'294 Mid-eight-
eenth century petitioners adapted elements from earlier campaigns and contin-
ued to influence the means and manners of subsequent campaigns. Besides the 
explicit references to earlier campaigns, certain features continued to conjoin the 
otherwise disconnected campaigns. Petitioners of 1733 continued to inspire later 
anti-excise petitioners, and the manner of emphasising the scale of subscriptions 
became (re-)conventionalised by the Wilkite petitioners in 1769 - 1770295. Even 
the practice of submitting imperative petitions was more common during the 
mid-century than usually assumed. By systematically examining petitions from 
1721 to 1776, this thesis demonstrates the significance of mid-century petitions in 
preserving and revising the practices of petitioning. It also exemplifies that alt-
hough most of the campaigns were modest in terms of scale, if compared to the 
campaigns of the early nineteenth century, their contribution to the debates on 
representation was significant. 
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2.4 Rationalising Petitioning 

The predominance of interpretations emphasising petitions' specific, micro-level 
contexts is one of the consequences of earlier studies' focus on individual cam-
paigns. It is most conspicuous in analyses of petitioners' intentions. Many studies 
have tended to represent petitioners as actors motivated by concrete objectives, 
submitting petitions to oppose projected schemes, to repeal legislation, and to 
request compensation. Such notions are pertinent in the sense that most petition-
ers submitted petitions to pursue concrete solutions to concrete challenges; peti-
tioning was, for most parts, reactive rather than proactive, as noted in Chapter 
1.4.2 (Petitions). However, such reading of petitions' intentions is also potentially 
problematic in two particular ways. First, if the method of interpretation is too 
determined by petitions' micro-level contexts and interest-related functions, it 
tends to disregard petitioners' perceptions of petitioning. Second, the focus on 
singular campaigns, or petitions, often prevents scholars from distinguishing 
patterns that characterised the genre of petitions. In order to understand such 
patterns, this sub-chapter concentrates on petitioners' self-described rationales 
for submitting petitions between 1721 and 1776. It demonstrates that five distinc-
tive discourses are distinguishable from the petitions examined in this thesis. Ac-
tors tended to portray petitions (1) as reactions to crises, (2) as the petitioners' 
obligation, (3) as a way to inform the petitioned, (4) as a way to commend the 
petitioned, and (5) as a method to enforce the right to petition. 

Crises defined most petitioners' descriptions of their reasons to submit pe-
titions. Petitioners represented Britain as a nation surrounded by threats and 
dangers, from commercial catastrophies to impending threats of invasion. One 
of the most common conceptualisations used to emphasise the momentous, even 
decisive nature of the occasion was the use of metaphors such as 'juncture' and 
'conjuncture'296. In such cases, petitioners legitimised their petitioning by refer-
ring to 'the present critical juncture, upon which, we apprehend, the fate of this 
kingdom depends'297, as the members of the council of the burgh of Annan de-
scribed the dismissal of Walpole in 1742, or 'the present difficult conjuncture, 
when the honour of the Crown, the interest of the kingdom, and the tranquillity 
of Europe, demand the attention of the legislature'298, as the corporation of Bristol 
characterised the dangerous state of affairs caused by the ambitions of France 
during the early phase of the War of the Austrian Succession. The use of such 
metaphors was often amplified with negative attributes. In order to emphasise 

                                                 
296 At times conceptualised as 'occasions', 'situations', and 'states'. 
297 Annan 1742 (#136), see also Dumfries 1742 (#138). For similar arguments, see Coven-

try 1733 (#036); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Bristol 1741 (#100); Coventry 1741 (#108); Pres-
ton 1741 (#116); Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126); Westminster 1742 (#156); Meri-
onethshire 1743 (#162); Ipswich 1753 (#185); New Sarum 1756 (#187); Bristol 1756 
(#208); Cheshire 1756 (#213); Sanquhar 1776 (#463). 

298 Bristol 1742 (#152). 
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the importance of the occasion, petitioners characterised these junctures and con-
junctures as 'critical'299, 'dangerous'300, 'alarming'301, 'unhappy'302, 'melan-
choly'303, 'perilous', 'dejected', 'deplorable', 'desperate', 'calamitious', 'distressed', 
'disgraceful', 'difficult', and 'exposed'304. The emphasis on crises derived, to a 
great extent, from the crisis-oriented use of petitions305. Metaphors such as junc-
tures and conjunctures, often combined with exceedingly negative attributes, 
were further used to emphasise the responsibilities of the petitioned; they could 
either recognise and act upon petitioners' warnings or, as copious petitioners im-
plied, imperil the interest of the nation. Besides exemplifying petitioners' fears 
and concerns, and their perceptions of the exceptionality of the moment, such 
conceptualisations could also prove useful in legitimising more controversial 
forms of petitioning. 

Petitioning could also be described as petitioners' obligation, a discourse 
closely connected with those emphasising crises. A significant amount of peti-
tioners claimed to be 'bound'306 and 'obliged'307 to submit petitions, representing 
themselves as 'obliged by the duty and loyalty we owe to the best of kings, as 
well as by our love for the constitution'308, as the electors of Southwark defending 
Wilkes and the colonies asserted in 1769, and 'called upon by the duty we owe to 

                                                 
299 For critical junctures, see Rye 1733 (#039); Devon 1740 (#089); Suffolk 1741 (#111); 

Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Carmarthen 1742 (#130); Bristol 1742 
(#152); Coventry 1742 (#159); Dorset 1756 (#181); Edinburgh 1769 (#280); Birming-
ham 1775 (#400). For critical conjunctures, see St Albans 1733 (#035); Nottingham 
1742 (#133); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Westminster 1742 (#156); Oxford 1756 
(#183); Lichfield 1756 (#186); New Sarum 1756 (#187); Bristol 1756 (#208); Southwark 
1756 (#215); Sanquhar 1776 (#463). For critical situations and states, see Maidstone 
1756 (#191); Somerset 1756 (#199); London 1756 (#216); Staffordshire 1775 (#398). 

300 Maidstone 1721 (#009); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Buckinghamshire 1756 (#182); 
Yorkshire 1770 (#319). It was also, at times, conceptualised as 'impending danger' or 
'imminent dangers', as in Maidstone 1721 (#009), Rye 1733 (#039), and Newcastle 
upon Tyne 1775 (#393). 

301 Maidstone 1756 (#191); Norfolk 1756 (#201); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Northumber-
land 1769 (#301); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); Southwark 1775 (#408). 

302 Worcester 1742 (#143); London 1742 (#153); Coventry 1742 (#159); Breconshire 1756 
(#184); Nottingham 1756 (#203); Lincolnshire 1756 (#205); Cheshire 1756 (#213); Lon-
don 1756 (#216); London 1775 (#372); Lymington 1776 (#462). 

303 Lichfield 1756 (#186); Herefordshire 1756 (#194); Bristol 1756 (#209). 
304 Bristol 1742 (#152); Coventry 1742 (#159); Devon 1756 (#180); Buckinghamshire 1756 

(#182); New Sarum 1756 (#187); Exeter 1756 (#190); Herefordshire 1756 (#194); Som-
erset 1756 (#198); Lincolnshire 1756 (#205). 

305 Of the 464 petitions studied in this thesis, 397 (86 per cent) occurred during eight cri-
ses and controversies (1721, 1733, 1739 - 1741, 1753, 1756, 1763, 1769 - 1771, and 1775 - 
1776), as noted in Chapter 1.4.1 (Petitions). 

306 Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); Herefordshire 1770 (#330); London 
1775 (#375). For the uses of 'necessity' and 'necessary', see Maidstone 1721 (#009); St 
Albans 1733 (#035); Wigan 1733 (#040); Merchants 1737 (#056); Merchants 1739 
(#069); Kent 1769 (#267); Devon 1769 (#272); Westminster 1770 (#326); Herefordshire 
1770 (#330); London 1771 (#336); EIC 1773 (#355); London 1773 (#360). 

307 Somerset 1721 (#007); Nottingham 1721 (#011); Lincoln 1721 (#012); Yorkshire 1721 
(#018); Woodstock 1733 (#041); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Marlborough 1741 (#109); New 
Woodstock 1742 (#141); York 1769 (#286); Southwark 1769 (#290); Derbyshire 1770 
(#313); London 1771 (#336); London 1773 (#360). 

308 Southwark 1769 (#290), see also New Woodstock 1742 (#141). 
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our country, ourselves, and posterity'309, as the Northamptonshire petitioners la-
mented the burden imposed by the land tax in 1771. Actors could also use ex-
pressions such as 'duty [to petition]'310, 'must [petition]'311, and 'cannot [but peti-
tion]'312 to describe their reasons to petition. The electors of Westminster, for in-
stance, insisted they 'cannot longer be silent on the subject of a late violent and 
most alarming invasion of their liberties', a reference to the exclusion of John 
Wilkes from parliament, as it 'threatens the certain and speedy annihilation of 
our excellent constitution itself'313. The freeholders of Merionethshire, on the 
other hand, criticised William Vaughan, a Tory representing the county constit-
uency from 1734 to 1768314, for being absent from the division on Hanoverian 
troops in 1742, further claiming that 'we must intreat you, sir, to guard our 
purses, already almost exhausten by a 20 years rapacious administration'315. The 
emphasis on duties, necessities, and obligations became used to diminish peti-
tioners' own agency and de-politicise both their decision to petition and the con-
tent of their petitions. Instead of choosing to petition, petitioners represented 
themselves as obligated, as public-spirited Britons, to submit them, thus as in-
struments of the common good rather than parties of interest. 

References to obligations, necessities, and duties became used to elucidate 
petitioners' reasons to petition, but did not determine the content or the repre-
sentative nature of the petitions as such. Hence, such rationales and justifications 
could occur in different sorts of petitions. Most of the uses of obligations, neces-
sities, and duties occurred in deferential petitions, petitioners using them to in-
form decision-makers of their grievances and pleading to be heard. But obliga-
tions, necessities, and duties could also be used to legitimise more controversial 

                                                 
309 Northamptonshire 1771 (#333). 
310 London 1721 (#002); Newark-upon-Trent 1721 (#020); Hindon 1733 (#032); Coventry 

1733 (#036); Edinburghshire 1734 (#052); Cupar 1739 (#063); Carmarthen 1740 (#070); 
Sutherland 1740 (#076); Lancashire 1740 (#085); Middlesex 1741 (#095); Renfrewshire 
1741 (#098); Bishop's Castle 1741 (#104); Lichfield 1741 (#107); Aberdeenshire 1741 
(#112); Dumfrieshire 1741 (#117); London 1741 (#124); Worcester 1742 (#142); Lon-
don 1742 (#153); York 1753 (#172); Cirencester 1753 (#174); Breconshire 1756 (#184); 
Ipswich 1756 (#185); Lichfield 1756 (#186); New Sarum 1756 (#187); Maidstone 1756 
(#191); Herefordshire 1756 (#194); Leominster 1756 (#197); Liverpool 1757 (#222); 
London 1761 (#225); Cullompton 1763 (#227); Tewkesbury 1763 (#235); Southwark 
1766 (#249); Surrey 1769 (#271); Essex 1769 (#276); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#277); 
Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Southwark 1769 (#288); Southwark 1769 (#289); Southwark 
1769 (#290); London 1769 (#293); London 1769 (#294); Northumberland 1769 (#301); 
Derbyshire 1770 (#313); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); 
Yorkshire 1770 (#319); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Herefordshire 1770 (#330); Northamp-
tonshire 1771 (#333); Honiton 1771 (#334). The duty was often described as indispen-
sable, as in Cupar 1739 (#063); Worcester 1742 (#142); London 1742 (#153); Lichfield 
1756 (#186); Leominster 1756 (#197); Tewkesbury 1763 (#235); Newcastle upon Tyne 
1769 (#277); London 1769 (#293); Honiton 1771 (#334); London 1771 (#336); Middle-
sex 1775 (#396). 

311 Bath 1741 (#102); Herefordshire 1741 (#106); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Herefordshire 
1742 (#149); Merionethshire 1743 (#162).  

312 Liskeard 1740 (#078); Staffordshire 1740 (#091); Southwark 1742 (#146); Westminster 
1742 (#156); Breconshire 1756 (#184); Westminster 1769 (#284); Westminster 1770 
(#325); Morpeth 1770 (#329); London 1772 (#344). 

313 Westminster 1769 (#284). 
314 HoP/Williams Vaughan. 
315 Merionethshire 1743 (#162). 
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petitions. Crises and necessities could function as justifications for obliging mem-
bers of parliament to act, as in the case of the Woodstock petition of 1733. The 
corporation of the borough addressed one of its representatives in parliament, 
John Spencer316, claiming that the proposed increase of excise officers endan-
gered their privilege of freely electing their representatives to parliament. The 
petitioners thus claimed that the circumstances obliged 'us to have recourse to 
you ... and think it our duty, on so extraordinary an occasion, to put you in mind 
of yours, which is to serve us'317. However, in both cases, references to obliga-
tions, necessities, and duties were used to rationalise actors' use of petitions. The 
use of more general ideals (and counter-ideals) that were used to define the exact 
nature of such rationalisations is discussed in detail in Chapter 4 (Public Interest 
and Private Influence: Ideals and Counter-Ideals of Representation and Partici-
pation). 

In other cases petitioners claimed to use petitions to inform decision-mak-
ers318. In such cases, petitioners often used verbs such as 'represent'319, 'ex-
press'320, 'communicate'321, 'declare'322, 'offer'323, and 'acquaint'324 to describe their 
petitioning. Petitions could also be used 'to lay before this honourable House the 
melancholly concern we lye under', as the petitioners from Lincoln during the 
South Sea Crisis, and 'to lay before you how deeply we are affected with the pre-
sent deplorable situation of our foreign and domestic affairs'325, as the Somerset 

                                                 
316 The other, Samuel Trotman, being unable to serve his constituents due to his ill 

health.  
317 Woodstock 1733 (#041). 
318 Philip Loft has also emphasised the role of informing in the case of parliamentary pe-

titions. According to Loft, 'petitions provided a means of transferring knowledge and 
expertise held by local companies, corporations or individuals to the centre, helping 
to inform the quality of parliamentary deliberations'. Loft 2019a, 343, see also 352 - 
354, 361. It is safe to assume that the role of (profession-based) informing was even 
more central in parliamentary petitions than in the publicised petitions studied in 
this thesis; the latter being, in general, more confrontational and often less construc-
tive than those submitted to parliament. 

319 London 1721 (#002); Somerset 1721 (#007); Kent 1721 (#008); Maidstone 1721 (#009); 
Lincoln 1721 (#012); Tamworth 1721 (#013); Haslemere 1721 (#016); Colchester 1721 
(#019); London 1742 (#154); London 1742 (#155); Essex 1756 (#179); Cheshire 1756 
(#213); Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265); Berwick-upon-Tweed (#278); London 1769 
(#294); Yorkshire 1770 (#319); EIC 1772 (#347); Bristol 1773 (#349); EIC 1774 (#368); 
Bristol 1775 (#371); London 1775 (#377); London 1775 (#384); Worcester 1775 (#392). 

320 Derbyshire 1740 (#088); Chester 1756 (#212); Southwark 1756 (#215); London 1756 
(#218); Unknown 1756 (#220); Yorkshire 1770 (#319); Stafford 1771 (#338); Carmar-
thenshire 1771 (#339); Wiltshire 1775 (#389); Birmingham 1775 (#400); Bolton 1775 
(#405); Hampshire 1776 (#458). 

321 Wigan 1733 (#040); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1740 (#087); Wiltshire 1753 (#173); 
Plympton Erle 1763 (#238). 

322 Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); Liskeard 1740 (#078); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Coventry 
1741 (#108); Marlborough 1741 (#109); Ipswich 1756 (#185). 

323 New Sarum 1739 (#059); Sutherland 1740 (#076); Westminster 1742 (#157). 
324 Preston 1741 (#116); Westminster 1741 (#122); London  1741 (#124); Reading 1742 

(#125); Annan 1742 (#136); Southwark 1769 (#288); Manchester 1775 (#383); Middle-
sex 1775 (#396). 

325 Lincoln 1721 (#012) and Somerset 1756 (#198), respectively. For similar formulations, 
see St Albans 1721 (#006); Nottingham 1721 (#011); St Albans 1721 (#023); Notting-
ham 1742 (#133); Southwark 1742 (#146); London 1742 (#153); Merionethshire 1743 
(#164); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); London 1761 (#225); London 1767 (#256); Kent 1769 
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petitioners claimed after the loss of Minorca in 1756. Using petitions to inform 
decision-makers of petitioners' grievances became frequent during economic cri-
ses. During the South Sea Crisis, for instance, petitions became used 'to represent 
unto this honourable House the present condition of this once flourishing county' 
and petitioners' 'present miserable condition from the great decay of their trade 
in common with the rest of this kingdom'326. However, informing could also be 
communicated in more general manners, petitions being used  'to open our bleed-
ing hearts ... of (what we think) a national grievance' and 'to express our heart-
felt concern at present ills and impending dangers'327. While most petitioners fo-
cused on informing decision-makers of various grievances, some of the studied 
petitioners used petitions also to inform parliament, members of parliament, and 
the Throne of their sentiments. In such cases, petitioners used them 'to communi-
cate to you our sentiments', as the corporation of Wigan in 1733, further desiring 
their representatives to 'oppose all attempts that shall be made to introduce' ex-
cises 'on any pretence whatsoever'328. Most of the petitions intended to inform 

                                                 
(#267); Gloucestershire 1769 (#268); Essex 1769 (#276); Berwick-upon-Tweed 1769 
(#278); Westminster 1769 (#284); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); London 1769 (#294); Derby-
shire 1770 (#313); Newcastle upon Tweed 1770 (#316); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); London 
1770 (#323); Morpeth 1770 (#329); Northamptonshire 1770 (#333); London 1775 
(#379); Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#393); Berkshire 1775 (#394); Staffordshire 1775 
(#398); London 1775 (#410); Hampshire 1776 (#458); Whitehaven 1776 (#459); Cum-
berland 1776 (#461); Lymington 1776 (#462); Westmoreland 1776 (#464). 

326 Somerset 1721 (#007) and Maidstone 1721 (#009), respectively. See also St Albans 
1721 (#006); Nottingham 1721 (#011); Lincoln 1721 (#012); Tamworth 1721 (#013); 
Haslemere 1721 (#016); Colchester 1721 (#019); St Albans 1721 (#023). For similar ar-
guments during the Spanish depredations, see London 1742 (#154) and London 1742 
(#155). For experts, mercantile ones in particular, providing information to parlia-
ment, see Loft 2016, 18 - 19. 

327 Nottingham 1739 (#064) and Chester 1756 (#212), see also Somerset 1756 (#198); Suf-
folk 1756 (#200); Bristol 1756 (#209); London 1756 (#218); Unknown 1756 (#220); Lon-
don 1767 (#256); Gloucestershire 1769 (#268); Devon 1769 (#272); Westminster 1769 
(#284); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Southwark 1769 (#288); London 1769 (#294); Essex 
1769 (#298); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Yorkshire 1770 
(#319); London 1770 (#323); Morpeth 1770 (#329); Northamptonshire 1771 (#333); 
London 1771 (#335); Stafford 1771 (#338); Carmarthenshire 1771 (#339); London 1773 
(#350); London 1775 (#379); Worcester 1775 (#392); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); London 
1775 (#410); London 1776 (#457); Whitehaven 1776 (#459). 

328 Wigan 1733 (#040), see also Hindon 1733 (#032); Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); Suth-
erland 1740 (#076); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1740 (#087); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Cov-
entry 1741 (#108); Marlborough 1741 (#109); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Newcastle-un-
der-Lyme 1742 (#140); Worcester 1742 (#142); Southwark 1742 (#156); London 1742 
(#153); Reading 1753 (#175); Tewkesbury 1763 (#235); Plympton Erle 1763 (#238); 
Bristol 1775 (#371); Manchester 1775 (#383); Berkshire 1775 (#394); Cumberland 1776 
(#461). Similar arguments were also common in parliament and in pro-petition pub-
lications, especially in cases concerning merchants and mercantile issues. John Bar-
nard, a fiercely trade-oriented member of parliament for London, declared during 
the debate on the Seamen's Bill in 1741 that the mercantile petitioners' 'request of be-
ing heard by their counsel, cannot be denied, without exposing us to the censure of 
adhering obstinately to our own opinions, of shutting our ears against information, 
or preferring expedients to security, and disregarding the welfare of our country'. 
The mercantile actors, using their petition to declare their sentiments on the clause 
for limiting the wages of seamen, 'do not come before us with loud remonstrances 
and harrassing complaints, they do not apply to our passions but our understand-
ings, and offer such informations as will very much facilitate the public service'. 'The 
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their receivers remained rather uncontroversial. Instead of emphasising receiv-
ers' duties to oblige, most informers endeavoured to provide the petitioned an 
account on the sentiments of their constituents and encourage debate on various 
grievances. 

In the fourth case, petitions were used to commend decision-makers. This 
was the least controversial of the petitioners' self-declared rationalisations to sub-
mit petitions for two reasons. First, it was distinctively retrospective; petitioners 
commended the petitioned of their past votes and decisions. Hence, such peti-
tions seldom contained imperative demands concerning the future conduct of the 
petitioned. Second, petitioners commending decision-makers focused on ap-
proving their past conduct. In order to emphasise the approving nature of the 
petitions, petitioners employed attributes such as 'hearty [thanks]'329, 'sincere 
[thanks]'330, and 'warmest [thanks]'331. Petitioners could use petitions to praise 
specific decisions, as when they commended representatives for their struggles 
against proposed duties, the influence of placemen and pensioners, and the Con-
vention of Pardo332, as well as commend representatives on their past decisions 
in a more general manner, praising their 'faithful services', 'past services', and 
'[their] many favours'333. Others focused on representatives' principled 'behav-
iour'334 and 'conduct'335 in more abstract terms. In such cases petitioners com-
mended members of parliament 'for [their] steady endeavours to promote and 

                                                 
merchants', Barnard insisted, 'are enabled by their profession to inform us, are de-
terred by their interest from deceiving us'. Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 123 - 125/John 
Barnard (London). William Pulteney, the leader of the Opposition Whigs, similarly 
declared that the petitioners' 'abilities and importance have been hitherto so gener-
ally acknowledged, that no parliament has yet refused to attend to their opinion, and 
surely we ought not to be ambitious of being the first House of the representatives fo 
the people, that has refused an audiences to the merchants'. Cobbett 1741 - 1743 
(HoC) 134 - 135/William Pulteney (Middlesex). 

329 Renfrewshire 1739 (#061); Gloucestershire 1740 (#083); Cheshire 1740 (#084); Staf-
fordshire 1740 (#091); Canterbury 1741 (#101); Hereford 1741 (#105); Dumfriesshire 
1741 (#117); Monmouth 1741 (#119); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Minehead 1742 (#129); 
Worcester 1742 (#142); Dorset 1742 (#147); Herefordshire 1742 (#149); Edinburgh-
shire 1742 (#150); Leominster 1743 (#163). 

330 Buckingham 1740 (#073); Stafford 1740 (#090); Staffordshire 1740 (#091); Bishop's 
Castle 1741 (#104); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Monmouth 
1741 (#119); Carmarthen 1742 (#130); Lichfield 1742 (#144); Dorset 1742 (#147); Le-
ominster 1743 (#163); Lancashire 1756 (#192); Ilchester 1763 (#234); Cornwall 1763 
(#237); Somerset 1763 (#240); Portsmouth 1764 (#246). 

331 Herefordshire 1763 (#229); Plympton Erle 1763 (#238); Yorkshire 1769 (#305); Honi-
ton 1771 (#334). 

332 See, for instance, Flintshire 1740 (#080); Gloucestershire 1740 (#083); Devon 1740 
(#089); Yorkshire 1740 (#093); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Dumfriesshire 1741 (#117); 
Stirling 1742 (#134); Leominster 1743 (#163); Essex 1753 (#169); Norfolk 1756 (#202); 
Southwark 1756 (#214); Devon 1763 (#226); Cullompton 1763 (#227); Herefordshire 
1763 (#229); Exeter 1763 (#230); Cornwall 1763 (#237); Somerset 1763 (#240). 

333 See, for instance, York 1739 (#066); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Devon 1742 (#135). 
334 Cornwall 1740 (#092); York 1741 (#099); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Cromartyshire 

1742 (#127); Herefordshire 1742 (#149); Edinburghshire 1742 (#150); Portsmouth 1764 
(#246). 

335 Flintshire 1740 (#080); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Carmarthen 
1742 (#130); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131); Stirling 1742 (#134); Annan 1742 (#136); 
Newcastle-under-Lyme 1742 (#140); Southwark 1742 (#146); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); 
Essex 1753 (#169); Warwickshire 1753 (#170); Norfolk 1756 (#202); Devon 1763 
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establish the undoubted rights and liberties of a British people', like the corpora-
tion of Stafford in 1740, a borough constituency of around 400 freemen336, and 
'for [their] steady adherence to the true interest of the nation, and for [their] zeal 
in asserting our common rights and privileges'337, like the Staffordshire petition-
ers assembled at the assizes in August 1740. In certain cases, petitioners endeav-
oured to commend the petitioned 'in the most publick manner'338, in order to em-
phasise the impact of their compliments. 

Petitioners could also praise more concrete aspects of representation. In 
most such cases, they emphasised the importance of attendance in parliament. 
The London corporation commended Humphry Parsons, John Barnard, Micajah 
Perry, and Robert Willimot, the four representatives of the city, due to their 'faith-
ful and diligent attendance in parliament, particularly while the place-bill was 
depending last sessions' in 1740339. The high sheriffs, grand jury, gentlemen, 
clergy, and freeholders of Yorkshire, on the other hand, petitioned one of their 
representative, Miles Stapylton, 'to thank [him] for [his] constant attendance in 
parliament, and particularly for [his] endeavours ... to obtain a bill for reducing 
and limit the number of placemen in the House of Commons'340. Representatives' 

                                                 
(#226); Plympton Erle 1763 (#238); York 1769 (#286); Yorkshire 1769 (#305); Honiton 
1771 (#334). 

336 HoP/Stafford 1715 - 1754. 
337 Stafford 1740 (#090) and Staffordshire (#091), see also Lancashire 1740 (#085); Corn-

wall 1740 (#092); Canterbury 1741 (#101); Ayrshire 1741 (#115); Monmouth 1741 
(#119); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126); Carmarthen 
1742 (#130); Honiton 1742 (#139); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1742 (#140); New Wood-
stock 1742 (#141); Worcester 1742 (#142); Dorset 1742 (#147); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); 
Leominster 1743 (#163); Essex 1753 (#169); Yorkshire 1770 (#319); Honiton 1771 
(#334). 

338 Buckingham 1740 (#073), see also Cheshire 1740 (#084); Lancashire 1740 (#085); Staf-
ford 1740 (#090); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Ayrshire 1741 (#115); 
Stirling 1742 (#134); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); Cullompton 1763 (#227). In such cases, 
the petitioned could submit replies to the petitioners. William Beckford, the lord 
mayor of London, reacted to the commendations presented by the gentlemen, free-
holders, and inhabitants of Cullompton, praising his struggle against the duties on 
cider and perry in 1763. He asked Joseph Bruton, the intermediary between the peti-
tioners and Beckford, to 'be pleased to present my most respectful compliments to 
the [petitioners], and acquaint them, that I have received a very distinguished, 
tho[ugh] unmerited, mark of their approbation of my conduct in parliament'. Beck-
ford also promised to oppose 'every extension of those laws [of excise], as they are 
contrary to the spirit and letter of our free constitution'. Cullompton 1763 (#227a1). 
For a detailed analysis of the replies from the petitioned, see Chapter 5.5 (Replies 
from the Petitioned). 

339 London 1740 (#075). 
340 Yorkshire 1740 (#093), see also Cromartyshire 1742 (#127); Lichfield 1742 (#144). 



88 
 

attendance in parliament was often characterised by attributes such as 'dili-
gent'341, 'constant'342, 'faithful'343, 'punctual'344, 'unwearied'345, 'strict'346, and 'as-
siduous'347. Such commendations were often far from being mere courtesy. 
Though consisting of 558 members, the rate of attendance rarely reached its max-
imum. Even when attending parliamentary sessions, representatives could re-
main inactive and abstain from votes. The debates in parliament were domi-
nated, in the words of Frank O'Gorman, 'by an inner core of some 50 - 60 MPs, 
many of whom were placemen'348. 

Lastly, petitions could be used to enforce the right to petition, the most ex-
plicitly political of petitioners' self-declared rationales. In such cases, the act of 
petitioning became represented either (1) as an exercise to enforce the right to 
petition or (2) as following the example set by other cities, boroughs, and coun-
ties. In the first case, petitioners represented themselves as obliged, 'at this time 
of national discontent and anger', to exercise their 'undoubted right to instruct' 
their representatives in parliament, as the electors of Southwark, concerned of 
the impact of Wilkes' expulsion on their constitutional liberties349. The freehold-
ers of Yorkshire, on the other hand, assured George III of their 'zeal for your Maj-
esty's illustrious family ... [and attachment] to that system of laws, which your 
Majesty's ancestors were called to protect'. According to 'these laws', the free-
holders argued, 'it is the undoubted right of the subject to petition the King'.350 
Claims of enforcing the right to petition was closely connected with discourses 
on crises and petitioners' duties; critical situations, petitioners often claimed, 
forced them to defend their right to submit petitions351. It could also be associated 

                                                 
341 London 1740 (#075); Devon 1740 (#089); Minehead 1742 (#129); New Woodstock 

1742 (#141); Southwark 1756 (#214). 
342 Stafford 1740 (#090); Yorkshire 1740 (#093); York 1741 (#099); Bishop's Castle 1741 

(#104); Herefordshire 1741 (#106); Monmouth 1741 (#119); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); 
Honiton 1742 (#139); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1742 (#140); New Woodstock 1742 
(#141); Worcester 1742 (#142); Herefordshire 1742 (#149); Norfolk 1756 (#202). 

343 London 1740 (#075). 
344 Ayrshire 1741 (#115); Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126). 
345 Worcester 1742 (#142); Dorset 1742 (#147). 
346 Leominster 1743 (#163). 
347 Lancashire 1756 (#192). 
348 O'Gorman 2006, 43. 
349 Southwark 1769 (#290), see also Nottingham 1739 (#064); Carmarthen 1740 (#070); 

Huntingdonshire 1740 (#072); Lichfield 1756 (#186); Bristol 1756 (#208); Plymouth 
1763 (#239); Devon 1769 (#272); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#277); Bristol 1769 
(#282); London 1769 (#293); London 1773 (#360). For similar conceptualisations, see 
New Sarum 1739 (#059); York 1739 (#066); Bristol 1741 (#100); Lincolnshire 1756 
(#204); Bath 1769 (#264); Devon 1769 (#272); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Westminster 
1770 (#327). 

350 Yorkshire 1769 (#285), see also Worcestershire 1769 (#295); Derbyshire 1770 (#313); 
Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Lancaster 1775 (#403). 

351 See, for example New Sarum 1739 (#059); York 1739 (#066); Carmarthen 1740 (#070); 
Huntingdonshire 1740 (#072); Bristol 1741 (#100); Lichfield 1756 (#186); Lincolnshire 
1756 (#204); Bristol 1756 (#208); Plymouth 1763 (#239); Bath 1769 (#264); Devon 1769 
(#272); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#277); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Southwark 1769 
(#290); London 1769 (#293); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); Derbyshire 1770 (#313); 
Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Westminster 1770 (#327); London 1773 
(#360). 
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with informing the petitioned352. Regardless of its discursive entanglements, 
however, the emphasis on petitioning as a right contained distinctively defiant 
elements. The citizens of Bristol, concerned of the loss of Minorca, described 
themselves as 'determined to act the part of free-born Englishmen (however oth-
ers amongst us may be inclined to bow their necks to the yoke)' and, 'at this crit-
ical conjuncture, ... exercise our undoubted right of instructing our representa-
tives in parliament'353. In the second case, petitioners legitimised their use of pe-
titions by referring to petitions submitted by others. In such cases, petitioners 
could claim to follow 'the example lately and gloriously set to us by the grand 
inquest for our county [of Cornwall]'354 or to petition 'in imitation of so laudable 
an example [of a London petition]'355, thus portraying themselves as a part of a 
larger movement. 

The analysis of petitioners' self-described rationales to submit petitions re-
veals a set of distinctive patterns. The five categories discussed in this sub-chap-
ter demonstrate that petitioners understood, or at least portrayed, their reasons 
to petition in different manners. Some of them represented their uses of petitions 
as duties and obligations, necessitated by the dangers and challenges the nation 
encountered, while others claimed to use them to defend their rightful privilege 
to petition parliament, members of parliament, and the Throne. Petitioners could 
also use them to inform the petitioned of their sentiments and grievances and, as 
in the case of Letters of Thanks, to commend representatives' conduct in parlia-
ment. With that said, reacting to crises constituted the most fundamental of peti-
tioners' reasons to submit petitions, according to the petitioners themselves. Be-
sides being the most numerous of the five categories, it also influenced the other 
forms of rationalisations for petitioning. Petitioners focused on informing deci-
sion-makers of their sentiments and grievances produced copious references to 
crises, striving to convince them of the urgency to act (as instructed), and those 
defending their right to submit petitions feared for their liberties and constitu-
tional privileges, as during the crisis on Wilkes' seat. The petitioners studied in 
this thesis clearly understood their use of petitions as something exceptional. 
Though petitioning was often a practice of rather mundane character, customar-
ily used to settle practical problems, the use of publicised petitions and petition-
ing campaigns clearly changed the nature of petitioning. Because of their focus 
on periods on crises, the studied petitions also contain more straightforward 
characterisations of constituents' and representatives' relationship, as is demon-
strated in the following three chapters. 

                                                 
352 See, for instance, Nottingham 1739 (#064); Bristol 1741 (#100); Lichfield 1756 (#186); 

Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Bristol 1769 (#282). 
353 Bristol 1756 (#208). Lincolnshire petitioners, on the other hand, endeavoured 'to lay 

open, with freedom, our sentiments before you [their representatives in parliament], 
and to claim that privilege which every British elector has a constitutional right to ex-
ert'. See also York 1739 (#066); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Bath 1769 (#264); Devon 
1769 (#272); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Southwark 1769 (#290); Worcestershire 1769 
(#295); Derbyshire 1770 (#313); London 1773 (#360). 

354 St Mawes 1740 (#077), a probable reference to Cornwall 1740 (#092). 
355 Southwark 1742 (#146), see also Worcester 1742 (#143); Lichfield 1742 (#144); York 

1742 (#148); Hereford 1742 (#158); Coventry 1742 (#159); Merionethshire 1743 (#162); 
Worcester 1750 (#166). 
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3.1 Representative Claims 

In order to understand petitioners' perceptions on representation, one needs to 
understand how they perceived themselves and their role in the process of polit-
ical representation. Who were they and how did they describe themselves and 
those on whose behalf they claimed to act? To understand such aspects of repre-
sentation and petitioning, this chapter examines in whose names the petitions 
were submitted and whom or what the petitioning actors claimed to represent. 
Most of the studied petitions were authored and organised in constituencies. 
Hence, it may appear axiomatic that petitions were communication between the 
constituents and their representatives in parliament (or, as in certain cases, com-
munication with parliament and the Throne). In reality, the process contained far 
more nuances than is often assumed. Even in as formal an institution as the Brit-
ish parliament, representation was something constantly negotiated in a multi-
tude of different ways, by a multitude of different actors, and within a multitude 
of structural frameworks. In order to understand the nuances regarding those 
taking part in the process of petitioning and negotiating representation in prac-
tice, this chapter discusses how petitioners characterised themselves and those 
they claimed to defend. It also elaborates what the descriptions reveal about the 
ideals of representation and how the changing patterns of such descriptions func-
tion as indications of wider changes within the spheres of politics. 

The most interesting feature of petitions is not who actually signed them, 
but how these requests were legitimated and who the petitioners claimed to rep-
resent. Michael Saward, a political theorist associated with the constructivist turn 
in studies on political representation, has referred to such claims as representa-
tive claims. Saward maintains that representation is ‘a constant process of mak-

3 REPRESENTING THE SENSES OF THE PEOPLE:  
PETITIONERS' USES OF REPRESENTATIVE CLAIMS 
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ing, receiving, or rejecting representative claims’356. Rather than focusing on rep-
resentation as a fact, as normative traditions tend to, scholars should focus on 
representation as ‘a process of claim-making’357 and understand representative 
claims as being ‘made, or constructed, by some, for someone, and for a pur-
pose’358. Although Saward addresses an audience of political theorists rather 
than empiricist historians, the notion of representation as a construction rather 
than a fact is something historians, too, ought to acknowledge359. Rather than 
emphasising only the number of petitions and subscribers, empiricist historians 
should also focus on what sort of representative claims were made and how the 
nature of representation was constructed through such claim-making. 

Representative claim-making is, of course, not something apart from society 
in general. Those making representative claims ‘cannot conjure claims out of the 
air (or if they do they are highly unlikely to succeed)’, but ‘must invoke the rec-
ognisable as well as (indeed, in order to) create something new; must iterate fea-
tures of political culture to cross a treshold of potential acceptability’, as Michael 
Saward has aptly noted360. When performing representative claims, the eight-
eenth-century petitioners did not only define themselves and those who they 
claimed to represent, but also whom it was legitimate to represent and on behalf 
of whom it was legitimate to make such demands. By conceptualising them-
selves, their agency, and their agenda, the petitioners engaged in an active pro-
cess of constructing political legitimacy. Changes in patterns of representative 
claims may, for instance, indicate changes in political legitimacy and, as in certain 
cases, of more fundamental long-term changes. This chapter demonstrates that 
there were several noticeable changes of pattern with regard to representative 
claims between 1721 and 1776; from concrete to abstract and from particularistic 
to universalistic. The (re-)introduction of mass-petitions (in terms of the scale of 
subscriptions) during the crisis on Wilkes' seat, on the other hand, exemplifies 
the growing focus on the scale of petitioners and subscribers (in contrast to the 
more traditional focus on petitioners' status). 

This chapter analyses the representative claims in the studied petitions. The 
emphasis is on both explicit and implicit claim-making, but mere associative ar-
gumentation is not regarded as representative claim-making as such361. Every-
thing petitioners associate themselves with is, of course, a representative claim of 
some sort (in the same way everything is representation of something), but in 
order to be of analytical use, the concept needs to be defined in a more specific 
manner. In this chapter, the focus is on representative claim-making as a form of 

                                                 
356 Saward 2010, 140. 
357 Saward 2010, 44. 
358 Saward 2010, 13. 
359 As Mark Knights and Pasi Ihalainen, for instance, have done. Knights 2005; Ihalainen 

2010. See also Chapter 1.2.1 (Functionalism, Objectivism, Intellectuallism, and Empir-
icism). 

360 Saward 2010, 17, 46, 48. 'Cultural context', Saward further asserts, 'clearly will have a 
strong impact on how claims, and claimants, are received'. Saward 2010, 103, see also 
147. 

361 The more general use of ideals and counter-ideals is examined in Chapter 4 (Public 
Interest and Private Influence: Ideals and Counter-Ideals of Representation and Par-
ticipation). 
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agency, representative claims being consequences of petitioners' choices. It 
demonstrates that three specific categories of alleged agency can be distinguished 
from petitioners' uses of representative claims: 

 
1) primary petitioners, or those in whose names the petitions were presented (e.g. 

traders as petitioners) 
2) secondary petitioners, or those concrete actors on whose behalf the primary pe-

titioners claimed to act (e.g. traders in general) 
3) tertiary petitioners, or those abstractions on whose behalf the primary petitioners 

claimed to act (e.g. trade in general) 
 
Agency is, of course, something categorically individual. Though influenced by 
structures and the agency of others, choices are nevertheless acts of individuals. 
In this sense, the primary petitioners alone were actors in the analytical sense of 
the concept, being the only ones participating in the processes of authoring, ap-
proving, and submitting petitions. The other two categories are what could be 
referred to as political fiction362. Rather than actors as such, these categories are 
forms of representative claim-making the primary petitioners employed to legit-
imise their requests. Secondary and tertiary petitioners gained presence only 
through the acts of the primary petitioners, the latter portraying themselves as 
surrogate actors acting as substitutes of those without a voice. It closely resem-
bles the Ankersmitian conception of representation as a process of 'making pre-
sent (again) of what is absent'363, primary petitioners functioning as advocates 
representing the alleged interest of the secondary and tertiary petitioners. But 
though not actors as such, secondary and tertiary petitioners were represented 
as entities with a will (which the primary petitioners claimed to represent), thus 
making them important in understanding the dynamics of both representation 
and the political culture of eighteenth-century Britain. 

The chapter is divided into three main sections. First, Chapter 3.2 (Petition-
ers and Subscribers) focuses on the primary petitioners. Sub-chapters 3.2.1 (Bor-
oughs and Other Localities), 3.2.2 (Counties), and 3.2.3 (Companies and Mercan-
tile Meetings) discusses the impact the different surroundings had on the com-
position of petitioners. These sub-chapters demonstrate that the dominant part 
of petitions was authored and submitted by members of the local administration 
in boroughs and counties. However, despite this, the sub-chapters also demon-
strate that petitioners endeavoured to represent their petitions as collective 
voices of their communities. Sub-chapter 3.2.4 (Subscriptions and the Emphasis 
on Scale), on the other hand, discusses the increasing emphasis on scale. Whereas 
most pre-Wilkite petitioners underlined their status, post-1768 petitioners (and 
publishers of petitions) tended to emphasise the scale of subscriptions. Second, 
Chapter 3.3 (Protectors of the Poor) focuses on secondary petitioners. It discusses 

                                                 
362 Although not petitioners as such, I refer to them as secondary and tertiary petitioners 

for analytical purposes. Primary petitioners tended to represent both secondary and 
tertiary petitioners as being part of the petitioning process; their petitions being mere 
reflections of the grievances, sentiments, and interests of others. 

363 Ankersmit 2002, 108 - 109. 
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the way in which petitioners claimed to act on behalf of actors seen as incapable 
of acting by themselves. Most of such claims of surrogate agency focused either 
on the inhabitants of the American colonies or on the impoverished part of the 
population. Third, Chapter 3.4 (Champions of the People) discusses representa-
tive claims on behalf of abstractions such as the people, the nation, and past and 
future generations. Petitioners also claimed to represent mercantile abstractions 
such as trade and commerce. 

3.2 Petitioners and Subscribers 

The category of primary petitioners consists of those actors who were explicitly 
named as the authors, submitters, and subscribers of the studied petitions. These 
petitioners can be further divided into more specific sub-categories of active and 
passive petitioners. The first one of the sub-categories consists of those who au-
thored, approved, and submitted the petitions, being the group most commonly 
recognised as petitioners proper364. Such petitioners were mostly functionaries 
(or other actors participating in the meetings of corporations, assizes, and court 
of quarter sessions) or actors associated with electoral and mercantile meetings, 
as will be demonstrated in this sub-chapter. The second of the sub-categories, on 
the other hand, consists of those actors that signed the petitions. These actors did 
not, in most cases365, take part in the formal decision-making processes as such, 
but expressed their support for the petitions by signing them. Although an im-
portant feature of petitions, especially since the crisis on Wilkes' seat, the role of 
the subscribers was certainly not as active as those who participated in drafting 
and organising petitions. 

Petitions could be organised in different surroundings, three of them being 
particularly distinctive in the studied petitions. The petitions were predomi-
nantly organised in (1) boroughs and other localities, (2) counties, and (3) mer-
cantile meetings. Most of them were submitted from boroughs and other locali-
ties (285 petitions) and counties (132 petitions), though mercantile meetings (44 
petitions) could also submit petitions to parliament, members of parliament, and 
the Throne. A modest number of petitions (four petitions) were also submitted 

                                                 
364 One could, of course, argue that petitioners' descriptions of themselves (and the sub-

scribers of their petitions) are not, strictly speaking, representative claims at all; being 
instead factual descriptions of their titles and professions. But such descriptions, too, 
can reasonably be seen as representative claim-making. Petitioners emphasising their 
role in the borough administration, for instance, did only describe their actual posi-
tion within the administrative structure, but also tended to imply that they spoke not 
only on behalf of the local administration but also on behalf of the borough in its en-
tirety. Petitioners could always have used their names rather than their titles, but 
chose, in most cases, to emphasise the latter. That petitioners' descriptions of them-
selves are representative claims is even more evident in the case of titles such as in-
habitants and freeholders. Even if submitted in the name of the inhabitants of Rye or 
freeholders of Middlesex, for instance, it is more than likely that the petition was nei-
ther subscribed nor supported by all the inhabitants of Rye or all the freeholders of 
Middlesex. 

365 Although the actors of the first sub-category also tended to sign the petitions. 
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by universities (Cambridge and Oxford) and religious communities (Quakers366), 
all of them addressed to the Throne. Although counties submitted petitions dur-
ing each of the major crises and controversies studied in this thesis, boroughs and 
other localities remained the most common origin of petitions throughout the 
eighteenth century. Mercantile petitions, on the other hand, were submitted on 
more irregular basis, most either during periods of economic hardship, such as 
during the South Sea Crisis and after the imposition of sanctions on the colonies, 
or regarding bills endeavouring to regulate trade and commerce (most notable in 
the cases of proposed regulations on the East India Company). Even though a 
complicated combination of different factors, the origin of the petitions was one 
of the most significant factors determining in whose names the petitions were 
presented. 

3.2.1 Boroughs and Other Localities 

Most of the petitions in the first category were submitted from boroughs, though 
also including a number of petitions from other sorts of localities367. Despite be-
ing an established part of local government in England and Wales (and, in the 
form of burghs, in Scotland), the concept of borough could refer to a variety of 
different sorts of administrative entities. In most cases, the concept referred to 
incorporated boroughs, also known as corporations (though unincorporated 
towns, too, could be referred to as boroughs). Some of the boroughs also pos-
sessed the privileges usually vested in counties, often referred to as county bor-
oughs or county corporates368. Boroughs could also function as constituencies, or 
parliamentary boroughs. In such cases, the boroughs can be further divided into 
different categories according to the definition of franchise, the most significant 

                                                 
366 According to H.T. Dickinson, 'the Quakers were a tiny group with no direct repre-

sentation in parliament, but they were the first to develop a nationwide pyramid 
structure of closely linked cells', meeting on regular basis. 'Through this structure', 
Dickinson argues, 'the Quakers developed the capacity  to engage in regular, con-
stant and peaceful political agitation', both on local and national level. Dickinson 
1994, 83 - 84. 

367 Including parishes, liberties, unincorporated towns, and London liveries. Most ad-
ministrative duties and functions in eighteenth-century Britan were carried out on 
the local level. Although most commonly endeavouring to influence the conduct of 
the central government, most petitioners remained far more familiar with the con-
duct of the local government. Frank O'Gorman, among others, has concluded that 
'the degree of decentralization of state power was remarkable and, arguably, increas-
ing during the century'. O'Gorman 2006, 135, 139. 

368 At least Bristol, Canterbury, Carmarthen, Chester, Coventry, Exeter, Gloucester, 
Haverford West, Leicester, Lichfield, Lincoln, London, Kingston upon Hull, Newcas-
tle upon Tyne, Norwich, Nottingham, Poole, Southampton, Worcester, and York pos-
sessed such a status. In Norwich, the courts of the county corporate convened just be-
fore those of the wider county. In August 1746, for instance, the justices attended the 
city assizes in the Norwich Guildhall before moving to Norwich Castle, marking the 
beginning of the county assizes. Whereas county assizes took place twice a year, 
many of the county corporates held assizes on annual basis. Durston 2017, 141; Greg-
ory & Stevenson 2000, 313. 
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of them being scot-and-lots, potwallopers, burgage-based boroughs, corpora-
tion-based boroughs, freeman boroughs, and freeholder boroughs369. Boroughs 
without constituency status, on the other hand, were represented in parliament 
through county constituencies370. Although most towns in England and Wales 
remained unincorporated throughout the eighteenth century371, almost all of the 
borough petitions studied in this thesis were submitted from (incorporated) par-
liamentary boroughs372. This is mostly a consequence of two factors. First, the 
administration of such boroughs tended to operate on more regular basis than 

                                                 
369 Franchise in eighteenth-century boroughs was, indeed, notoriously complicated. The 

freemen boroughs constituted the most numerous group of borough constituencies 
(92), granting the right to vote to those declared as freemen (a criterion that greatly 
varied from borough to borough). In the 37 scot-and-lot boroughs, on the other hand, 
the franchise went, to quote Frank O'Gorman, 'to resident householders or occupiers 
of household property' paying the local poor rate. In burgage-based boroughs (29), 
the franchise was associated with specific pieces of land and property. In such cases, 
it was often restricted to a rather limited group of influential landowners, severely 
reducing the scale of the electorate. Corporation-based boroughs (27), on the other 
hand, limited the franchise to the members of the corporation. In most cases such a 
franchise severely restricted the scale of the electorate, often consisting of the mayor 
and aldermen and containing, on average, but 37 voters. According to Joanna Innes 
and Nicholas Rogers, all Scottish burgh constituencies defined their franchise in such 
a manner. In the 12 potwalloper boroughs (also known as householder boroughs), 
such as Northampton, all male inhabitants not receiving poor relief or charity were 
entitled to vote. In the six freeholder boroughs, the franchise was restricted to those 
holding freeholds. The contrast with county constituencies is more than conspicuous. 
Whereas in borough constituencies the franchise varied from borough to borough, 
counties formed a rather consistent group of constituencies with regard to the right 
to vote; those possessing freehold property worth at least 40 shilling in annual rent 
could vote in the such constituencies. Phillips 2014, 37 - 38, 41 - 42, 61 - 62, 68 - 72, 174 
- 176, 203 - 204; Innes & Rogers 2000, 557 - 558; Black 2008, 206 - 207; Dickinson 1994, 
16 - 22, 31 - 33; O'Gorman 2006, 140 - 141. 

370 Borsay 1990a, 27; Innes & Rogers 2000, 558. 
371 There were 44 incorporated boroughs and cities in England in 1540, rising to 182 - 

193 by 1640 (including Wales). During the eighteenth century, the amount of incor-
porated boroughs and cities remained rather stable; the amount of such settlements 
stagnating at around 200. By 1835 the number had increased to 246. Withington 2004, 
207 - 208; Dickinson 1994, 99- 100; Durston 2017, 119 - 120; O'Gorman 2006, 114 - 115; 
Innes & Rogers 2000, 530 - 531. The rather modest number of incorporated towns and 
cities meant that most towns in Britain remained unincorporated throughout the 
eighteenth century; later seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century England 
and Wales containing around 750 to over 900 towns, depending on the definition. 
Scotland, on the other hand, contained around 80 towns during the period. Innes & 
Rogers 2000, 530 - 531. Frank O'Gorman has noted that 'non-corporate towns were 
governed by whatever was left over  from the old manorial system, an unlikely col-
lection of Courts Leet, Lords of the Manor and parish vestries'. O'Gorman 2006, 114. 
See also O'Gorman 2006, 139; Dickinson 1994, 100 - 103; Innes & Rogers 2000, 530 - 
534; Chandler 2007, 11 - 12. 

372 Numerous incorporated boroughs also functioned as constituencies. Of the 314 con-
stituencies in eighteenth-century Britain, 230 were some sort of borough constituen-
cies. Many of them were, indeed, incorporated, but borough constituencies could 
also be unincorporated. HoP/Constituencies 1715 - 1754; HoP/Constituencies 1715 - 
1754: Appendix I; HoP/Constituencies 1754 - 1790. The connection between the con-
stituency status and the amount of inhabitants remained vague throughouth the cen-
tury. Some of the borough constituencies were not even proper towns; certain rotten 
boroughs containing less than 10 voters. Manchester and Birmingham, on the other 
hand, remained unincorporated and without the constituency status until 1832, 
though each of them containing around 20 000 inhabitants in 1750. O'Gorman 2006, 
115, 139; Innes 2002, 110; Dickinson 1994, 100 - 101; Withington 2004, 207 - 208. 
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those in most boroughs, making it easier to organise petitions. Second, boroughs 
that also functioned as constituencies often had a more direct relationship with 
their representatives in parliament, encouraging the corporations to petition 
them. 

The predominance of members of the local government is more than evi-
dent in the petitions submitted from boroughs and other localities. Of the 809 
references petitioners used to describe themselves, 493 referred to some sort of a 
administrative position or structure373, as is demonstrated in Figure 3 (Primary 
Petitioners in Petitions from Boroughs and Other Localities, 1721 - 1776). Mayor 
(138 references), in most cases the administrative head of the corporation, is the 
most common title mentioned in the petitions from boroughs and other locali-
ties374. The process of choosing mayors was often determined locally. In Liver-
pool, for instance, the mayor was annually elected by the freemen of the town. In 
Norwich, on the other hand, the freemen elected the mayor from among its 24 
aldermen. Besides serving as a justice of the quorum during the mayoralty, the 
mayor became a justice of the peace after finishing his term. However, in most 
cases, the mayors were elected by the members of the common council, severely 

                                                 
373 A complete list of titles and characterisations petitioners used to describe themselves 

is included in Appendix 1. 
374 Including 41 references to the lord mayors of London and York. All of the references 

to mayors occurred in petitions from corporate boroughs, with the exception of St 
Mawes. Willis Browne, a member of parliament for Buckingham in 1705 - 1708 and 
the author of  Notitia Parliamentaria, noted that St Mawes had 'never before sent 
members, nor had it any corporation: but like St. Germain's was under a portreeve, 
occasionally called mayor.' Browne 1750. The studied petitions contain but two refer-
ences to portreeves, both of them occurring in petitions from Honiton. Honiton, an 
unincorporated parliamentary borough of 300 to 400 electors in 1715 - 1754, was 
headed by the portreeve and the bailiff, chosen annually. The Parliamentary Gazette 
of 1851 notes, however, that the jurisdiction in the borough 'is vested in the county 
magistrates, the portreeve merely acting as the returnnig officers'. Fullarton 1851, 
413; Jewitt 1895, 148; HoP/Honiton 1715 - 1754. For disputes regarding the franchise 
of the borough, see Merewether & Stephens 1835, 2009 - 2011. 
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restricting the electorate.375 Such petitions also contained other references to in-
fluential members of borough administration. Officers such as bailiffs (29)376, re-
corders (16)377, and sheriffs (10)378, for instance, possessed significant administra-
tive privileges, though the exact nature of their duties varied from borough to 
borough. Petitions also contained numerous references to aldermen (104) and 
councillors (83379), both of whom constituted important bodies in the borough 
administration. Aldermen were usually of higher social standing than council-
lors. They also tended to possess significantly wider privileges than those in the 
latter case, being involved in the enforcement of by-laws and performing various 
judicial functions. Their exact amount and the length of their term varied both in 
the case of aldermen and councillors. The corporation of London, by far the larg-
est in the country, enabled the livery companies to elect its 234 councillors on 

                                                 
375 Some of the petitioners described themselves as provosts and lord provosts (nine), 

the Scottish equivalents of mayor and lord mayor. In seigneurial boroughs bailiffs 
could manage the functions usually vested in mayors. Dickinson 1994, 99 - 100; 
O'Gorman 2006, 137 - 138; Innes 2002, 109 - 110; Wilson 1998, 292 - 293, 311 - 313; 
Innes & Rogers 2000, 531 - 533; Durston 2017, 122 - 123; Chandler 2007, 12 - 13, 20; 
Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 322. 

376 The duties of bailiffs, in particular, varied significantly from borough to borough. In 
40 boroughs, bailiffs served as the heads of the corporation. In around 30 additional 
boroughs, bailiffs could be characterised as chief officers, but in around a 100 bor-
oughs, they remained rather minor officials. Bailiffs could also be ex officio justices of 
the peace, sometimes presiding over the borough sessions. The post of bailiff was 
usually granted as an appointment by the council. Gregory & Stevens 2000, 322; 
Durston 2017, 124; Innes 2002, 109 - 110; Innes & Rogers 2000, 532 - 533; Chandler 
2007, 12 - 13. 

377 Recorders, assisted by stewards, were the legal advisors to the corporation. Record-
ers often supervised the quarter sessions in boroughs and could also serve as justices 
of the peace. Both recorders and stewards were, according to Gregory J. Durston, 
'barristers of at least seven years' standing'. Durston 2017, 123 - 124; Gregory & Ste-
venson 2000, 322; Innes 2002, 114. 

378 The manner of appointing sheriffs varied from borough to borough. In Norwich, for 
instance, one of the two sheriffs was elected directly by the freemen of the city, the 
other one being appointed by the mayor and aldermen. H.T. Dickinson has described 
sheriffs as 'invariably men of property' and Frank O'Gorman as members of the gen-
try. In Scotland, sheriffs were usually lawyers. Black 2008, 183; Dickinson 1977, 161 - 
162; Wilson 1998, 311; Chandler 2007, 16 - 17; O'Gorman 2006, 25. 

379 Consisting of references to members of the common council (36), 'commons' (29), and 
'commonalty' (18). Petitions also contained references to 'assistants' (four), 'jurats' or 
'jurates' (three), and 'stewards' (three), all of them members of borough administra-
tion. Scottish petitions, on the other hand, contained several references to magistrates 
(21), councils (eight), and town councils (eight). In contrast to English borough con-
stituencies, Scottish burghs were often paired with other burghs to form constituen-
cies; nine of the 14 of such constituencies consisted of five burghs and five of four 
burghs. In such cases the burgh councils chose delegates whom, with the delegates 
from the other burghs, elected the member of parliament for the coalition of burghs. 
HoP/Constituencies 1715 - 1754; HoP/Constituencies 1754 - 1790; Black 2008, 207. 
Scottish constituencies, often returning but one representative each, contained, on av-
erage, smaller electorates than those in England. They also tended to be more venal 
than the English ones. Scottish members of parliament usually provided a steady 
source of support for the administration in exchange for securing support for re-
gional interests (and, sometimes, other kinds of favours). Chandler 2007, 12 - 13, 16 - 
17; Innes & Rogers 2000, 553 - 554, 557 - 560; Black 2008, 207; Jupp 2006, 84; O'Gor-
man 2006, 140 - 141; Dickinson 1994, 14. 
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annual basis380. Its 26 aldermen, representing the wealthiest inhabitants, were 
elected for life. Between 1725 and 1746, the court of aldermen possessed the right 
to veto the decisions of the court of common council. The corporation of Norwich, 
on the other hand, contained 23 aldermen and 60 councillors, directly elected by 
its 3,400 freemen. Leicester's 24 aldermen were chosen by its 48 councillors.381 
Together with the chief officers of the borough, the aldermen and councillors 
formed the court of common council, an administrative court closely associated 
with drafting and submitting petitions382. Petitions could also be submitted in the 
name of corporations (12) and under the common seal (27), both of them refer-
ences to different combinations of the above-mentioned members of borough ad-
ministration. 

 

 

Figure 3  Primary Petitioners in Petitions from Boroughs and Other Localities, 1721–
1776. 

 

                                                 
380 For the 'social' composition of the London common council, see, for instance, Rogers 

1989, 142 - 145. 
381 O'Gorman 2006, 137 - 138; Rogers 1990, 270 - 288; Wilson 1998, 292 - 293, 311 - 312; 

Dickinson 1994, 99 - 101, 117 - 120; Phillips 2014, 104 - 105; Durston 2017, 122 - 124, 
234 - 235; Durston 2012, 295 - 296; Borsay 1990a, 24 - 25; Withington 2004, 205 - 206; 
Fraser 1961, 200 - 201; Chandler 2007, 12 - 13, 15 - 16; Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 322. 

382 Numerous petitioners asserted that their meeting had occurred in the council, coun-
cil chamber, or common council (75).  

Inhabitants, burgesses, gent-
lemen, citizens, freemen, elec-
tors, constituents, voters, peop-
le (228)
Mayors and provosts (147)
Aldermen (104)
Councillors (83)
Baili ffs, sheriffs, recorders, port-
reeves, town clerks, assistants,
jurates, stewards (68)
Mercantile agents (56)
Corporations and common seal
(39)
Magistrates, councils, town-
councils (37)
Justices of the peace and grand
juries (15)
Clergy (15)
Freeholders (11)
Others (6)
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Figure 4:  Incidence of Petitions from Boroughs and Other Localities, 1721–1776. 

Borough functionaries could submit petitions without consulting the inhabitants 
of their boroughs and other localities. Yet, in most cases, petitions also contained 
references to actors without specific administrative positions or functions. Peti-
tioners were often submitted in the name of inhabitants (75383), burgesses (66384), 
gentlemen (29), citizens (19385), freemen (17386), electors (13387), and constituents 
(13). Such titles could refer to a variety of different occupations, but it is safe to 
assume that most of the actors were entitled to vote. It is evident in the case of 
titles such as constituent and voter, but to determine whether citizens, freemen, 

                                                 
383 Often referred to as 'principal inhabitants'. For criticism on petitions from such ac-

tors, see, for instance, Loft 2016, 17. The anti-excise petitioners from Ripon, a burg-
age-based constituency of around 180 voters, submitted a petition to one of their rep-
resentatives in the name of the people of Ripon. Ripon 1733 (#034); HoP/Ripon 1715 
- 1754. According to Paul Langford, the petition was submitted by the chief retailers 
of the borough. Langford 1975, 56 - 57. 

384 Including references to chief burgesses, capital burgesses, principal burgesses, capital 
and inferior burgesses, common burgesses, comburgesses, and free burgesses. Bur-
gesses' role in local government could vary significantly. Westminster, for instance, 
'was governed by twelve burgesses chosen for life by the High Steward'. Dickinson 
1994, 100 - 101. In most towns and cities, however, they remained less influential 
than in the unincorporated Westminster. For the use of similar attributes in parliamen-
tary petitions, see, for instance, Loft 2019a, 355. 

385 Including references to chief citizens, capital citizens, principal citizens, free and in-
dependent citizens, and general meeting of free citizens. 

386 Including references to independent freemen. 
387 Including references such as 'independent electors', as in the Honiton petition of 

1742, and 'committee of the electors', as in the Westminister petition of 1770. Honiton 
1742 (#139); Westminster 1770 (#328). The Liskeard petition of 1740 was submitted in 
the name of 'the mayor, grand jury, and every voter in the town except three'. Lisk-
eard 1740 (#078). The claim is rather credible as the electorate of Liskeard consisted 
of around 30 freemen in 1740. HoP/Liskeard 1715 - 1754. 
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gentlemen, burgesses, and inhabitants were entitled to vote is more complicated. 
Freemen, for instance, possessed the right to vote in certain boroughs (though the 
qualification of becoming a freeman varied from borough to borough)388. The pe-
titions that included references to freemen were submitted from Bedford, Bristol, 
Canterbury, Coventry, Exeter, Gloucester, Liverpool, Plymouth, St Mawes, 
Tewkesbury, Worcester, and York - all of them constituencies that enabled free-
men to participate in parliamentary elections. It is more than likely that most of 
the citizens389, gentlemen390, and burgesses391 were also enfranchised actors, 
though their right to participate in elections is harder to confirm.392 The title of 
inhabitant, on the other hand, probably functioned as a reference to unenfran-
chised actors, though the exact nature of such references are harder to determine. 

The most interesting feature of such references is not their scale as such, but 
their function. The copious references to actors without an official position in the 
local government demonstrate petitioners' endeavour to represent the petitions 
as the collective voices of their boroughs. Such argumentation conferred two par-
ticular advantages. First, assertions of political consensus could be used as coun-
ter-arguments against accusations of self-interest and partisanship393. Second, 
constituencies could use claims of consensus to pressure their representatives in 
parliament394. But claims of consensus could also provoke protests and counter-

                                                 
388 In 92 constituencies, according to Frank O'Gorman. O'Gorman further notes that the 

status 'could be obtained by a variety of different methods, including by apprentice-
ship, by marriage to the daugher of a freeman and by purchase'. O'Gorman 2006, 140. 
See also Black 2008, 206 - 207. Freemen were usually granted certain privileges, such 
as practicing a trade, buying and selling goods, and using the properties and chari-
ties of the town. They could also be exempted from certain duties. Due to their right 
to vote, corporations could create a large number of freemen to influence the out-
come of parliamentary elections. Dickinson 1994, 112 - 120; Phillips 2014, 104 - 106; 
Wilson 1998, 297 - 300; 311 - 313, 350 - 351; Innes & Rogers 2000, 531 - 532; Knights 
2005, 69 - 70, 85. H.T. Dickinson has noted that although corporations were some-
times restricted oligarchies, their interest of corporations were 'rarely entirely di-
vorced from the interests of the freemen or the other moderately prosperous inhabit-
ants of the borough'. Dickinson 1994, 101 - 102. 

389 A title that could refer to freemen residing in cities. 
390 In most cases, a reference to a member of the upper circles of society, described as be-

ing part of the 'elite' by John A. Phillips. Phillips 2014, 321 - 322; Langford 1975, 153 - 
154, 156; Jupp 2006, 93 - 94. 

391 Usually a rather close equivalent of a freeman, in most cases associated with mercan-
tile and other closely-connected occupations and professions. Dickinson 1994, 99 - 
101, 117 - 120; Durston 2017, 122 - 123; Durston 2012, 311 - 314. 

392 Although common in petitions from boroughs and other localities, titles such as citi-
zens (0), burgesses (1), inhabitants, and freemen (1) were rare in petitions from coun-
ties. County petitions, however, contained 53 references to gentlemen. For engaging 
unenfranchised agents in the process of petitioning, see, for instance, Loft 2019a, 351. 

393 Philip Loft argues that the emphasis on the scale of subscriptions was often used in a 
rather similar manner. He claims 'that greater numbers signed petitions in order to 
swear to the truth of an argument, or to demonstrate that all the constitutive interests 
of society were onside'. Loft 2019a, 344. 

394 Efforts to represent their petitions as the collective voices of their communities is 
something that united petitions from boroughs and counties. In order to emphasise 
their claims of unity, petitioners often asserted that their petitions had been agreed 
unanimously. Even when dissent occurred, petitioners emphasised the scale of sup-
port in favour of the petitions. The grand inquest of Cornwall, for instance, claimed 
in 1740 that their instructions had been signed by 'all the gentlemen of the grand jury 
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petitions. The counter-petitioners from Liverpool, for instance, challenged the le-
gitimacy of a pro-Wilkes petition by representing it as 'resolved on by a small, 
partial, and inconsiderable meeting of the inhabitants of this town', organised 'to 
serve the sinister views of factious and designing men'395. Instead of representing 
the general sense of Liverpool, the petition embodied the 'tumultuous and riot-
ous proceedings' and the 'loose and violent opinions of the populace'.396 Counter-
petitions could also be used to delegitimise petitions submitted by the chief of-
ficers of boroughs and corporations. A counter-petition in 1742, submitted in the 
name of the Corporation of Guardians397, denounced the petition presented in 
the name of the mayor, aldermen, and citizens of Worcester398. The counter-peti-
tioners described the petition 'so assuming, so menacing, and so indecent a na-
ture, so derogatory to [the] honour and just merits [of their representatives], so 
repugnant to truth and justice' that it was 'disagreeable to almost all [of their] 
constituents'.399 Though formally criticising the tone of the corporate petition, the 
petitioners also implied that the corporation did not represent the general sense 
of its inhabitants. 

3.2.2 Counties 

Despite the similarities regarding their content, petitioners' descriptions of them-
selves differed petitions from boroughs and other localities from those submitted 
from counties. The presence of mercantile actors is one of the factors distinguish-
ing borough and county petitions. Whereas borough petitions contained 56 ref-
erences to mercantile actors400, county petitions contained but three references to 

                                                 
(except one)'. Cornwall 1740 (#092). Regardless of their claims, however, corpora-
tions, constituencies, counties, and other settlements and administrative units tended 
to remain far from harmonious in regard to parliamentary politics. For examples of 
conflicts within corporations, see, for instance, Dickinson 1994, 107 - 115; Wilson 
1998, 358 - 359, 386 - 387. 

395 The petition was submitted in the name of 'the freemen and inhabitants' of Liverpool. 
Most of the papers that published the petition reported it to be 'credibly informed, 
[that] the Liverpool petitions is signed by near 1100 freemen, which is an undoubted 
majority'. Liverpool 1770 (#317). The counter-petition, on the other hand, was sub-
mitted in the name of 'the mayor, aldermen, common-council, clergy, gentlemen, 
merchants, tradesmen, and other principal inhabitants of this town'. Liverpool 1769 
(#279). 

396 Liverpool 1769 (#279), see also Manchester 1775 (#383). For similar accusations in the 
press, see, for instance, BC/OE 28 January 1749. 

397 A corporation authorised under a local act to organise and manage the poor relief 
within the city. The Exeter corporation of the poor, established in 1698, consisted of 
the mayor, eight aldermen, and 40 guardians of which the last ones were elected by 
the householders paying the poor rate. Bristol, too, established a similar incorporated 
body during the 1690s. For the Norwich guardians of the poor, incorporated in 1712, 
see Wilson 1998, 311. These bodies often met, according to H.T. Dickinson, 'with hos-
tility from the corporations over their tax-raising powers and because they claimed to 
be more representative of local opinion'. Dickinson 1994, 104, 110. 

398 Worcester 1742 (#143). The corporation of Worcester criticised their representatives 
in parliament, Samuel Sandys and Thomas Winnington. The petition and the role of 
Sandys are discussed in Chapter 5.4 (Petitioners' Indirect Means of Influence). 

399 Worcester 1742 (#142). 
400 Including 19 references to merchants, 13 to traders traders, 11 to manufacturers, 11 to 

liveries and liverymen, one to ship-owners, and one to clothiers. Most of the petitions 
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traders, manufacturers, and liverymen. References to land-related actors is the 
second major factor that differs petitions from boroughs and counties. Such ac-
tors formed the basis of county petitions, as demonstrated in Figure 5 (Incidence 
of Petitions from Counties, 1721-1776). Borough petitions, on the other hand, con-
tained but 11 references to freeholders. However, even though the differences in 
these respects are evident, one should be careful in drawing socio-economic con-
clusions. A significant number of primary petitioners in both borough and 
county petitions became described with ambiguous titles that could refer to ac-
tors associated with both mercantile and land-related occupations. Moreover, 
around half of the petitioners were referred to by their administrative titles with-
out specifications of their occupation or background in general. Aldermen, coun-
cillors, and members of grand juries, for instance, could refer to a plethora of 
different actors. Actors who submitted petitions from boroughs could also pos-
sess freeholds in the surrounding counties. The freemen of Gloucester, for in-
stance, petitioned the representatives of Gloucestershire401, claiming that it 
would 'be vain' to petition 'a sharer in the late minister's councils, as well as im-
proper to one whom we cannot acknowledge to be our legal representative'402. In 
order to bolster their petition, the freemen asserted that many of them were 'free-
holders likewise in the county of Gloucester'.403 

Temporal concentration is also something that distinguishes county peti-
tions from those submitted from boroughs and other localities. Though a clear 
majority of the studied petitions were submitted during the eight crises and con-
troversies404, described in detail in Chapters 1.4.2 (Petitions) and 2.2 (English Tra-
dition of Petitioning), the share of petitions submitted during these periods is 
even higher in the case of county petitions. While 86.7 per cent of the petitions 
from boroughs were submitted during these crises and controversies, the equiv-
alent share in the case of county petitions was as high as 94.4 per cent. The impact 
of crises is even more pronounced from the perspective of published copies; 87.1 
per cent in the case of petitions from boroughs and other localities and 95.8 per 
cent in the case of county petitions.405 Some of the differences regarding the tem-
poral concentration of petitions can be explained, at least to some extent, by the 

                                                 
classified as mercantile petitions (and further discussed in Chapter 3.2.3) were sub-
mitted from boroughs, but are not included in the borough statistics. If they were, the 
contrast regarding the share of mercantile titles would be even more evident. 

401 Thomas Chester and Norborne Berkeley, both of them Tories opposing the admin-
istration. HoP/Thomas Chester; HoP/Norborne Berkeley. 

402 The first being a reference to John Selwyn, a loyal supporter of Walpole and his ad-
ministration, and Benjamin Bathurst, who had defeated the 'pure Tory' candidate, 
Benjamin Hyett, in 1741. Hyett had been 'ten votes ahead of Bathurst in the poll but 
lost on a scrutiny'. HoP/John Selwyn; HoP/Gloucester 1715 - 1754. 

403 Gloucester 1742 (#128). 
404 Concerning the South Sea Company (1721), the proposed excises on wine and to-

bacco (1733), the Spanish depredations and Walpole (1739 - 1742), the naturalisation 
of Jews (1753), the loss of Minorca (1756), the duties on cider and perry (1763), John 
Wilkes and the Middlesex election dispute (1769 - 1771), and the hostilities in the 
American colonies (1775 - 1776). 

405 Only seven out of the 132 county petitions and 15 out of the 360 copies were submit-
ted and published during the years between these crises and controversies. Bor-
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differences regarding the composition of petitioners in boroughs and counties. 
Counties submitted only two petitions against the proposed excise duties on to-
bacco and wine, a scheme that mostly affected the mercantile actors operating in 
boroughs, a modest amount if compared to the 18 petitions submitted from bor-
oughs in 1733. In 1763, on the other hand, counties submitted seven petitions (in 
contrast to the eleven from boroughs) against the imposition of excise duties on 
cider and perry, claiming that the duties unjustly punished the planters and pro-
ducers in the so-called cider counties406. 

 

 
 

Figure 5  Primary Petitioners in Petitions from Counties, 1721–1776. 

                                                 
oughs, of course, remained the dominant source of petitions throughout the eight-
eenth century. Only in 1740 (15 petitions and 23 copies), 1743 (two petitions and three 
copies), and 1753 (five petitions and nine copies) did counties submit more petitions 
that boroughs and other localities, as demonstrated in Figure 4 (Incidence of Petitions 
from Boroughs and Other Localities, 1721 - 1776) and Figure 6 (Incidence of Petitions 
from Counties, 1721-1776). 

406 Consisting of Worcestershire, Herefordshire, Gloucestershire, Monmouthshire, 
Devon, Somerset, and Cornwall. For further elaboration on the subject, see, for in-
stance, Woodland 1985, 117 - 120, 122 - 123, 126 - 127, 133; Woodland 1989. 

Freeholders, landholders, farmers (92)

Gentlemen (53)

Grand Juries (44)

High sheriffs and sheriffs (40)

Clergy (39)

Justices of the peace (15)

Barons, gentry, nobili ty (11)

Lord lieutenants and deputy lieutenants
(2)

Others (11)
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Figure 6 Incidence of Petitions from Counties, 1721–1776. 

The reliance on established administrative meetings tended to confine the inci-
dence of county petitions. A signficiant share of such petitions were drafted and 
organised during courts of quarter sessions (11 explicit references) and assizes 
(18 explicit references)407, the first being the lower of the county-wide courts, 
which dealt with criminal cases and heard appeals against decisions by local jus-
tices, and the second, handling the most serious criminal matters, considered by 
a pair of judges from the three courts in Westminster, the highest of the provincial 
courts. Both also served as important administrative meetings, though the court 
of quarter sessions tended to focus more on the regulatory matters within the 
county. The assizes convened twice a year (during Lent and summer) and courts 
of quarter sessions four times a year (on Epiphany, Easter, Midsummer, and 
Michaelmas).408 The centrality of such meetings made it harder for actors in coun-
ties to react to controversies as swiftly as those in boroughs. Whereas actors in 
boroughs could organise spontaneous meetings, enabling them to react promptly 
to controversial bills and incidents, actors in counties were often forced to wait 
until the chief officers and principal inhabitants convened at assizes or court of 
quarter sessions. It was also more convenient to organise ad hoc meetings in bor-
oughs, most of them urban settlements with a higher concentration of population 
than the surrounding counties, than to convene county meetings without other 

                                                 
407 It is, however, more than certain that a far higher share of the county petitions were 

organised during the court of quarter sessions and assizes than these numbers indi-
cate. County petitions also included two references to sessions of the head court in 
Ayrshire (1739) and Aberdeenshire (1740). 

408 Glassey 1987, 168 - 169; O'Gorman 2006, 136 - 138; Durston 2017, 97, 105 - 119, 133 - 
134, 142 - 145, 236; Chandler 2007, 3, 8 - 9; Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 315 - 316. For 
the social aspects of assizes and quarter sessions, see Borsay 1990b, 173 - 174; Durston 
2017, 142 - 143; Langford 1975, 110. 
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functions than to submit petitions409. There were, of course, exceptions, as the 
crisis regarding Wilkes' seat demonstrates. In 1769 - 1770, freeholders in numer-
ous counties organised additional county-wide meetings to defend their rights 
as electors. 

The influence of assizes and courts of quarter sessions is also evident from 
the titles petitioners used to describe themselves. County petitions contained nu-
merous references to titles reflecting the judicial and administrative functions of 
such meetings. Justices of the peace (15 references), the 'mainspring of the coun-
try's criminal justice system as well as of much of its civil administration', to quote 
the apposite characterisation by Gregory Durston, executed significant functions 
from both the judicial and a more general perspective. Even though most of their 
tasks consisted of civil matters, ranging from poor relief to the maintenance of 
highways, justices of the peace (JPs) also focused on upholding statutes and or-
dinances in counties, processing all but the most serious crimes, and issuing war-
rants. In contrast to most European countries of the time, JPs in England and 
Wales were usually unpaid and untrained, often serving as part-time magis-
trates, most of them gaining their posts either ex officio or due to the prestige 
associated with being a JP (though the influence of the latter was significantly 
reduced after the seventeenth century).410 Justices of the peace were usually 
members of the local gentry (and, towards the end of the century, of lesser gentry 
in particular). The acts of 1732 and 1744, further restricting the qualifications re-
garding property, required justices to possess freehold or copyhold property 
worth at least 100 pounds a year (after encumbrances). Such restrictions were 
designed, according to Paul Langford, 'to ensure that landowners of genuine in-
dependence would man the rural benches'.411 Although the number of JPs had 
increased from 1,200 in 1600 to over 3,000 in 1714, and to a further 8,400 in 1761, 
their willingness to serve as active magistrates had significantly decreased, espe-
cially among those from the highest circles of society. Durston has pointed out 
that in numerous counties, 'the vast majority of work was done by as few as 30 
magistrates, with a handful of these men sometimes being almost run ragged'.412 

Grand juries (44 references), on the other hand, convened at assizes and 
courts of quarter sessions to consider criminal matters on indictment, offences 

                                                 
409 See, for instance, Langford 1975, 57. 
410 O'Gorman 2006, 136 - 138; Black 2008, 183, 191; Durston 2017, 49, 52 - 54, 67 - 70; 

Durston 2012, 298 - 302; Chandler 2007, 8 - 10, 20; Glassey 1987, 151 - 156, 159 - 166; 
Innes & Rogers 2000, 532 - 533; Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 315 - 316. 

411 O'Gorman 2006, 25, 136; Black 2008, 95, 185, 212 - 213; Durston 2017, 50, 58 - 59, 63, 
65; Innes 2000, 103 - 104; Durston 2012, 295 - 296; Durston 2012, 297 - 299, 305 - 306; 
Chandler 2007, 8 - 9; Dickinson 1977, 161 - 162; Langford 1992, 302 - 304; Glassey 
1987, 159 - 161. For the explicitly political aspects regarding the nomination of JPs, a 
practice that came, more or less, to an end after 1745, see Durston 2012, 297; Durston 
2017, 51 - 52. 

412 O'Gorman 2006, 136 - 137; Black 2008, 185, Durston 2017, 54 - 59; Durston 2012, 305 - 
306, 322 - 324. Due to the reluctance to serve as active magistrates, the role of clerical 
JPs increased. Gregory Durston has noted that in late eighteenth-century Lincoln-
shire, 47 per cent of the active JPs were clergymen. Durston 2012, 306 - 308; Durston 
2017, 60 - 65; O'Gorman 2006, 137. 
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against 'the public peace, convenience, and good order', and presentments re-
garding the neglect of duties by parishes and hundreds. They were also com-
monly associated with petitioning. Members of the grand jury were usually con-
sidered both authoritative and representative enough to present petitions in the 
name of the county. Grand juries usually contained 12 to 24 members.413 As JPs, 
members of grand juries were usually landed gentlemen, sometimes containing 
baronets and esquires. Whereas the qualification for members of petty juries 
stood at 10 pounds worth of freehold or copyhold, grand jurors had to posses 
similar forms of property for at least 80 pounds (on an annual basis). Serving as 
a grand juror in assizes was the most prestigious post associated with the title, 
something that was usually reflected in its social composition, whereas the prac-
tical requirements for serving as a grand juror in the court of quarter sessions 
(and, indeed, borough sessions) tended to be lower. Serving as a grand juror 
could also function as an assessment for the suitability of becoming a JPs. Greg-
ory Durston has noted that 36 per cent of the grand jurors in Norfolk in 1661 - 
1707 were JPs, half of whom had served as members of the grand jury before their 
appointment.414 

County petitions also contained references to lord lieutenants (one refer-
ence), deputy lieutenants (one), high sheriffs (34), and sheriffs (six). Lord lieuten-
ants, assisted by deputy lieutenants whose number depended on the size of the 
county, served as the highest officials in counties. Besides being responsible for 
appointing the JPs and other major officials in their counties, lord lieutenants also 
commanded the militia. They were usually, to quote Gregory J. Durston, 'major 
regional aristocrat[s] that served as the main local vehicle for Crown patronage', 
holding the position for life.415 High sheriffs, on the other hand, were responsible 
for managing county courts and parliamentary elections, suppressing tumultu-
ous proceedings within the county boundaries, and nominating jurymen. Alt-
hough a rather short-term post, appointed on annual basis, 'the office of [county] 
sheriff was not competed for, as it involved both expense and much unavoidable 
work' according to Lionel K.J. Glassey.416 It is likely that the six references to sher-
iffs in county petitions referred to either under-sheriffs, appointed by the high 
sheriffs to manage their practical duties417, or to those holding jurisdiction in 
towns and county corporates. The county petitions also contained explicit refer-
ences to the nobility (one), barons (five), and the gentry (five). 

County meetings could also have explicitly political functions. In addition 
to being used to draft and submit petitions, most of them concerning subjects that 
petitioners regarded as political, assizes and courts of quarter sessions were also 
used to organise elections in county constituencies. They could also be used to 
announce one's candidacy and to organise support for various campaigns. In 

                                                 
413 Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 317 - 318; Durston 2017, 231, 236 - 242; Chandler 2007, 3; 

Knights 2005, 83, 109 - 110, 127 - 129. 
414 Durston 2017, 232 - 235; Knights 2005, 83. 
415 Durston 2017, 49 - 50; Chandler 2007, 8 - 9; O'Gorman 2006, 25, 136 - 137; Black 2008, 

183; Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 314. 
416 Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 314 - 315; Jupp 2006, 93 - 94; Glassey 1987, 157. 
417 Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 315. 
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contrast to borough constituencies, most of them modest in terms of electorate 
and complicated in terms of franchise, electorates in county constituencies usu-
ally consisted of thousands of enfranchised actors, most of whom gained the fran-
chise from possessing freeholds worth at least 40 shillings in annual rent418. The 
importance of freeholders is also evident in the case of county petitions; 68.2 per 
cent of the petitions submitted from counties contained references to them419. 
Most of such petitions also contained references to judicial, administrative, and 
clerical actors420, but in around a third of the cases, petitions were presented in 
the name of freeholders alone421. The majority of such petitions (22 out of 33) 
were submitted during the crisis on Wilkes' seat. The pronounced presence of 
freeholders in the Wilkite petitions derived, to a large extent, from the specific 
circumstances of the election dispute in 1768 - 1769. Although often perceived as 
a general assault on the electoral rights of Englishmen, most of his supporters 
being occupied in other branches, the freeholders tended to interpret the decision 
to exclude Wilkes from representing Middlesex as an attack on their particular 
privileges. As the election(s) had occurred in a county constituency, the votes in 
favour of Wilkes, de facto annulled by parliament's refusal to recognise him, had 
been cast by actors possessing freehold property worth at least 40 shillings a year. 

3.2.3 Companies and Mercantile Meetings 

The third group of petitions consists of those submitted primarily by mercantile 
actors (44 petitions). Merchant (19 references) and trader (13 references) were the 

                                                 
418 Although more consistent than qualifications in boroughs constituencies, the 40 shil-

ling franchise could also be interpreted in different ways. Jeremy Black has noted 
that the 40 shilling could 'refer to a property valuation for the land tax, to rent paid, 
or to annual yield'. The qualification was clarified through legislation in 1745 and 
1780. Black 2008, 206. See also O'Gorman 2006, 140. Electorates in county constituen-
cies tended to be far more numerous than those in boroughs. The 82 county constitu-
encies (40 in England, 12 in Wales, and 30 in Scotland) contained around 60 per cent 
of the total electorate (being at around 340,000 in 1754), but returned only 122 mem-
bers of parliament (of a total of 558). Whereas about half of the borough constituen-
cies contained less than 100 voters (and less than 30 boroughs more than 1,000 vot-
ers), the voters in counties were usually counted in thousands, reaching 20,000 in 
Yorkshire. Dickinson 1994, 31 - 33; O'Gorman 2006, 140 - 141; Black 2008, 205 - 207; 
HoP/Constituencies 1715 - 1754: Appendix I. County constituencies tended to be less 
susceptible to the influence of local patronage due to the size of their electorates and 
the rather uniform character of the county franchise. 

419 County petitions also contained references to landholders (one) and farmers (one). 
420 County petitions contained 39 references to clergy (in contrast to the 15 references in 

borough petitions). 
421 Renfrewshire 1739 (#061); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Middlesex 1740 (#071); Aberdeen-

shire 1741 (#112); Ayrshire 1741 (#115); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Montgomeryshire 
1742 (#132); Edinburghshire 1742 (#150); Merionethshire 1743 (#162); Buckingham-
shire 1769 (#265); Kent 1769 (#267); Gloucestershire 1769 (#268); Somerset 1769 
(#269); Surrey 1769 (#271); Devon 1769 (#272); Wiltshire 1769 (#274); Yorkshire 1769 
(#285); Middlesex 1769 (#291); Middlesex 1769 (#292); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); 
Essex 1769 (#298); Norfolk 1769 (#299); Middlesex 1769 (#302); Derbyshire 1770 
(#313); Surrey 1770 (#314); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Yorkshire 1770 (#319); Middlesex 
1770 (#320); Herefordshire 1770 (#330); Durham 1770 (#331); Durham 1770 (#332); 
Berkshire 1775 (#394); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 
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most common titles petitioners used to describe themselves in such petitions422. 
Petitions submitted in the name of merchants and traders also tended to be the 
most explicitly political of the mercantile petitions, most of them concerning for-
eign affairs and hostilities at sea423. During the late 1730s, for instance, merchants 
and traders submitted petitions to emphasise the destructive impact the Spanish 
depredations had on colonial trade. In 1737, merchants and traders involved in 
the trade with the British plantations in America petitioned the Throne to con-
demn 'these violent and unjust proceedings'. The petitioners claimed that the 
depredations endangered 'that valuable branch of commerce' and, thus, also 'the 
interest of Great Britain'424. Though most of the early petitions had requested, or 

                                                 
422 Widely considered to be legitimate actors by both the administration and the opposi-

tion. The anti-Walpolean opposition, in particular, was eager to represent the mer-
cantile part of the nation as an united force opposing the administration. Members of 
parliament could argue that 'no time can be improper for our taking into our consid-
eration a petition signed by such a number of considerable traders', like Micajah 
Perry, a tobacco merchant representing London, during the debate on a mercantile 
petition against excises in 1734, and that merchants 'are the best judges' when dis-
cussing the consequences of the Convention of Pardo, and that merchants 'are the 
best judges' regarding the consequences of the Convention of Pardo, as William 
Wyndham, the parliamentary leader of the Tories, argued in 1739. Samuel Sandys, on 
the other hand, described the merchants of London as 'a body of too much im-
portance to be thus contemptuously rejected'. Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 239 - 
241/Micajah Perry (London); Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 1058/Micajah Perry (Lon-
don); Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 1306 - 1308/William Wyndham (Somerset); Cobbett 
1741 - 1743 (HoC) 130/Samuel Sandys; HoP/Micajah Perry; HoP/William Wynd-
ham. See also Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 237 - 238 (HoC)/John Barnard (London); 
Cobbett 1739 - 1741 (HoL) Duke of Argyll; Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 134 - 135/Wil-
liam Pulteney (Middlsex); Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 119/John Barnard (London); 
Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 123 - 124/John Barnard (London); Cobbett 1741 - 1743 
(HoC) 132 - 134/Henry Pelham (Sussex); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 859 - 
860/Thomas Pownall (Tregony); Cobbett 1774 - 1777 (HoC) 246/William Mayne 
(Canterbury). Most of the mercantile petitions were organised in boroughs, though 
mercantile petitions could also be submitted from counties. See, for instance, Stan-
nators 1753 (#177) and Manufacturers 1768 (#259). 

423 For exceptions, see Nottingham 1733 (#042) and Yorkshire 1768 (#258). 
424 The preamble published alongside the petition in the Gentleman's Magazine repre-

sented the petition as a reaction against the seizures of George (of Bristol) and Dis-
patch and Royal Jane (of London), the last of which had carried, among other valua-
ble commodities, 200 hogsheads of sugar. GM/October 1737. Merchants 1737 (#056), 
see also Dundee 1739 (#068) and Merchants 1739 (#069). The mercantile influence on 
petitions war particularly strong during the campaign against the Spaniards. The 
1738 petition from London, for instance, was presented to the House of Commons by 
Micajah Perry, a prominent Opposition Whig. Besides representing London, the com-
mercial capital of Britain, Perry was also deeply involved in colonial trade; his grand-
father being, according to Eveline Cruickshanks, 'the greatest tobacco merchant in 
England and agent for Virginia'. Perry inherited the business before his parliamen-
tary career and continued to manage the affairs of the Virginia planters in London 
while serving in parliament. Already in 1732 - 1733 had Perry, alongside John Bar-
nard, a prominent wine merchant from London, led the campaign against the pro-
posed excise duties. Cruickshanks 1984, 39 - 40; Dickinson 1984, 54 - 57; Black 1984b, 
154; Dickinson 1994, 68, 210 - 211; Langford 1992, 50 - 53; Black 2004, 73 - 75; Wilson 
1998, 140 - 142, 163 - 165; Price 1983, 259;HoP/Micajah Perry. H.T. Dickinson has also 
emphasised the role of the S.S.C., which held trading privileges with the Spanish 
America, in pressuring the administration to declare war on Spain. Dickinson 1994, 
62. 



109 
 

demanded, the government to use force to suppress the Guarda Costa, mercan-
tile actors continued to submit petitions even after the declaration of war in 1739. 
Merchants and traders from London, for instance, submitted a petition to the 
House of Commons in 1742, complaining of the 'growing insolence of the Spanish 
privateers' and criticising the shortage of protection for mercantile ships. The pe-
titioners claimed that around 'three hundred [British] ships and vessels' had been 
seized and carried into Spanish ports during the course of war, many of whose 
capture could have been prevented if British 'ships of war [had] been properly 
station[e]d, and the commanders [had] kept strictly to their duty'.425 Due to the 
emphasis on foreign affairs, most of the merchants and traders who submitted 
petitions were involved in colonial trade. In 11 out of the 19, cases merchants and 
traders described themselves as actors having a mercantile interest regarding the 
colonies. 

The emphasis on foreign affairs became even more pronounced in 1775 - 
1776. However, whereas most petitions during the late 1730s urged the admin-
istration to declare war on Spain, the mercantile petitioners in 1775 - 1776 tended 
to favour reconciliation426. In such cases, merchants and traders used petitions to 
emphasise the egregious impact the hostilities had on commerce, interrupting 

                                                 
425 The petitioners claimed that there had been 'various neglects and delays in the ap-

pointment and sending out of convoys' and 'that out of those few, which [had] been 
granted, some of the commanders have paid so little regard to the ships under their 
care, that they have deserted them at sea, and left them as a prey to the enemy'. Mer-
chants 1742 (#155). H.T. Dickinson has argued that 'in 1739 many independent mer-
chants, in both London and the other major ports, combined with the South Sea 
Company in whipping up public opinion, petitioning parliament and lobbying MPs 
in order to ensure that the government would attempt to protect British ships from 
Spanish attacks'. According to Dickinson's normative assessment, 'this public clam-
our reached such heights that it drove Britain into an unnecessary and largely unsuc-
cessful war with Spain that eventually brought Walpole down'. Dickinson 1994, 68. 
See also Wilson 1998, 163 - 165; Rogers 1989, 56 - 63. 

426 For exceptions, see Merchants 1775 (#378) and Merchants 1775 (#411). Although a 
combination of numerous factors, the change was certainly influenced by the chang-
ing character of the parliamentary opposition. During the 1730s the administration 
was opposed by an organised opposition coalition of Tories and Opposition Whigs, 
united by their repugnance of Robert Walpole. But whereas the late-Walpolean op-
position remained determined to replace the prime minister, the parliamentary oppo-
sition during the 1770s was of different character. Keith Perry has aptly noted that 
'the chief reasons for the failure of the opposition to the American policy of North's 
administration lay in the near unanimity of political support for parliamentary sover-
eignty, ... the divisions within the parliamentary opposition, the weakness of extra-
parliamentary movements and the pressures of patriotism reinforced by the entry of 
the Bourbon powers into the arena'. Perry 1990, 96. It is probable that petitioners, and 
mercantile petitioners among them, supposed that a crisis concerning the empire 
could be most effectively addressed by encouraging the King to intervene, especially 
when ministers still served the Throne rather than parliament. It is also safe to as-
sume that the use of petitions in 1775 - 1776 was influenced by the example of 
Wilkesite petitioners, using addresses to the Throne to increase the pressure on par-
liament. 
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the trade with the colonies427, thus threatening 'thousands of industrious artifi-
cers and manufactures with utter ruin'428. Merchants and traders often used their 
expertise to demonstrate the importance of colonial trade to Britain429. The mer-
chants, traders, and manufacturers of Bristol, for instance, argued that their city 
alone had received 'more than one million bushels of wheat' from the colonies 
during the previous 12 months430. The merchants and traders of London, on the 
other hand, claimed to have 'great reason to believe, from the best information 
they can obtain', that the trade between the North American colonies and London 
amounted to up to two million pounds 'and upwards' on annual basis431. Most 
of the mercantile petitions in 1775 - 1776 criticised the government's American 
policy in general, but merchants and traders could also focus on the grievous 
effects of single acts. At least three of the petitions criticised the bill that would 
become the New England Trade and Fisheries Act, restraining the trade between 
the colonies in New England and Britain, Ireland, and the British colonies in the 
West Indies432, claiming that it would devastate the British fishing industry (and, 
thus, benefit the French)433. Merchants trading to the West Indies, on the other 
hand, petitioned the House of Commons to voice their concerns regarding the 
First Continental Congress, a meeting of the delegates from 12 colonies in Phila-
delphia in September and October 1774 for organising counter-measures against 
the coercive legislation imposed by parliament434, and the colonial endeavours to 
ban the importation of 'melasses, syrups, paneles, coffee, or pimento, from the 
British plantations' if the so-called Coercive Acts were not repealed435. 

                                                 
427 See, for instance, Merchants 1775 (#373), Merchants 1775 (#377), and Merchants 1775 

(#379). For references to planters (3), see Merchants 1739 (#069); Merchants 1775 
(#386); Merchants 1775 (#387). 

428 Merchants 1775 (#373), see also Merchants (#379); Merchants 1775 (#384); Merchants 
1775 (#410); Merchants 1776 (#459). 

429 In order to emphasise their expertise, merchants and traders could also emphasise 
the extent of their personal involvement in different branches of trade, as in the case 
of the mercantile petition from London. Merchants 1775 (#373). 

430 In addition to the 'great quantity of other valuable commodities essential to our navi-
gation and commerce'. Merchants 1775 (#371). 

431 The petitioners also claimed that colonial trade to London employed 'some thou-
sands of ships and vessels ..., and many thousands of seamen are bred and main-
tained, thereby encreasing the naval strength and power of Great Britain'. Merchants 
1775 (#373). An another mercantile petition from London, on the other hand, esti-
mate that the trade between the New England and London amounted up to one mil-
lion pounds 'and upwards' and year. Merchants 1775 (#384). 

432 The act was the first of two acts passed by parliament in 1775, commonly known as 
the Restraining Acts. The second act, usually referred to as the Trade Act of 1775, ex-
tended the sanctions the New England Restraining Act had imposed on the colonies 
of New England to colonies that had joined the Continental Association and the boy-
cott campaign. Magra 2009, 142 -158; McCurry 1971, 150 - 152. 

433 Merchants 1775 (#379); Merchants 1775 (#384); Merchants 1775 (#410). 
434 Georgia did not send delegates to the First Continental Congress, but took part in the 

Second, thus joining the boycott on British goods in 1775. Marson 2014, 357; Ryan 
1959, 147; Irvin 2011, 146. 

435 Merchants 1775 (#386). In order to emphasise the importance of the West Indies, the 
petitioners asserted that 'the British property of stock vested in the West India is-
lands, amount upwards of thirty million sterling'. See also Merchants 1775 (#387). In 
order to increase the pressure on parliament to repeal the coercive legislation, the 
Congress threatened to impose a continent-wide boycott on British goods. The non-
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Although petitions from merchants and traders form the dominant part of 
the mercantile petitions, such petitions could also be organised and submitted by 
occupational groups and mercantile bodies. The druggists, grocers, chinamen, 
and other dealers in tea, for instance, submitted a petition to the House of Com-
mons in 1736, complaining of the adverse effects of the smuggling of tea had on 
their trade436. The petition of the journeymen silk-weavers in 1765 contained 
complaints similar to those in the petition from the dealers of tea. The petitioners 
claimed that the 'increase of the use and wear of all sorts of foreign wrought-silks, 
which are continually imported and smuggled' to Britain had reduced them and 
their families into 'the utmost poverty and want'. In order to alleviate the hard-
ships of their profession, the journeymen silk-weavers prayed both the House of 
Commons and the House of Lords to 'grant a general prohibition of foreign 
wrought-silks'.437 Printers (one) and booksellers (four) of London, Westminster, 
and Edinburgh, meanwhile, submitted four petitions concerning the statutory 
limits of copyright in 1774438. Mercantile bodies, too, could submit petitions. The 

                                                 
importation boycott came into force on 1 December 1774 whereas the non-exporta-
tion ban was set to begin on 10 September 1775. The outbreak of hostilities in April 
1775, however, severely limited the impact of the decision regarding the latter. Mars-
ton 2014, 43 - 48, 73 - 74, 100 - 122; Oaks 1973, 153 - 154; Ryan 1959; Irvin 2011, 20, 26 - 
27, 31 - 33; O'Gorman 2006, 192 - 194. 

436 The petitioners claimed that they 'had the strongest reason to believe, near one half of 
the tea consumed in this kingdom paid no duty'. If such illicit trade of tea would not 
be suppressed, it would subject them and other fair traders 'under extreme difficul-
ties in carrying on their trade, by reason of the disadvantages they were under, from 
the practices of smuggling', the petitioners argued. Merchants 1736  (#054). 

437 Merchants 1765 (#248). In 1773, the journeymen weavers submitted a petition of 
more general nature to the Throne. As in the earlier case, the journeymen weavers 
used the petition to inform the petitioned of their grievances. But unlike in 1765, the 
journymen in 1773 blamed their hardships on the crisis in America. Merchants 1773 
(#354). The studied petitions also contained four references to manufacturers. Two of 
the descriptions were of a rather general nature, while half of them referred to manu-
facturers of broad-cloths and other woollen goods. Joanna Innes has noted that 'all 
sorts of affected parties might and did petition on matters of commerce, in whatever 
groups they chose to organize themselves'. 'Small masters and journeymen', for in-
stance, 'might and did - not commonly, but recurrently - petition parliament seeking 
redress of grievances they felt as working people: seeking, for example, authority for 
magistrates to regulate wages, or the suppression of new machinery thought to be 
causing unemployment'. Innes 2005, 116. 

438 Petitioners claiming to represent the booksellers of London and Westminster urged 
the House of Commons to protect their copyrights. The petitioners claimed that the 
Copyright Act of 1710, providing the authors of pre-1710 publications a 21 year copy-
right and post-1710 publications a 14 year copyright, 'did not interfere with any 
copy-right that might be invested in your petitioners by the common law'. Due to the 
interpretation, confirmed 'by a judgment of the Court of King's Bench' in 1769, 'many 
thousand pounds have been at different times invested in the purchase of ancient 
copy-rights, not protected by the statute of Queen Anne, so that the support of many 
families, in a great measure, depend upon the same'. Rival petitions from the 
booksellers of London and Westminster, the booksellers, printers, and others associ-
ated with the book trade in Edinburgh, and Alexander Donaldson disputed such 
claims. Booksellers & Printers 1774 (#361); Booksellers 1774 (#362); Booksellers 1774 
(#363); Donaldson 1774 (#364). For the background and impact of the case of Don-
aldson v. Becket, in which the House of Lords sided with the counter-petitioners, de-
claring the claims of perpetual copyright void, see Rose 1988; Baloch 2007; Deazley 
2003. 
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stannators of Cornwall, assembled at their stannary parliament, the body repre-
senting the tin-miners in the county, submitted a congratulatory petition to the 
Throne in 1753. The stannators, assembled at Truro, commended the King for his 
'choice of a person to preside over the stannaries', a probable reference to Earl 
Waldegrave439, the lord warden of the stannaries in Cornwall and Devon from 
1751 to 1763, who also presented the said petition to the Throne.440 Petitions sub-
mitted by groups organised according to their occupational status tended to pro-
duce petitions with rather specific functions, most of them concerning the condi-
tions of specific trades and professions. 

In addition to the petitions from merchants, traders, and other occupational 
groups, petitions could also be submitted by mercantile companies and actors 
associated with such companies. During the early years of the 1720s, actors asso-
ciated with the South Sea Company (S.S.C.), a joint-stock company founded in 
1711 to reduce the national debt441, submitted such petitions to the House of 
Commons and the House of Lords. A group of proprietors of redeemable debts, 
claiming to act 'in behalf of themselves, and several thousand other persons in-
terested therein', submitted a petition to the House of Lords in 1721 to protest 
against converting 'the supposed subscriptions of their debts into the stock of the 
said company'442. A second petition criticising the restructuring of the company 
was submitted to the House of Commons in 1722 in the name of those 'who have 
stock allowed them' in the S.S.C443. 

However, the majority of petitions from mercantile companies were sub-
mitted by the East-India Company (E.I.C.)444 and actors closely associated with 
it. Most of the petitions from the E.I.C. were submitted either in the name of the 
company (five) or its court of directors (one), the executive body of the company, 

                                                 
439 After inheriting his titles in 1741, the earl became a favourite of George II. Although 

his reputation as 'a man of pleasure' prevented him from becoming the secretary of 
state after the resignation of the Duke of Bedford, the King granted him a seat in the 
regency council and the post of lord warden of the stannaries in 1751. From the latter, 
he would receive a salary of 450 pounds a year. According to J.C.D. Clark, Wal-
degrave 'thereby became the administrator of the Duchy of Cornwall's considerable 
patronage powers, and was soon at work dispending jobs at Newcastle's behest'. 
Clark 2002, 48 - 52. 

440 Stannators 1753 (#177). The stannary parliament that convened in 1752 - 1753 ap-
pears to have been the last parliament held in Cornwall. De la Beche 1839, 618. The 
studied petitions also contained references to other mercantile bodies and actors as-
sociated with such bodies; dean of guild (one), incorporations (one), masters and 
wardens of the company of bakers in London (one), the Edinburgh merchant com-
pany (one), and the Brotherhood of masters and pilots seamen in Kingston upon Hull 
(one). 

441 O'Gorman 2006, 70 - 71; Black 2008, 238; Jubb 1984, 134 - 136; Carlos & Neal 2006, 501 
- 502; Kelly 1992, 61 - 65; Hoppit 2002, 141 - 143. Frank O'Gorman has noted that 
'those national debt-holders who had mistakenly agreed to convert to South Sea 
stock' were recompensated after the crash, receiving between 60 and 80 per cent of 
their original sums. O'Gorman 2006, 70. See also Kelly 1992, 67 - 68. For mercantile 
petitioning in 1660 - 1714, see, for instance, Gauci 2001, 211 - 219. 

442 S.S.C. 1721 (#025). 
443 S.S.C. 1722 (#026). 
444 For the influence of E.I.C. and other chartered monopolies, see, for instance, Dickin-

son 1994, 60 - 66; Jupp 2006, 91. 
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consisting of 24 annually elected directors445, though petitions could also be sub-
mitted by certain proprietors (two446). Like most mercantile petitions, and peti-
tions in general, those submitted by the E.I.C. were distinctively reactive; seven 
out of the eight petitions were submitted in 1772 - 1774 to oppose proposals to 
regulate the company447. In 1772, the E.I.C. submitted a petition against the report 
from the 'committee of secrecy appointed to enquire into the state of the East-
India Company' and other endeavours to introduce legislation to regulate the 
company448. The company, and actors closely associated with it, submitted fur-
ther six petitions in 1773 to protest against the introduction of the bill that would 
later become the Regulating Act of 1773. The general court of the proprietors of 
East India stock, for instance, argued that if passed, the act would 'effectually 
destroy every privilege which the petitioners hold', thus establishing 'a precedent 
dangerous to the property of the people at large'449. The act transformed the an-
nual elections of the court of directors into quadrennial ones and introduced 
stricter voting qualifications in the general court of the E.I.C. After the passing of 
the act, the members of the general court had to possess at least 1,000 pounds 
worth of stocks (in contrast to the pre-1773 criterion of 500 pounds). The act also 
increased the influence and control of parliament over the company's affairs and 
possessions in India.450 

Petitions submitted by companies and mercantile meetings represent a rel-
atively modest portion of the studied petitions. That is, to a large extent, a conse-
quence of three specific factors. The first of them is the emphasis on publicised 
petitions. As mercantile petitions tended to focus on rather specific and practical 
issues, most of them remained either non-public or attained little attention in the 
press. Petitions from occupational groups tended to focus on subjects that gener-
ated modest amounts of partisan interest in parliament. The second factor behind 

                                                 
445 The directors had to possess 2,000 pounds worth of stocks to stand for office. Buchan 

1994, 53; Bowen 1991, 859; Bowen 1989, 192 - 193. As Perry Gauci has noted, 'the rep-
resentations of the trading companies ... were usually signed by a leading company 
official on behalf of its membership'. Gauci 2001, 129. 

446 One in the name of the general court of proprietors, in principle the sovereign body 
of the company, nominating its court of directors, and the other by proprietors pos-
sessing between 500 and 1,000 pounds worth of capital stock in the company. EIC 
1773 (#352) and EIC 1773 (#356). Proprietors had to possess 500 pounds worth of 
stocks to cast a vote. Buchan 1994, 53; Elofson 1989, 954. For the structure, functions, 
and culture of the general court, see Bowen 1991 and Bowen 1989. 

447 The court of directors submitted one petition to the Throne in 1763, congratulating 
George III on the Treaty of Paris, formally ending the Seven Years' War. The petition-
ers also praised the 'peculiar attention your Majesty has on this occasion been 
pleased to bestow on the interests of that great branch of the national commerce, 
which we have the honour to conduct'. EIC 1763 (#243). 

448 EIC 1772 (#347). 
449 The petitioners also argued that the bill was 'tending to destroy the liberties of the 

subject, from an immense addition of power it must give to the influence of the 
Crown'. EIC 1773 (#352). See also EIC 1773 (#356); EIC 1773 (#357); EIC 1773 (#358); 
EIC 1774 (#367); EIC 1774 (#369). The small-scale proprietors even 'humbly pray[ed], 
that this honourable House will not annex such terms to the loan requested by the 
East India company, as will tend to weaken the good faith and confidence, which the 
subjects of this country ought ever to have in the justice of the legislature'. EIC 1774 
(#367). 

450 O'Gorman 2006, 212 - 213; Langford 1992, 532 - 534; Elofson 1989, 953 - 974. 
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the modest amount of mercantile petitions is the focus on parliamentary repre-
sentation. Although often submitted to parliament and members of parliament, 
mercantile petitions could also be addressed to other instances; petitions from 
the colonies, for instance, being often submitted to the Board of Trade. Third, 
chartered companies tended to use means other than petitions to convince par-
liament and members of parliament of the importance of their requests. Most of 
the mercantile petitions studied in this thesis became public due to their connec-
tions to wider issues and partisan disputes. When gaining traction, they were 
most commonly associated with explicitly political crises, initiated by economic 
shocks (as in 1721), controversial bills (as in 1733 and 1763), and hostilities (as in 
1739 - 1740, 1756, and 1775 - 1776). 

3.2.4 Subscripions and the Emphasis on Scale 

In addition to the petitioners who authored, organised, and submitted the peti-
tions, petitions could also contain references to a more passive group of petition-
ers - the subscribers. Though often absent from the more active processes of draft-
ing and organising petitions, subscribers signed the petitions to endorse petition-
ers' causes. The emphasis on subscriptions is also one of the features that changed 
most during the period from 1721 to 1776. Prior to 1768, petitions contained but 
scarce references to the scale of subscriptions451. Petitioners could, of course, rep-
resent their petitions as being 'signed by a great number of the principal inhabit-
ants', as in the case of the Gloucester petition in 1733452, and claim that the meet-
ing that produced the petition 'was the greatest appearance of gentlemen at Bod-
min assizes that has been known for several years past', as in the case of the Corn-
wall petition in 1740453. Papers and pamphlets could also publish subscribers' 
names, though most of them referred to the actors that drafted and submitted the 
petitions. In most such cases, the number of names ranged from 16 to 22454. The 
Yorkshire petition of 1740, however, contained a list of actors present at the meet-
ing, including 89 names in total, and the copy of the Gloucester petition of 1742 
published in the Gentleman's Magazine noted that the petition had been signed by 
67 subscribers455. The scarcity of references to the scale of subscriptions does not, 
however, mean that the organisers of petitions did not collect signatures to their 
petitions prior to the late 1760s. It is, on the contrary, safe to assume that most of 
the petitions contained subscriptions. However, it appears that either petitioners 

                                                 
451 For estimates on the scale of subscriptions in petitions submitted to the House of 

Lords in 1688 - 1720, see Loft 2016, 2, 5. 
452 Gloucester 1733 (#033), see also the copies of the Somerset petition of 1740 (#086) 

published in BC/C 30 August 1740 and Great Britain's Memorial 1740 (T35834). 
453 Cornwall 1740 (#092). 
454 As in Cheshire 1740 (#084); Lancashire 1740 (#085); Devon 1740 (#089); Cornwall 

1740 (#092); Kent 1753 (#168); Wiltshire 1753 (#173 [GM/October 1753; BNA/NCo 7 
July 1753]); Yorkshire 1768 (#259). In the case of the Derbyshire petition of 1740, the 
amount of names reached 33. Derbyshire 1740 (#088 [BC/C 30 August 1740]). For 
similar lists published after 1768, see Merchants 1775 (#387); Merchants 1775 (#400); 
Lancaster 1775 (#403 [BC/LG 12 September 1775]); Southampton 1775 (#421); Devon 
1775 (#447); Kingston upon Hull 1775 (#455). 

455 Yorkshire 1740 (#093) and Gloucester 1742 (#128 [GM/May 1742]). 



115 
 

or the publishers of the petitions, or both, decided to emphasise neither the sub-
scribers nor their scale of subscriptions. 

The function and emphasis on subscriptions changed during the late 1760s. 
Instead of being gradual, like most changes regarding petitions, the (re-)emer-
gence of mass-petitions456 was abrupt, and closely associated with the Wilkite 
protests457. The first of the studied petitions to emphasise the scale of subscrip-
tions was submitted in 1768 by 1,247 freemen of London and 1,292 freeholders of 
Middlesex, encouraging George III to display 'clemency and mercy' on John 
Wilkes who, according to the petitioners, had been 'tempered by exile and expe-
rience'458. However, after returning to Britain in 1768, and being barred from rep-
resenting Middlesex in the House of Commons in 1769, Wilkes did little to mod-
erate his conduct, encouraging his supporters to submit mass-petitions. York459, 
Essex460, and Herefordshire461, for instance, submitted petitions containing 
around 500 signatures to defend Wilkes and his right to represent Middlesex. 
Most of the mass-petitions, however, contained more than 1,000 subscriptions: 
1,100 freemen in Liverpool (a constituency of about 2,000 voters)462, 1,349 and 
1,355 freeholders in Durham (about 3,000 voters)463, 1,494 freeholders in Surrey 

                                                 
456 Meaning petitions emphasising the scale of subscriptions. The concept can, of course, 

also be used to describe large-scale petitioning campaigns, mass being a reference to 
the total amount of submitted petitions, but in this thesis it is used to describe those 
petitions emphasising the scale of subscriptions. More specifically, the concept is 
used to refer to those petitions represented as mass-petitions (either by the petition-
ers themselves or by those publishing their petitions) in the above-mentioned sense. 
Instead of focusing on validating (or disproving) the accuracy of such claims, this 
thesis focuses on how such claims were used to legitimise the use of petitions. 

457 H.T. Dickinson has estimated that the petitions organised by the SSBR contained 
nearly 60,000 signatures. Dickinson 1994, 242; Poole 2000, 34 - 36. 

458 London & Middlesex 1768 (#262). 
459 It was, according to its publishers, signed 'by near 500'. York 1769 (#286). 
460 Essex 1769 (#298 [BC/WEPLI 16 December 1769; BC/GNDA 18 December 1769; 

BC/LlEP 15 December 1769]). The Gazetteer and New Daily Advertiser and Lloyd's 
Evening Post further asserted that 'notwithstanding the badness of the weather, and 
several successive days of rain, there were supposed not less than nine hundred free-
holders in town', most of them signing the petition. 

461 Hereford 1770 (#330 [BC/LIEP 12 January 1770; BC/LEP 11 January 1770]). The Lon-
don Evening Post claimed it was signed 'by a majority of near 500 freeholders, and by 
almost all the nobility, gentry, and clergy of the county, who were unplaced, unpen-
sioned, and unbiassed'. The paper also asserted that 'no kind of persuasion or com-
pulsion was made use of, to induce the freeholders to sign it; on the contrary, every 
species of cunning was used in preventing it, and numbers of freeholders, who did 
not sign it, approved of it, and wished to have it in their power to join with their fel-
low-subjects, but my lord such-a-one, or person such-a-one, has desired them not'. 

462 Liverpool 1770 (#317 [BC/GNDA 19 January 1770; BC/IC 17 - 19 January 1770; 
BC/LIEP 17 - 19 January 1770; BC/MJCL 18 - 20 January 1770; BC/IC 17 - 19 January 
1770; BNA/KG 16 January 1770]). 

463 Durham 1770 (#331); Durham 1770 (#332). 
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(about 4,000 voters)464, 1,565 freeholders in Middlesex (about 3,500 voters)465, 
1,800 freeholders in Buckinghamshire (about 4,000 voters)466, 2,445 freemen in 
Bristol (about 5,000 voters)467, 4,216 - 5,137 electors in Westminster (about 12,000 
voters)468, and nearly 11,000 freeholders in Yorkshire (about 20,000 voters)469 
signed petitions concerning the Middlesex election dispute. The emphasis on 
subscriptions is most evident in the Wilkite petitions. One of the most important 
reasons influencing the scale of subscriptions in 1768 - 1770, differing the Wilkite 
petitions from other petitioning campaigns, was the role of counties. Whereas the 
majority of petitions during most campaigns were submitted from boroughs, the 
Wilkite petitions tended to arrive from counties. If compared to boroughs, their 
franchise was rather uniform, emphasising the role of freeholders, and less vul-
nerable to manipulation. The amount of voters, too, tended to be significantly 
higher in counties, usually measured in thousands. 

                                                 
464 Surrey 1769 (#271 [BC/MJCL 22 August 1769; BC/SJCBEP 22 August 1769; BC/LIEP 

23 August 1769; BC/WEPLI 24 August 1769; BC/LC 24 August 1769; BC/GNDA 25 
August 1769; BNA/KG 23 August 1769; BNA/StM 31 August 1769]). The publishers 
of the petition asserted that the petition was 'never once offered' in 'several parts of 
the county' because of 'the want of time for that purpose'. This, it was implied, made 
the amount of subscriptions even more respectable. 

465 Middlesex 1769 (#292 [BC/NB 10 June 1769; BC/NB 15 November 1769; BC/DuM 3 
June 1769; BC/WEPLI 30 May 1769; BC/MJCL 30 May 1769; BC/LC 30 May 1769; 
BC/SJCBP 27 May 1769; GM/June 1769; LM/May 1769; A Petition of the Freeholders 
of the County of Middlesex 1769 (T43921)]). 

466 Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265 [BC/LC 28 November 1769; BC/LlEP 29 November 
1769; BC/IC 29 November 1769; BC/GNDA 30 November 1769; BC/MJCL 28 No-
vember 1769; BC/PA 30 November 1769; BNA/DM 8 December 1769]). 

467 Bristol 1769 (#281 [BC/PA 6 January 1770; BC/IC 5 January 1770; BC/GEP 4 January 
1770]). 

468 Westminster 1769 (#284 [BC/GNDA 6 November 1769; BC/IC 3 November 1769; 
BC/LC 4 November 1769; BC/LlEP 3 November 1769; BC/PA 6 November 1769; 
BC/WEPLI 4 November 1769; BNA/BCWG 9 November 1769; BNA/SWJ 13 Novem-
ber 1769]). Most of the publications claimed the petition would be submitted once it 
gained 5 000 subscriptions. The Gazetteer and New Daily Advertiser, on the other hand, 
claimed that 'a considerable number of the electors of Westminster, for presenting the 
petition to his Majesty, dined with Sir Robert Barnard and Mr. Jones, at the Standard 
Tavern, in Leicester-fields. Many loyal and constitutional toasts were drank; and a 
determination unanimously formed to support their own independency on every fu-
ture occasion.' BC/GNDA 8 December 1769. 

469 Yorkshire 1770 (#318). Some of the Wilkite petitioners also employed more tradi-
tional means to emphasise the scale of their support. The Middlesex Journal or Chroni-
cle of Liberty, for instance, claimed that the Cornwall petition of 1769 would be signed 
'by nineteen out of twenty of the freeholders throughout the county'. The London 
Chronicle, Whitehall Evening Post or London Intelligencer, and Lloyd's Evening Post, on 
the other hand, claimed that 'all the gentlemen of the militia ... except two, have 
signed the petitions'. Cornwall 1769 (#263 [BC/MJCL 24 - 26 October 1769; BC/LC 24 
- 26 October 1769; BC/WEPLI 24 - 26 October 1769; BC/LlEP 23 - 25 October 1769]). 
The Southwark petitioners of 1769 claimed that their petition 'was signed by more 
than three-fourths of the electors of Southwark, notwithstanding there are always 
many at sea, and the Quakers neither address nor petition the King, but as a body by 
themselves'. Southwark 1769 (#289). The constituency consisted of about 2,000 vot-
ers. The Whitehall Evening Post or London Intelligencer insisted that the Worcester peti-
tion of 1769 was 'so well approved of, by the citizens in general, as to have already 
met with the signature of almost every person to whom it has been offered for that 
purpose'. Worcester 1769 (#296 [BC/WEPLI 30 November - 2 December 1769]). 
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The emphasis on the scale of subscriptions became a standard feature of 
petitions after the crisis on Wilkes' seat. Numerous petitioners and publishers 
emphasised the scale of subscriptions during the crisis regarding the colonies in 
1775 - 1776. Although the subscriptions did not reach similar scales as in 1769 - 
1770, at least partly because most of them were submitted from boroughs, most 
of them having smaller electorates than counties, the most numerous petitions in 
1775 - 1776 contained 700 to 2,700 subscriptions. During the crisis 751 of the prin-
cipal traders and inhabitants of Bolton470, 756 independent electors of Southwark 
(a constituency containing about 2,000 voters)471, 840 actors from Berkshire 
(about 3,000 voters)472, 'above 900 of the gentlemen, clergy, freeholders, and trad-
ers' of Staffordshire (about 5,000 voters)473, 901 - 945 and 966 - 979 actors in Bristol 
(about 5,000 voters)474, 763 - 941 and 920 - 1,203 actors of London (about 7,000 
voters)475, 1,219 respectable inhabitants of Newcastle upon Tyne (about 2,500 vot-
ers)476, 1,540 freeholders from Westmorland (about 2,000 voters)477, 1,848 gentle-
men from Halifax478, around 1,900 inhabitants of Hampshire (about 5,000 vot-
ers)479, and 2,700 freeholders of Cumberland (about 4,000 voters)480 submitted 
petitions regarding the crisis in the colonies481. Besides informing the reading 
publics of the scale of subscriptions, and thus implying that the petitions repre-
sented the true sense of the people, papers could also publish lists of subscribers. 

                                                 
470 Bolton 1775 (#405). Bolton became a constituency in 1832. Prior to the Reform Act, 

the freeholders of Bolton took part in elections in Lancashire. 
471 Southwark 1775 (#408). 
472 Berkshire 1775 (#394). 
473 Staffordshire 1775 (#398). 
474 Bristol 1775 (#370) and Merchants 1775 (#371 [BC/GNDA 13 October 1775; BC/LEP 

10 - 12 October 1775; BC/GEP 12 - 14 October 1775; BC/CSWJ 14 October 1775]). 
475 London 1775 (#377 [BC/GEP 14 - 17 October 1775; BC/WJLPM 21 October 1775; 

BC/CSWJ 21 October 1775; BC/LEP 14 October 1775; BC/PA 16 October 1775; 
BC/SJCBEP 14 - 17 October 1775; BC/MCLA 17 October 1775; GM/October 1775]) 
and London 1775 (#378). 

476 Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#383 [BC/LEP 14 - 16 November 1775]). 
477 Westmorland 1776 (#464). 
478 Halifax 1775 (#404). Halifax became a parliamentary borough in 1832. Before the Re-

form Act, the freeholders of the parish participated in the elections in Yorkshire. 
479 Hampshire 1776 (#458). 
480 Cumberland 1776 (#461). 
481 For petitions containing from 76 to 406 subscriptions, see Coventry (400 - 406 sub-

scriptions), Westbury, Warminster, and Trowbridge (138), Poole (144), Great Yar-
mouth (228 and 345), Taunton (154 and 191), Liverpool (471), Warwick (213), Hamp-
shire (210), Colchester (125), Dumfries (122), Abingdon (115), Arundel (64), Bridge-
water (147), Barnstaple (149), Carmarthen (168), Carmarthenshire (160), Nottingham 
(327), Kingston upon Hull (171), Lymington (130), and Sanquhar (76). Coventry 1775 
(#388); Wiltshire 1775 (#389 [BC/SJCBEP 16 - 18 November 1775; BC/MCLA 20 No-
vember 1775; BC/LEP 18 - 21 November 1775; BC/LEP 21 - 23 November 1775]); 
Poole 1775 (#391); Great Yarmouth 1775 (#402); Great Yarmouth 1775 (#450); Taun-
ton 1775 (#409); Taunton 1775 (#435); Liverpool 1775 (#408); Warwick 1775 (#414 
[BC/LG 3 - 7 October 1775]); Hampshire 1775 (#420); Colchester 1775 (#427); Dum-
fries 1775 (#434); Abingdon 1775 (#437); Arundel 1775 (#439); Bridgewater 1775 
(#440); Barnstaple 1775 (#441); Carmarthen 1775 (#443); Carmarthenshire 1775 
(#442); Nottingham 1775 (#451); Kingston upon Hull 1775 (#453); Lymington 1776 
(#462); Sanquhar 1776 (#463). See also Canterbury 1772 (#342). 
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Most of them contained less than 400 names482, but they could also publish more 
comprehensive lists. The most numerous of such lists contained almost 1,200 in-
dividual names483. But whereas in 1768 - 1770 the scale of subscriptions was em-
phasised, in a rather distinctive manner, by the opponents of the administration, 
using the number of subscriptions to demonstrate the scale of the anger against 
the decision to exclude Wilkes from parliament, in 1775 - 1776 it was used by both 
the opponents and proponents of the North administration. The wider adaption 
of this form of persuasion indicates that the importance of scale became also rec-
ognised by those in power, either genuinely or to exploit the zeitgeist. 

The late 1760s marked a rather drastic change regarding the character of 
representative claims. Although still emphasising their status, like most petition-
ers throughout the eighteenth century, petitioners also started to emphasise the 
scale of subscriptions484. Since 1768 - 1769, the emphasis on the scale of subscrip-
tions increased drastically, eventually evolving into a more or less standard fea-
ture of petitioning. During the American crisis, for instance, petitioners used the 
scale of subscriptions to represent their petitions as the unanimous voices of their 
constituencies, even publishing comprehensive lists of subscribing actors. The 
practice of the Wilkite petitioners continued to influence petitioning even after 
1776. Christopher Wyvill and the Association Movement used mass-petitions to 
promote parliamentary reform during the 1770s and 1780s. The campaigns 
against the slave trade, slavery, and Catholics also used similar means to cham-
pion their causes; the anti-Catholic petition from Kent, for instance, attained as 
many as 81,000 subscriptions in 1829. However, it was during the Chartist cam-
paigns, demanding parliamentary reform, that the emphasis on scale reached its 
pinnacle. Petitions from the reform movement attained 1.2 million signatures in 
1839, 1.4 millions in 1841, 3.3 millions in 1842, and 2 millions in 1848. The Grand 

                                                 
482 Wiltshire 1775 (#389 [BC/LEP 21 - 23 November 1775]); Poole 1775 (#391); Warwick 

1775 (#414 [BC/LG 3 - 7 October 1775]); Hampshire 1775 (#420); Colchester 1775 
(#427); Plymouth 1775 (#428); Dumfries 1775 (#434); Taunton 1775 (#435); Abingdon 
1775 (#437); Arundel 1775 (#439); Bridgewater 1775 (#440); Barnstaple 1775 (#441); 
Carmarthenshire 1775 (#442); Carmarthen 1775 (#443); Great Yarmouth 1775 (#450); 
Nottingham 1775 (#451); Kingston upon Hull 1775 (#453); Lymington 1776 (#462); 
Sanquhar (#463). 

483 Bristol 1775 (#370 [BC/LG 3 - 7 October 1775]); Merchants 1775 (#371 [BC/LEP 10 - 
12 October 1775]); London 1775 (#377 [BC/LEP 14 October 1775; BC/PA 16 October 
1775]); London 1775 (#378 [BC/LG 10 - 14 October 1775; BC/PA 16 October 1775; 
BC/LEP 14 October 1775]); Coventry 1775 (#388 [BC/LEP 21 - 24 October 1775]; 
Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#393 [BC/LEP 14 - 16 November 1775]); Berkshire 1775 
(#394 [BC/LEP 23 - 25 November 1775]). 

484 Philip Loft, however, remains sceptical on how dramatic that change actually was. 
He has pointed out that those emphasising the 1760s tend to ignore 'the fact that 
many pre-1760 petitions were subscribed by large numbers'. Loft 2019a, 345. Even if 
concluding, on the basis of the publicised petitions studied in this thesis, that the 
Wilkite campaign was, indeed, a watershed of some sort, I remain somewhat sympa-
thetic towards his assertion. It is entirely possible that petitioners emphasised, in one 
form or another, the scale of subscriptions throughout the eighteenth century. But if 
petitions were commonly subscribed 'by large numbers', as Loft argues, why was 
their scale not emphasised by those publishing petitions? That something changed 
during the 1760s with regard to the emphasis on scale, is - I reckon - beyond doubt. 
But what exactly changed, and how, is something that future studies could shed 
more light on. 
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Petition of 1842 was six miles long and was accompanied to parliament by 50,000 
members of the public.485 Rather than being the first to emphasise the scale of 
subscriptions, however, the Wilkites had revived a far older feature of petition-
ing. Actors defending episcopal government, for instance, had submitted mass-
petitions in 1641 - 1642, as had those promoting restoration in 1659 - 1660. The 
most notable of the pre-1721 petitions emphasising the scale of subscriptions was 
the petition from London in 1680. Requesting the King to let the parliament sit, 
the petition attracted around 15,000 to 18,000 signatures, comprising a list of 
sheets around 52 yards long. However, despite being used during the seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries, petitions emphasising scale in such a man-
ner remained rarities.486 

The emphasis on scale and the emphasis on status should not, however, be 
seen as mutually exclusive487. Although the emphasis on scale increased signifi-
cantly after the late 1760s, petitioners (and publishers) continued to emphasise 
their status. The Wilkite petitioners, for instance, tended to emphasise their status 
as freeholders. Although the exact nature of the title varied from case to case, it 
usually signified that the actors were entitled to vote, thus possessing freehold 
land worth at least 40 shillings per annum. Freeholders could also serve as jus-
tices of the peace and members of the grand jury, as earlier demonstrated. Others 
continued to present petitions in the name of corporations and conventional 
meetings, though also emphasising the scale of subscriptions the petitions had 
amassed. Despite the continued emphasis on status, the (re-)introduction of 
mass-petitions suggests that the ideals defining the legitimacy of petitions started 
to change during the late 1760s. Two possible observations emerge from the 
change of pattern. First, it functions as an indication of the growing role of par-
ticipation in the spheres of politics. Instead of being mere voters or passive ob-
servers, numerous actors started to emphasise the importance of movement-
based campaigns, endeavouring to influence the course of parliamentary politics. 
Second, it is likely that the (re-)emergence of mass-petitions further influenced 
the development of mass-politics, thus paving the way for reforms of franchise 

                                                 
485 Knights 2009, 41 - 42, 47 - 48; Pickering 2001; Miller 2017; Dickinson 1994, 74; Loft 

2016, 1; Wilson 1998, 364 - 368; Jupp 2006, 252; Leys 1955, 53 - 58. The Anti-Corn Law 
League, the movement co-ordinating the popular opposition against the Corn Laws, 
attempted to maximise the number of both petitions and subscriptions. Its associates 
presented over 17,000 petitions (with 5.8 million signatures) to the House of Com-
mons between 1839 and 1843. The League abandoned the use of petitions in 1843 due 
to their modest impact on the conduct of the House of Commons. Miller 2017, 45 - 46, 
53 - 56; Knights 2009, 48. 

486 Knights 2005, 81, 137 - 138, 155 - 160; Knights 2009, 45; Knights 1993a; Knights 1993c; 
Loft 2016, 1. The pre-1721 and post-1776 uses of mass-petitions are further discussed 
in Chapter 2.2 (English Tradition of Petitioning). 

487 Mark Knights has also recognised the two different strategies in petitions submitted 
during the later Stuart period. Knights observes that the petitioners were confronted 
with a dilemma regarding the strategy of promoting their petitions: 'should they seek 
large numbers, to show the weight of public feeling, or should they narrow support 
to the perceived leaders of a community?' By using the Kentish petition of 1701 as an 
example, Knights demonstrates that 'the decision about whether or not to canvass for 
mass subscriptions ... had an ideological dimension, for it raised issues about the le-
gitimacy of popular involvement in national politics'. Knights 2005, 136 - 137. 
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and parliamentary representation during the nineteenth century. Although used 
before the eighteenth century, the change after 1768 - 1769 appeared to be more 
permanent (though not total). The practice of emphasising the scale of subscrip-
tions became, more or less, a standard feature of publicised petitioning on mat-
ters considered to be of political significance, an indication that the change was 
of more profound character. 

3.3 Protectors of the Poor 

The category of secondary petitioners, on the other hand, consists of those con-
crete actors on whose behalf the primary petitioners claimed to act. Secondary 
petitioners were explicitly named in the petitions, but unlike the primary peti-
tioners, they did not participate in the formal decision-making processes regard-
ing petitions. They could sign petitions and, at least in certain cases, take part in 
meetings, but they did not draft or submit petitions as such. In this sense, sec-
ondary petitioners were political fiction, appearing in petitions only through the 
representations of the primary petitioners. Rather than being active actors, sec-
ondary petitioners were used to legitimise the use of petitions. Unlike the cate-
gories of primary and tertiary petitioners, the category of secondary petitioners 
remained rather constant throughout the eighteenth century, experiencing only 
modest changes between 1721 and 1776. This is, first and foremost, a consequence 
of the modest amount of thematic variation within the category, most of the pe-
titions concerning trade, the price of provisions, or the inhabitants in the North 
American colonies. 

The salience of trade-related actors is one of the most distinctive features of 
the category of secondary petitioners. It mainly consists of actors being influ-
enced by economic crises and trade-related bills: traders, merchants, manufac-
turers, branches of trade, and impoverished actors (due to either a lack of work 
or the price of provisions). Although thematically a rather consistent category, 
the focus on trade and manufacturing also meant that most of the representative 
claims on behalf of secondary petitioners were temporally concentrated. Repre-
sentative claims on behalf of secondary petitioners were particularly common 
during the controversies regarding the South Sea Company in 1721, the introduc-
tion of excises in 1733 and 1763, the Spanish depredations in 1739 - 1742, and the 
hostilities in American colonies in 1775 - 1776. Speaking and acting on behalf of 
traders and merchants mostly occurred in 1733, 1739 - 1742, and 1775 whereas 
representative claims on behalf of actors associated with the woollen industry 
were most pronounced during the 1720s and 1740s. Claim-making on behalf of 
impoverished actors, on the other hand, mostly occurred during the crisis of 1721 
and after the price of grain started to climb during the 1760s488. Representative 
claims on behalf of the British subjects in America became a standard feature of 

                                                 
488 Black 2008, 30; Langford 1992, 445 - 459. For grain and food riots, see Durston 2017, 

643 - 669; O'Gorman 2006, 122. 



121 
 

petitions during periods of hostilities; during the Spanish depredations in 1739 - 
1742, the loss of Minorca in 1756, and the American crisis in 1775 - 1776. 

Many of the representative claims were of rather general nature. A signifi-
cant number of them were submitted in behalf of merchants and traders489, some-
times referred to as the ‘mercantile part of the nation’490, and manufacturers491 in 
general. However, petitioners could also claim to act in behalf of specific trades 
and professions: farmers492, landholders493, actors employed in fisheries494, and 
those 'concerned in bookselling, paper manufacture, the art of printing, and other 
branches therewith connected'495. Others claimed to act on behalf of entire 
branches of commerce - such as the West Indian trade496, East Indian trade497, 
African trade498, and American trade499 - and thus also in behalf of the actors em-
ployed in those specific branches. There are, of course, numerous cases in which 
petitions were submitted but not published, something that is most evident in 

                                                 
489 Westminster 1721 (#003); Somerset 1721 (#007); Dealers 1736 (#054); Renfrewshire 

1741 (#098); Journeymen 1773 (#354); London 1776 (#457). 
490 London 1733 (#037), see also London 1769 (#293). 
491 See, for instance, Leicester 1721 (#004); London 1733 (#037); Preston 1741 (#116); Lon-

don 1756 (#217); London 1763 (#242); Nottingham 1766 (#250); Yorkshire 1768 
(#258); Southwark 1769 (#290); London 1769 (#293); London 1775 (#372); London 
1775 (#373); London 1775 (#379); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); London 1775 (#410); Lon-
don 1776 (#457). 

492 Berwick-upon-Tweed 1732 (#028). 
493 Norfolk 1772 (#346), see also  Taunton 1763 (#244); London 1775 (#384); West-

moreland 1776 (#464). The landholders and farmers of Norfolk claimed in 1772 that 
the landholders of the kingdom possessed 'the stock from which all the other 
branches of community originate'. Norfolk 1772 (#346). The free burgesses of New-
castle upon Tyne, on the other hand, claimed to speak on behalf of the coal industry, 
the 'great nursery of English security and strength'. Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 
(#277). 

494 London 1775 (#382); Merchants 1775 (#384); Westmoreland 1776 (#464). 
495 Booksellers 1774 (#361), see also Booksellers 1774 (#363) and Donaldson 1774 (#364). 
496 Westmorland 1776 (#464). 'The West India interest did not have the same close links 

with the government as the great chartered trading companies', as H.T. Dickinson 
has noted. However, 'this combination of absentee West Indian proprietors and Lon-
don merchants trading with these colonies made up for these deficiencies with the 
sophistication of their pressure-group tactics'. Those associated with the West India 
trade organised extensive petitioning campaigns, lobbied members of parliament, 
provided information for parliamentary committees, and 'secured favourable press 
comments'. The enactment of the Molasses Act of 1733 and the Sugar Act of 1739 
demonstrates that such campaigns could have an enormous impact on their trades. 
Dickinson 1984, 53, see also Dickinson 1994, 65 - 68; O'Gorman 2006, 177; Jupp 2006, 
91 - 92. 

497 EIC 1763 (#243). 
498 Westmoreland 1776 (#464). 
499 See, for instance, London 1752 (#167); Southwark 1769 (#290); London 1769 (#293); 

Bristol 1775 (#371); London 1775 (#372); London 1775 (#373); London 1775 (#379); 
London 1775 (#382); Worcester 1775 ( #392); Middlesex 1775 (#396); Birmingham 
1775 (#400); Taunton 1775 (#407); Whitehaven 1776 (#459); Westmoreland 1776 
(#464). The America trade was commonly described as the ‘most valuable branch of 
our commerce’ and ‘of the utmost importance to the manufacturers of Great Britain’. 
Middlesex 1775 (#396) and (Southwark 1769 (#290),  see also London 1775 (#372); 
Birmingham 1775 (#400). Peter Jupp has noted that 'by far the most influential of 
such groups [involved in mercantile lobbying] were those involved in trade in the 
West Indies and North America'. Jupp 2006, 91. 
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cases of local petitions and petitions on issues considered to be of minor im-
portance but to petitioners themselves. It is more than safe to assume that repre-
sentative claims in behalf of specific professions were more common in petitions 
in general than in the publicised petitions examined in this thesis, the latter fo-
cusing more commonly on national crises and thus emphasising representative 
claims of broader and more general nature. 

Most of such claim-making was distinctively associated with economic 
shocks and crises, such as the South Sea Bubble and the crisis regarding the Span-
ish depredations. The South Sea petitioners, for instance, claimed to act on behalf 
of the 'innocent' sufferers and the 'honest credulous people'500 who had lost their 
possessions due to the management of the South Sea Company. Petitioners em-
phasising the detrimental impact of depredations, on the other hand, claimed to 
represent the merchants, those trading with the Americas in particular, and the 
English seamen subjected to ‘the barbarities and inhuman cruelties’ by the 
Guarda Costa and Spanish privateers501. Both crises were seen as shocks, either 
caused by the managers of the S.S.C. or by the government's failure to protect its 
merchants and traders at sea. In order to alleviate the grievances of these innocent 
sufferers, petitioners requested the government to compensate their losses and 
provide them further protection at sea502. Such claim-making was also common 
in petitions concerning grievances in local communities. 

Petitioners could also claim to act on behalf of those that suffered from eco-
nomic decline in more indirect manners. Many claimed to speak on behalf of the 
'honest industrious man'503 and the labourers without employment504, emphasis-
ing the 'distresses of the industrious poor'505. The gentlemen, principal traders, 
and inhabitants of Coventry, for instance, claimed to represent the 'many of our 
fellow-subjects, betrayed from an useful opulency, to an useless and burthen-
some poverty; nay, to despair and death itself', in 1721506. Petitioners could also 

                                                 
500 Leicester 1721 (#004), see also London 1721 (#002); Westminster 1721 (#003); St Al-

bans 1721 (#006); St Albans 1721 (#010); Nottingham 1721 (#011); Southwark 1721 
(#017); Colchester 1721 (#019); Newark-on-Trent 1721 (#020); East Retford 1721 
(#021); Buckinghamshire 1721 (#024). 

501 London 1739 (#058), see also Merchants 1737 (#056); Cupar 1739 (#063); Middlesex 
1740 (#071); Lichfield 1741 (#107); Merchants 1742 (#155); London 1752 (#167). 

502 See, for instance, Westminster 1721 (#003); St Albans 1721 (#010); Nottingham 1721 
(#011); Southwark 1721 (#017); Buckinghamshire 1721 (#024); London 1739 (#058); 
London 1752 (#167). 

503 Nottingham 1766 (#250). For general references to representative claims on behalf of 
labourers, see Somerset 1721 (#007); London 1767 (#256); Yorkshire 1768 (#258); 
Yorkshire 1768 (#259); Norwich 1768 (#261); Norwich 1771 (#337); Wiltshire 1775 
(#389); Carlisle 1776 (#460). 

504 Leicester 1721 (#004); Nottingham 1766 (#250). 
505 London 1767 (#256), see also Yorkshire 1768 (#259); Norwich 1768 (#261); Middlesex 

1775 (#396). 
506 Coventry 1721 (#001). 
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emphasise the impact the economic decline had on labourers' 'starving fami-
lies'507 and others living on the brink of poverty508. In such cases, petitioners 
claimed to represent the ‘miseries of millions’509, ‘the cries of our starving fellow 
subjects’510, ‘the poorer sort of his [Majesty’s] people’511, and ‘the lamentable 
complaints and pitiful cries of thousands of our countrymen’512. In order to em-
phasise the urgency to act in 1766, the gentlemen, clergy, and tradesmen of Not-
tingham asserted that the 'luxurious profusion of the great, and the comfortable 
way of life enjoyed by those of middle rank, gives a keen edge to the real calam-
ities of the poor', something that could push them 'into acts of destructive vio-
lence'513. Most of the claims on behalf of the poor and impoverished occurred 
during the South Sea Crisis in 1721 and after the price of provisions started to 
climb during the 1760s514. 

Although petitioners claimed to act on behalf of a variety of mercantile ac-
tors and trades, one particular branch gained more references than others – the 
woollen industry. Petitions referring to the woollen industry were particularly 
numerous during the first part of the eighteenth century. Most occurred during 
the 1720s and the 1740s, though the branch also gained sporadic references dur-
ing the 1760s. During the crisis regarding the South Sea Bubble, petitioners la-
mented the impact the decay of trade and credit had on the industry. The grand 
jury and freeholders of Somerset, for instance, claimed that the 'woollen manu-
factures, the riches and support of the kingdom, but of this county in particular, 
are in a manner entirely laid down, and many substantial wealthy families are 
reduced to difficulties, by contributing to the support of the necessities of the 
numberless poor' incapable of earning 'a comfortable subsistence by their labour, 
and from the several employments in the cloathing trade'515. During the 1740s, 
on the other hand, petitioners complaining of the decay of the woollen industry 
focused on two particular challenges. First, the Spanish depredations and the 
general decay of trade also undermined the trade and manufacturing of woollen 

                                                 
507 Coventry 1721 (#001), see also Maidstone 1721 (#009); St Albans 1721 (#010); Tam-

worth 1721 (#013); Reading 1721 (#015); Southwark 1721 (#017); Yorkshire 1721 
(#018); Colchester 1721 (#019); Herefordshire 1763 (#229); Tewkesbury 1763 (#235); 
Nottingham 1766 (#250); Journeymen 1773 (#354); Westmoreland 1776 (#464). 

508 See, for instance, Lincoln 1721 (#012); Reading 1721 (#015); Yorkshire 1768 (#258); 
London 1775 (#382). 

509 Cirencester 1767 (#255), see also Southwark 1721 (#017); Northumberland 1769 
(#301); Westmoreland 1776 (#464). 

510 Cirencester 1767 (#255). 
511 Yorkshire 1768 (#258), see also Leicester 1721 (#004); Somerset 1721 (#007); Liverpool 

1757 (#222); Southwark 1766 (#249); Nottingham 1766 (#250); London 1767 (#256); 
Yorkshire 1768 (#258); Yorkshire 1768 (#259); Norwich 1768 (#261); Norwich 1771 
(#337); Colchester 1772 (#343); Coventry 1775 (#388); Wiltshire 1775 (#389); Middle-
sex 1775 (#396). 

512 St Albans 1721 (#006); St Albans 1721 (#023). 
513 Nottingham 1766 (#250); London 1767 (#256). 
514 See, for instance, Nottingham 1766 (#250); Cirencester 1767 (#255); London 1767 

(#256); Yorkshire 1768 (#258), Norwich 1768 (#260); Colchester 1772 (#343); London 
1772 (#344); Journeymen 1773 (#354). 

515 Somerset 1721 (#007), see also Coventry 1721 (#001); Leicester 1721 (#004); Notting-
ham 1721 (#011); Lincoln 1721 (#012), Norwich 1768 (#261). 
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commodities516. Second, the exportation of wool impaired the domestic manu-
factures, being 'the cause of the fatal decay of that manufacture in this kingdom, 
and of the prodigious increase of the poor'517. The depredations and general stag-
nation of trade certainly affected the woollen trade and manufacturing, but the 
branch also encountered other challenges, especially in regard  to exportation of 
commodities. The challenges of the woollen industry in Britain started to mount 
during the 1730s, both because of the growing production of woollen products 
on the continent and, to quote Michael Jubb, 'the French increased their penetra-
tion of important markets such as the Levant'. Demands for the ban of exporta-
tion of British and Irish wool was, at least to some extent, influenced by the grow-
ing market share of the French. Such a ban, it was argued, would impair the pro-
duction in France and increase the share of English producers. Some of the pro-
posed restrictions were also influenced by the increasing strength of the cloth 
industry in Ireland.518 

Petitioners speaking on behalf of secondary petitioners tended to emphasise 
the importance of local interests, often insisting that their requests benefitted the 
nation in general and their boroughs in particular. Such argumentation was also 
common in woollen petitions, most of them submitted from regions and commu-
nities closely associated with woollen manufacturing. Petitioners concerned 
about the decline of manufacturing,  such as the mayor and burgesses of Notting-
ham, tended to describe their boroughs as 'long famous for the manufacturing of 
English wool'519, and emphasise their communities' prosperous past. The mayor, 
bailiffs, and burgesses of Leicester asserted that combed wool had 'once [been] 
the staple and glory of our industrious corporation', while the independent free-
men of Coventry described their woollen manufactures as 'once the riches and 
glory of this antient trading city'520. The woollen industry in eighteenth-century 
Britain was closely associated with regions such as Yorkshire and the West Coun-
try. Yorkshire, according to Maxine Berg, increased its share of the national out-
put from 20 to 60 per cent during the century. However, although part of the 
great process of concentration, especially during the second part of the century, 
the branch was significantly less centralised during the earlier decades. The im-
portance of the woollen branch in regions such as Suffolk and Essex, for instance, 

                                                 
516 Bristol 1741 (#100); Bath 1741 (#102); Hereford 1741 (#105); Coventry 1741 (#108). 
517 Suffolk 1741 (#111), see also Minehead 1742 (#129); Honiton 1742 (#139); Westmin-

ster 1742 (#156); Hereford 1742 (#160). In order to strengthen the industry, petition-
ers encouraged the petitioned to 'procure a proper law for the security and encour-
agement of the woollen manufacture'. Devon 1742 (#135), see also Bath 1741 (#102); 
Gloucester 1742 (#128); Coventry 1742 (#159); Yorkshire 1768 (#258). 

518 The duty on Irish yarn exports, a measure rejected by the House of Lords in 1731, 
was removed in 1739, increasing the importation of Irish wool. Although supported 
by those involved in manufacturing, the measure was opposed by English wool-
combers, spinners, and producers of raw wool. Jubb 1984, 125 - 127; Black 2008, 70 - 
71; Langford 1992, 167 - 168; Dickinson 1994, 68 - 70; Wilson 1998, 394; Jupp 2006, 92. 

519 Nottingham 1721 (#011). 
520 Leicester 1721 (#004) and Coventry 1742 (#159), see also Somerset 1721 (#007); Lin-

coln 1721 (#012); Coventry 1741 (#108). 
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decreased significantly during the century.521 The significance of the West Coun-
try in particular is evident in the 19 petitions containing references to the woollen 
branch522. Woollen petitions were also submitted from Coventry (three), Leices-
ter, Nottingham, Westminster, Lincoln, Suffolk, and Norwich523. The lack of pe-
titions from Yorkshire (one) is, most likely, a consequence of the temporal con-
centration of the woollen petitions; 17 of the 19 petitions were submitted between 
1721 and 1742. 

In order to strengthen their claims on behalf of the labourers and manufac-
turers of woollen commodities, petitioners insisted that the decline of the branch 
also damaged the trade of the nation. The Somerset petitioners, for instance, de-
scribed the woollen manufactures as 'the riches and support of the kingdom' in 
1721, and the Bristol petitioners referred to the industry as 'that most valuable 
branch of commerce' in 1741524. The independent electors of Honiton, on the 
other hand, encouraged one of their representatives in 1742 to promote a 'bill, or 
bills, which may countenance trade in general' as 'trade, particularly that of the 
woollen manufacture, is the strength and glory of this nation'525. The woollen 
industry was, indeed, an important branch of trade and manufacturing in eight-
eenth-century Britain, both in terms of domestic and foreign trade. Although its 
share of domestic exports decreased from 70 to 50 per cent between 1700 and 
1770, it remained one of the most important branches of export526. Due to its sig-
nificance, both in terms of domestic production and foreign trade, the branch was 
supported by influential interest groups. When threatened, woollen manufac-
tuers and merchants organised prominent campaigns to protect their trade, often 
involving petitions527 and support from their local members of parliament.528 

Speaking on behalf of entire branches of trade was also common in anti-
excise petitions, submitted to oppose the proposed excises on tobacco and wine 

                                                 
521 Berg 1994, 27 - 28, 41 - 42, 209 - 212, 215 - 217; Mokyr 2009, 97 - 98; Langford 1992, 

167. 
522 Five petitions were submitted from the region of Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, and Som-

erset. Four additional petitions were submitted from Gloucestershire and Hereford-
shire, often included in the broader definitions of the West Country. 

523 East Anglia, in this case including Suffolk and Norwich, had a long tradition of wool-
len manufacturing. Its role was still notable in the early decades of the eighteenth 
century. Berg 1994, 42. 

524 Somerset 1721 (#007) and Bristol 1741 (#100). 
525 Honiton 1742 (#139), see also Nottingham 1721 (#011). 
526 According to Maxine Berg, the share of woollens of manufactured exports was as 

high as 85 per cent in 1700, decreasing to 61.9 per cent in 1750 and 22.1 per cent in 
1800. Berg 1994, 48, 112, 119 - 120; Mokyr 2009, 22 - 23, 129 - 130; Langford 1992, 167 - 
168. 

527 Although frequently submitted to the consideration of parliament (and, presumably, 
to individual members of parliament), only a modest amount of the petitions are in-
cluded to this study. As in the case of most petitions concerning specific trades and 
professions, woollen petitions were but rarely circulated in the press and by pam-
phleteers. Even though the 19 petitions contained claims regarding the branch, none 
of them concerned primarily woollen trade and manufacturing. Philip Loft, among 
others, has noted that those associated with the woollen branch were, indeed, active in 
submitting petitions to parliament. He has pointed out that 'in the years up to 1760, some 
1,500 petitions were presented on the woollen industry'. Loft 2019a, 348. 

528 Jupp 2006, 73 - 75, 92; Dickinson 1994, 68 - 70; Jubb 1984, 124 - 127. 
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in 1733 and the excises on cider and perry in 1763. As excise duties were particu-
larly unpopular among merchants, traders, and producers of excised commodi-
ties, anti-excise petitioners often claimed to speak on behalf of mercantile actors. 
In 1733, the anti-excise petitioners claimed to represent 'the merchants, trades-
men, and manufacturers of this kingdom'529, the 'mercantile part of the nation530, 
the 'fair traders'531 (in contrast to the unfair traders, or smugglers, the administra-
tion endeavoured to punish), retailers and vendors532, and actors subjected to the 
inspections of excise officers533. Though primarily concerning mercantile actors, 
the majority of petitions in 1733 were submitted either by corporations or elec-
toral meetings rather than by mercantile bodies. However, although seldom the 
authors of published petitions, most of the anti-excise petitioners claimed to 
speak on behalf of merchants, traders, producers, and other mercantile actors, 
exemplifying their importance within local communities. 

However, whereas the argumentation of petitioners in 1733 emphasised the 
importance of merchants and traders, the speaking-on-behalf in 1763 focused on 
more specific and spatialised branches of trade. The fiercest opposition against 
the excises on cider and perry occurred in the cider-producing counties of 

                                                 
529 London 1733 (#037), see also Nottingham 1733 (#042); Newbury 1733 (#043); London 

1733 (#045); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098). The mercantile opponents of excises were, in a 
certain sense, right when accusing Walpole of favouring the landed interest. Besides 
attempting to make taxation more efficient, Walpole also endeavoured to reduce the 
land tax in 1733. In order to compensate the loss of income from the land tax, Wal-
pole planned to convert the custom duties on wine and tobacco into more efficient 
excise duties. One could also argue that a general excise, strongly opposed by the 
mercantile part of the nation, was, from the mercantile perspective, a fear within the 
realm of possibility. Walpole had already converted the custom duties on coffee, tea, 
chocolate, and coconuts into excises in 1723 and revived the salt duty, an excise, in 
1732. As in the case of the proposed excises on wine and tobacco, the salt duty, too, 
was enacted to reduce the land tax. Black 2008, 194 - 195; Langford 1975, 26 - 39, 159 - 
160; Langford 1992, 28 - 30; O'Gorman 2006, 81; Price 1983. Neither did Walpole's un-
fortunate notion of 'sturdy beggars', a phrase he used to criticise his mercantile oppo-
nents in London in 1733, calm the mercantile actors opposing his scheme. Langford 
1992, 30; Wilson 1998, 130 - 131. The excise scheme was eventually defeated by an al-
liance of commercial lobbies and popular agitation out-of-doors, united by the per-
ceived significance of trade. Paul Langford has argued that 'initially the agitation 
against the excise was to a considerable degree a contrivance of the commercially in-
terested parties' and that 'Walpole's proposals remarkably succeeded in uniting the 
diverse elements in the commercial world, the great merchants of London, Bristol 
and Liverpool on the one hand and the tradesmen and retailers of the small towns on 
the other'. Wilson 1998, 124 - 32; Langford 1975, 55 - 61, 101 - 103, 151 - 152. 

530 The petitioners claimed that the imposition of new excises would render 'the mercan-
tile part of the nation ... not only less able to trade to advantage, but inwilling to trade 
at all'. London 1733 (#037). The lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of London used 
an identical sentence in their anti-excise petition in 1763. London 1763 (#242). 

531 Canterbury 1733 (#044); London 1733 (#045); Dealers 1736 (#054). Michael Jubb has 
described wine and tobacco as the 'two of the most extensively smuggled commodi-
ties'.Wine was, for instance, smuggled through the Romney Marsh whereas the 
frauds regarding the importation of tobacco was conducted primarily through 'collu-
sive underweighing'. Jubb 1984, 138 - 141. For a detailed analysis on the endeavours 
to regulate the tobacco trade, see Price 1983, 260 - 279. 

532 Ripon 1733 (#034). 
533 Wareham 1733 (#029); Ripon 1733 (#034); Canterbury 1733 (#044); London 1733 

(#045); Colchester 1733 (#046). For later uses of such claims, see Somerset 1763 
(#240); Taunton 1763 (#244). 
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Worcestershire, Herefordshire, Gloucestershire, Devon, Somerset, and Corn-
wall534. With the exception of the four petitions from London, the studied anti-
excise petitions were submitted from Devon (six petitions), Somerset (three), 
Gloucestershire (two), Herefordshire (two), Worcestershire (one), and Cornwall 
(one). The spatial focus on cider counties is also evident from the petitioners' use 
of representative claims; the anti-excise petitioners claimed to speak on behalf of 
actors such as planters and growers535, owners of estates536, farmers and cottag-
ers537, labourers and ‘the industrious part of the people’538, and the makers of 
cider and perry539. In fact, the lord mayor, aldermen, and common council of 
London were the only petitioners to speak on behalf of 'the merchants, trades-
men, and manufacturers of the whole kingdom' and ‘the mercantile part of the 
nation’ in 1763540. The role of London, of course, differed from those of the cider 
counties. Rather than opposing excises on cider and perry as such, the London 
petitioners opposed excise duties in general; insisting that the 'burthen [of taxes] 
will grow too heavy to be born, if it be encreas[e]d by such vexatious and oppres-
sive methods of levying and collecting the duties, as they are assured, by melan-
choly experience, that the nature of all excises must necessarily produce'541. 

Even though a clear majority of the representative claims on behalf of sec-
ondary petitioners were associated with mercantile actors, petitioners could also 
claim to represent the sentiments of actors with explicitly political objectives. The 
first of the two examples of such surrogate agency is the speaking on behalf of 
John Wilkes and the freeholders of Middlesex. The free and independent citizens 
of Canterbury, for instance, petitioned their representatives in parliament, Wil-
liam Lynch and Richard Milles, requesting them to 'see justice done to the long 
and great sufferer in the cause of his country, John Wilkes ... in whom the privi-
leges of Englishmen have been repeatedly violated'542. However, besides the 
claims of speaking on behalf of Wilkes and his electors, petitioners could also use 

                                                 
534 Woodland 1985; Woodland 1989; Woodland 1992. Although a cider county, Mon-

mouthshire 'remained completely uninvolved in these activites, nor did it instruct its 
members or hold any meetings' according to Patrick Woodward. Woodward 1985, 
129. H.T. Dickinson has claimed that 'one of the best organised and most successful 
extra-parliamentary campaigns on an economic issue was waged in the mid 1760s 
against the cider excise tax of 1763'. Dickinson 1994, 71 - 72. 

535 Ilchester 1763 (#234); Plymouth 1763 (#239); Herefordshire 1763 (#241). 
536 Plymouth 1763 (#239). 
537 Tewkesbury 1763 (#235); Taunton 1763 (#244). 
538 Tewkesbury 1763 (#235). 
539 London 1763 (#233); Taunton 1763 (#244). 
540 London 1763 (#242). 
541 The London petitioners claimed to have expected the administration to repeal excise 

duties in general due to the 'undisturbed tranquillity at home, and a general peace so 
firmly established abroad'. But 'if the excise-laws, instead of being repealed, are ex-
tended to other species of merchandize not yet excised, and a door opened for ex-
tending them to all, your petitioners cannot ... conceal their apprehension that the 
most fatal blow which ever was given, will be given on this occasion to the trade and 
navigation of Great Britain'. London 1763 (#242). See also London 1763 (#231); Lon-
don 1763 (#232); London 1763 (#233). 

542 Canterbury 1769 (#270), see also Newcastle upon Tyne (#277); Berwick-upon-Tweed 
1769 (#278); Westminster 1769 (#284); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Southwark 1769 (#289); 
Norfolk 1769 (#299); Yorkshire 1769 (#305); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 
(#321); Morpeth 1770 (#329); Durham 1770 (#332); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 
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broader claims of representation to legitimise their petitions. The mayor, free-
men, freeholders, and inhabitants of Exeter, imploring the King to dissolve the 
parliament due to its decision to bar Wilkes from representing Middlesex, 
claimed to be incapable of imagining 'that our prayer, which is the prayer of mil-
lions, can be rejected or disregarded'543. The genlemen, clergy, and freeholders of 
Northumberland used similar forms of persuasion to encourage the King to use 
his constitutional prerogative, hoping 'for a gracious compliance with the request 
of millions of your Majesty's subjects'544. Though eventually evolving into a crisis 
of far broader character, most of the Wilkite petitions from 1769 to 1770 focused 
on defending the rights of freeholders. Instead of representing but themselves, 
Wilkite petitioners often claimed to speak on behalf of the freeholders and elec-
tors in general. 

The most significant form of explicitly political surrogate agency occurred 
on behalf of the British colonies and their inhabitants in America, a form of claim-
making that changed rather drastically during the second half of the eighteenth 
century. During most of the century, the colonies remained but an insignificant 
feature of the British petitions. In most petitions prior to the 1760s, they were 
portrayed as distant entities performing few functions beyond strengthening the 
British mercantile and blue-water policy. Though the Seven Years' War, and the 
loss of Minorca in 1756 in particular, prompted petitioners to emphasise the im-
portance of the British possessions in North America, often claiming that 'our 
colonies [are] shamefully neglected or betrayed'545, the colonies continued to be 
represented as amorphous entities546. In most cases, the colonies gained recogni-
tion but during periods of hostilities, and even then only through the represen-
tations of British petitioners. 

During the 1760s and 1770s, however, the conceptualisations used to define 
the colonies started to change. Instead of being but amorphous and distant enti-
ties on the other side of the Atlantic, petitioners started to emphasise the im-
portance of their inhabitants. The citizens of Bristol, for instance, accused the ad-
ministration of 'alienat[ing] the affections of our American brethren' whereas the 
freeholders of Middlesex used their petition to emphasise the grievances of 'our 
suffering fellow-subjects in that part of the world' in 1769547. The conceptual 
change became even more pronounced during the 1770s, when most of the peti-
tions submitted to parliament, members of parliament, and the Throne concerned 
the crisis in the colonies. Petitioners in 1775 - 1776, and those championing rec-
onciliation in particular, often conceptualised the inhabitants of the colonies as 

                                                 
543 Exeter 1769 (#275). 
544 Northumberland 1769 (#301). 
545 Breconshire 1756 (#184). See also Wilson 1998, 179 - 185, 188. 
546 London 1752 (#167); Devon 1756 (#180); Breconshire 1756 (#184); Ipswich 1756 

(#185); Herefordshire 1756 (#194); Shropshire 1756 (#196); Leominster 1756 (#197); 
Somerset 1756 (#198); Nottingham 1756 (#203); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Lincoln-
shire 1756 (#205); Bristol 1756 (#208); Bristol 1756 (#209); Bristol 1756 (#211); Chesh-
ire 1756 (#213); Southwark 1756 (#214); London 1756 (#218). For exceptions ('our fel-
low-subjects in America'), see Norfolk 1756 (#201) and London 1756 (#216). 

547 Bristol 1769 (#281) and Middlesex 1769 (#292). 
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their 'fellow-subjects'548 and 'American brethren'549. The gentlemen, clergy, clo-
thiers, manufacturers, and inhabitants of Westbury, Warminster, and Trow-
bridge, concerned of 'the present unfortunate and unnatural contest with Amer-
ica', claimed to act as the 'intercessors on behalf of their afflicted brethren in the 
colonies’550. The lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of London, on the other 
hand, emphasised the shared heritage of the British subjects at home and in the 
colonies, claiming that their 'fellow-subjects' in America ‘descended from the 
same ancestors with ourselves, [and] appear equally jealous of the prerogatives 
of freemen, without which they cannot deem themselves happy’551. Rather than 
distant outposts on the other side of the Atlantic, as during most parts of the 
eighteenth century, petitioners since the late 1760s started to emphasise the po-
litical communion of the subjects in Britain and the colonies. 

Representative claims on behalf of secondary petitioners represent a sort of 
fusion of the categories of primary and tertiary petitioners. Secondary petitioners 
were concrete actors in a similar way as the actors that authored and submitted 
the petitions (though usually less engaged in the formal processes regarding pe-
titioning). Claims on behalf of the poor, said to be distressed by the rise of price 
of provisions and lack of employment, and the victims of the South Sea scheme, 
suffering from both direct and indirect consequences of the bubble, exemplify the 
communal dimensions of petitioning. In such cases, the petitioners, most com-
monly the corporation or some other administrative body, used petitions to de-
fend and care for the distressed members of their communities. However, most 
representative claims on behalf of secondary petitioners were also more abstract 
than those in the case of primary petitioners. Claims on behalf of entire branches 
of trade and the colonies in America, for instance, concerned such a large number 
of people that petitioners could not reasonably be familiar with them all in per-
sonal terms. Such claim-making enabled the authors of petitions to claim that 

                                                 
548 London 1775 (#375), see also Bristol 1775 (#370); Bristol 1775 (#371); London 1775 

(#372); London 1775 (#374); London 1775 (#376); London 1775 (#378); Quakers 1775 
(#380); London 1775 (#382); London 1775 (#384); Manchester 1775 (#380); Newcastle 
upon Tyne 1775 (#3393); Middlesex 1775 (#396); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); Great Yar-
mouth 1775 (#402); Southampton 1775 (#406); Taunton 1775 (#407); Southwark 1775 
(#408). For references to his Majesty's subjects in America, see Bristol 1775 (#371); 
London 1775 (#374); London 1775 (#377); London 1775 (#379); London 1775 (#381); 
London 1775 (#410); Cumberland 1776 (#461). 

549 Southampton 1775 (#407_162), see also Bristol 1775 (#370); London 1775 (#374); Lon-
don 1775 (#377); Quakers 1775 (#380); Wiltshire 1775 (#389); Poole 1775 (#391); New-
castle upon Tyne 1775 (#393); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); London 1776 (#457); 
Whitehaven 1776 (#459); Westmoreland 1776 (#464). 

550 Wiltshire 1775 (#389). 
551 London 1775 (#374), see also Wiltshire 1775 (#389). Petitioners often described the 

hostilities in America as a civil war (or represented it as a conflict that would soon 
become one). The gentlemen, clergy, freeholders, merchants, traders, and inhabitants 
of Poole, assembled in the guildhall, petitioned his Majesty to prevent 'the greatest of 
all national evils, the unspeakable horrors, misery, and destruction of civil war; by 
which the external supports, and internal strength of this mighty empire, must be vi-
olently and dangerously shaken, if not totally destroyed, and become an easy prey to 
our natural and avowed enemies'. Poole 1775 (#391). See also London 1775 (#379); 
Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#393); Middlesex 1775 (#396); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); 
Southwark 1775 (#408); London 1775 (#410); London 1776 (#457). 
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they acted as surrogate actors, thus representing the sentiments of a far more nu-
merous group of people than just those of the primary petitioners themselves. 
Though not as abstract as the claims on behalf of tertiary petitioners, such sug-
gestions could increase the weight of petitioners' claims and help them in their 
endeavours to convince the decision-makers of the importance of acting as re-
quested. 

3.4 Champions of the People 

The category of tertiary petitioners, on the other hand, consists of representative 
claims in the name of a variety of abstract entities. Instead of speaking on behalf 
of concrete actors, as in the case of secondary petitioners, petitioners claimed to 
represent collective absractions such as trade and commerce, the people and the 
nation, and past and the future generations552. The use of representative claims 
in the name of such abstractions illustrates the collectivistic tendencies of peti-
tioning. Though claim-making on behalf of secondary petitioners could also in-
volve speaking on behalf of larger communities, as in the case of claims on behalf 
of entire branches of trade and the colonists in North America, the categories of 
primary and secondary petitioners consist of more specific forms of representa-
tive claim-making. The use of representative claims on behalf of such abstractions 
enabled petitioners to emphasise the importance of their causes and grievances; 
instead of representing themselves alone, or in addition to other actors and enti-
ties in their constituencies, petitioners could claim to act on behalf of abstractions 
that formed the basis of the country's financial and political establishment. Be-
cause of the focus on abstractions, petitioners claiming to act on behalf of tertiary 
petitioners tended to emphasise national grievances and  the importance of scale. 
 

                                                 
552 With the exceptions of ancestors and forefathers, collective concepts in plural forms, 

these abstractions tended to be what Reinhart Koselleck has referred to as collective 
singulars (concepts containing references to a multitude of actors, ideas, and experi-
ences though being, in the formal sense, in singular forms). Koselleck 2004, 33 - 36, 50 
- 53, 85; Koposov 2011. Collective singulars have a tendency of both homogenising 
and depersonalising complicated groups, issues, and ideas, reducing their inherent 
diversity by representing them in singular form. Such abstractions are neither actors 
nor proper entities as such. There were no such homogeneous entities as trade or com-
merce, but an abundance of trades and commerces, as earlier exemplified. Neither did 
nation nor people have a collective will or agency. If they had, they would have au-
thored the petitions themselves, thus rendering petitioners' surrogate agency useless. 
Although neither entities nor actors as such, however, these concepts were repre-
sented as entities on behalf of which the primary petitioners claimed to act. Koselleck 
has argued that 'it is possible to articulate or linguistically create a group identity 
through the emphatic use of the word "we," while such a procedure becomes concep-
tually intelligible only when the "we" is associated with collective terms such as "na-
tion," class," frienship," church," and so on'. 'The general utility of the term "we"', 
Koselleck noted, 'is substantiated through these expressions, but at the level of con-
ceptual generality'. Koselleck 2004, 85. 
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Trade was certainly one of the most influential abstractions petitioners 
claimed to represent. Mercantile actors and bodies could function as primary pe-
titioners and appear in petitions as secondary petitioners, as earlier demon-
strated. However, in addition to representing actors that operated in the mercan-
tile sphere, petitioners could also claim to represent the mercantile sphere it-
self553. In such cases, they could claim to act on behalf of commerce554, commer-
cial interest or interests555, and trade and navigation556, often complaining of the 
decay of trade557, requesting the petitioned to encourage trade and navigation558, 
and pledging to oppose discouragements on commerce559. As in the case of claim-
making on behalf of merchants and traders, most of the claims on behalf of trade 
and commerce occurred during periods of hostilities. The loss of Minorca in 1756 
generated fierce accusations of endangering the trade of the nation, the Mediter-
ranean island being portrayed as crucial for 'the naval strength and commercial 
interest of this kingdom'560. Petitioners also used similar claims during the Span-
ish depredations in 1739 - 1742. The corporation of Preston, for instance, claimed 

                                                 
553 Petitioners often portrayed Britain as a trading nation and Britons as a commercial 

people. See, for instance, London 1775 (#375); London 1775 (#376); Middlesex 1775 
(#396). The lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of London declared trade and navi-
gation as 'that great spring from which the wealth and prosperity of the publick 
flows' in 1733, and the burgesses and freeholders of Nottingham portrayed trade as 
'essential to the welfare and prosperity of this nation' in 1739. London 1733 (#037) 
and Nottingham 1739 (#064), see also York 1739 (#066); Honiton 1742 (#139); London 
1742 (#154); London 1752 (#167). Similar characterisations were also common in par-
liament and within the press. William Pulteney, the parliamentary leader of the 
Whigs in opposition, asserted in 1741 that 'no commerce shall be carried on to the 
detriment of the public, the merchants' profit must be the profit of the nation, and 
their interests inseparably combined'. Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 134 - 136/William 
Pulteney (Middlesex). The author of The Right of British Subjects, to Petition and Apply 
to Their Representatives, an anti-excise petition published in 1733, portrayed mercan-
tile actors as 'a body of men, who, I am sure, ought to be cherished and esteemed as 
the most useful and most beneficial of any of his Majesty's subjects'. The Weekly 
Journal or Saturday's Post also defended petitioning in 1722 by asserting that 'it is not 
to be supposed, that every gentleman can come to that House, with capacity suffi-
cient to comprehend very little inconvenience which may happen to any society of 
men in a mighty kingdom, like this, which support itself by trade'. The Right of Brit-
ish Subjects 1733/6 (T138253); BC/WJSP 19 October 1722. See also Loft 2016, 18 - 19. 

554 See, for instance, Nottingham 1739 (#064); Gloucester 1742 (#128); London 1742 
(#155); Wiltshire 1775 (#389). 

555 London 1742 (#154); Devon 1756 (#180); Somerset 1756 (#198); London 1775 (#373); 
London 1775 (#384). 

556 London 1733 (#037); Nottingham 1739 (#064); Bristol 1741 (#100); London 1742 
(#155); London 1763 (#242); London 1767 (#256); London 1769 (#293); Bristol 1775 
(#371); Taunton 1775 (#407). 

557 Leicester 1721 (#004); Lincoln 1721 (#012); Reading 1721 (#015); Haslemere 1721 
(#016); Colchester 1721 (#019); East Retford 1721 (#021); Bath 1741 (#102); Coventry 
1741 (#108); Dumfriesshire 1741 (#117); London 1773 (#354); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 

558 Nottingham 1739 (#064); Gloucester 1742 (#128); Minehead 1742 (#129); Honiton 
1742 (#139); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Staffordshire 1742 (#145); Bristol 1742 
(#152); Coventry 1742 (#159); Lichfield 1756 (#186); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 
(#277). 

559 Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); Dumfries 1742 (#138); London 1742 (#154); London 1753 
(#176); London 1763 (#242); Wiltshire 1775 (#389); Staffordshire 1775 (#398). 

560 Devon 1756 (#180), see also Brecon 1756 (#184); Exeter 1756 (#190); Herefordshire 
1756 (#194); Huntingdonshire 1756 (#195); Shropshire 1756 (#196); Leominster 1756 
(#197); Somerset 1756 (#198); York 1756 (#207); Cheshire 1756 (#213). 
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in 1741 that 'the protection of our trade and navigation [were] neglected, to a 
degree that no other period of time can equal'561. However, whereas petitioners 
in 1739 - 1742 and 1756 requested the administration to protect British trade and 
navigation by force, a significant number of petitioners in 1775 favoured recon-
ciliation in securing the commercial interests of Britain and its empire. Petitioners 
could declare, like those from Wiltshire in 1775, that ’the vital principle of trade 
is peace and confidence, not war and destruction’, thus encouraging the House 
of Commons to reconcile with the colonies in North America ’for the sake of 
peace, for the sake of our trade and commerce, and for the general safety, con-
cord, and prosperity of the whole empire’562. 

Such claim-making exemplifies the importance of trade and mercantile ac-
tors in eighteenth-century Britain. It also demonstrates the significance of surro-
gate agency in the case of petitions. Of the 464 petitions studied in this thesis, 44 
(9.5 per cent) were submitted primarily by actors who described themselves by 
titles referring to trade and manufacturing. Fifty-six of the 807 titles the petition-
ers used to describe themselves in borough petitions referred to mercantile occu-
pations. The share of such titles was even lower in the case of county petitions; 
three of the 307 titles, or around one per cent (in contrast to 6.9 per cent in bor-
ough petitions), referred to actors employed in trade and manufacturing. The 
lack of references to mercantile titles in county petitions was certainly influenced 
by the 40 shilling franchise. Whereas borough constituencies often enabled mer-
cantile actors to vote, county constituencies emphasised the importance of landed 
property, something that most mercantile actors did not possess. However, alt-
hough traders and merchants were rarely the main authors of the published pe-
titions, the influence of mercantile voices remained significant. Rather than sig-
nifying the exclusion of mercantile actors and entities, most of the petitions from 
boroughs and counties contained claims on behalf of mercantile actors and ab-
stractions. In a trading nation, commerce was not only a private matter, concern-
ing only those involved in trade, but also of great public importance. Instead of 
being about the profits of private individuals, the interest of trade, and thus those 
of mercantile actors, was commonly represented as the public interest. 

However, the most explicit examples of speaking on behalf of abstractions 
occurred in cases in which petitioners claimed to represent entities such as the 
people and the nation563 and other closely related conceptual variants (such as 

                                                 
561 Preston 1741 (#116), see also Bristol 1741 (#100); Hereford 1741 (#105); Westminster 

1741 (#122); Devon 1741 (#135); Southwark 1742 (#146); London 1742 (#155); Exeter 
1756 (#190); York 1756 (#207). 

562 Wiltshire 1775 (#389). Frank O'Gorman has maintained that 'it was no accident that 
every war in which Britain was engaged in the long eighteenth century was a com-
mercial war in which colonial issues loomed large'. O'Gorman 2006, 177. 

563 See, for instance, Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); London 1740 (#075); Denbighshire 
1740 (#096); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); Boston 1756 (#188); Middlesex 1769 (#292). 
Pro-petition members of parliament, too, often emphasised that petitioners did not 
only speak for themselves but also for the nation in general. William Pulteney 
claimed in 1738 that 'never was nation more unanimous than our people now are, in 
their demands of satisfaction for the injuries they have so long borne from the Span-
iards'. While accusing Walpole of acting 'for twenty years in opposition to the gen-
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kingdom564, country565, and public566). Nation was certainly the most normative 
and explicitly political of these concepts, often described as a harmonious politi-
cal entity, whereas concepts such as kingdom and country tended to be of more 
descriptive character. Although this chapter focuses on petitioners who under-
stood the concept of the people as a reference to a political collective, the concept 
could also be used as a descriptive reference to various groups of individuals. In 
the first case, petitioners could, for instance, claim to represent 'the general sense 
of the nation'567 and 'the voice of the people ... which is in some sense the voice 
of God'568, a Whig mantra from the turn of the century, later adopted by a rather 
diverse set of groups569. They could also claim to champion what 'we think are of 
the highest concern towards the good of the country’570 and resist measures they 

                                                 
eral desires of the whole nation, and often in open defiance of their petitions, remon-
strances and menaces', George Lyttelton declared that 'it is now ... in my opinion, 
necessary to comply with the general petition of the people'. The Earl of Westmor-
land, also criticising Walpole in 1742, declared that 'these are the petitions [demand-
ing Walpole to be punished] which ought never to be rejected; all parties are now 
united, and all animosities extinguished'. Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 858 - 859/Wil-
liam Pulteney (Middlesex); Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 585 - 586/George Lyttelton 
(Okehampton); Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoL) 850/Earl of Westmorland. See also Cobbett 
1741 - 1743 (HoL) 691/Earl of Chesterfield; Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 679 - 680/Wil-
liam Dowdeswell (Warwickshire); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 689 - 690/Lord George 
Sackville (East Grinstead). See also BC/SJCBEP 26 - 28 April 1763; BC/Pr 4 August 
1753; BC/PS 23 January 1770; BC/MPDA 13 February 1775;A Letter to a Leading 
Great Man 1721/iv, 12 - 13, 16 - 17, 20, 24 - 25 (T69216); Considerations on the Ad-
dresses Lately Presented to his Majesty 1756/5 (T161153). 

564 See, for instance, St Albans 1721 (#023) and Bristol 1742 (#152). 
565 Newark-upon-Trent 1721 (#020); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); 

New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Bristol 1742 (#152); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Cheshire 1756 
(#213); Southwark 1756 (#214); Bath 1769 (#264); Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#393); Bol-
ton 1775 (#405). 

566 Cornwall 1740 (#092); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Norfolk 1772 (#346); London 1774 
(#364). 

567 Cornwall 1740 (#092), see also Cupar 1739 (#063); Hereford 1741 (#105); Lichfield 
1756 (#186); Bristol 1756 (#208); Exeter 1769 (#275). Petitioners could also claim to 
speak on behalf of 'the whole nation'. Lincoln 1721 (#012); East Retford 1721 (#021); 
Edinburgh 1739 (#060); Hereford 1741 (#105); Herefordshire 1741 (#106); Bristol 1742 
(#152); Hereford 1742 (#158); Middlesex 1769 (#292); Rochester 1772 (#341). 

568 The petitioners further claimed that the voice of the people 'never was, surely, louder 
or stronger, or more unanimous'. Cirencester 1753 (#174). See also Somerset 1721 
(#007); Kent 1721 (#008); Colchester 1721 (#019); York 1741 (#099); Chester 1741 
(#110); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Southwark 1742 (#146); Bedfordshire 1756 
(#193); Suffolk 1756 (#200); Southwark 1756 (#214); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); London 
1770 (#323). 

569 Though the mantra, usually represented in the form of 'vox populi, vox dei', was 
commonly associated with the radical Whigs, it was later adopted by the Jacobites 
and the Patriot Opposition, representing the ruling Whigs as a corrupt force. It was 
also commonly used during the controversy regarding the Jew Bill in 1753. Gunn 
1983, 271 - 279; Wilson 1998, 115 - 117; Ihalainen 2010, 91, 102 - 103, 113. BC/Pr 4 Au-
gust 1753. For criticism of such arguments, see A Review of the Proposed Naturaliza-
tion of the Jews 1753 (T44905), 99 - 100; BC/PA 20 November 1770. 

570 Renfrewshire 1741 (#098), Newcastle-under-Lyme 1740 (#087); Edinburgh 1741 
(#103); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Stirling 1742 (#134); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); 
Worcester 1742 (#143); Bolton 1775 (#405). 
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potrayed as injurious to the nation571 and its people572. Others claimed to repre-
sent the public interest573 and to speak on behalf of the interest of the nation, 
country, and kingdom574. Speaking on behalf of abstractions such as the people, 
nation, and country represents one of the most traditional forms of representative 
claim-making in the spheres of politics. Such claims were especially common and 
legitimate in political systems based on parliamentary representation. Although 
rejecting the use of binding instructions, Edmund Burke portrayed the House of 
Commons as the 'deliberative assembly of one nation, with one interest, that of 
the whole' in his speech to the electors of Bristol575. Petitioners claiming to speak 
on behalf of the people and nation tended to agree. By representing themselves 
as the surrogate actors of such abstractions, petitioners suggested that parliament 
ought to recognise their requests to defend the interest of the whole. Instead of 
promoting their private interests, they presented themselves as the champions of 
the people. 

In order to emphasise the importance of their surrogate agency, petitioners 
used accentuating attributes to describe the abstractions they claimed to repre-
sent. In the case of representative claims on behalf of entities such as the nation 
and the people, and their conceptual variants, two distinctive discourses stand 
out: claims on behalf of (1) an injured people or nation and (2) a brave people or 
nation. The first one of the discourses was somewhat more common, especially 
during the first part of the eighteenth century. It was common for petitioners to 
claim to act on behalf of an injured576, poor and impoverished577, miserable578, 
oppressed and exhausted579, divided580, unwary and credulous581, and 'almost 
despairing' people582. The burgesses and inhabitants of Westminster, encourag-
ing their representatives to punish Walpole and his supporters in 1741, noted that 
'as the strictest enquiry only can satisfy, so nothing but the most rigorous justice 
ought to avenge an injur[e]d people'. 'Lenity to such a one [Walpole]', the peti-
tioners insisted, 'would be cruelty to the nation'.583 Petitioners from St Albans, on 

                                                 
571 See, for instance, Edinburgh 1739 (#060); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Dumfries 1742 

(#138); Lincolnshire 1756 (#205); Bristol 1769 (#281). 
572 See, for instance, Lincoln 1721 (#012); Cirencester 1767 (#255); London 1769 (#294). 
573 Bath 1741 (#102); London 1747 (#165). 
574 Rochester 1733 (#031); St Albans 1733 (#035); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Nottingham 1739 

(#064); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); 
York 1742 (#148); Bristol 1742 (#152); Coventry 1742 (#159); Leominster 1743 (#163); 
Essex 1753 (#169); London 1753 (#176); London 1763 (#242). 

575 Mr. Edmund Burke's Speeches at His Arrival at Bristol 1775/28 - 29 (T41525). 
576 London 1721 (#002); Somerset 1721 (#007); Kent 1721 (#008); Reading 1721 (#015); Col-

chester 1721 (#019); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1721 (#022); Staffordshire 1740 (#091); Can-
terbury 1741 (#101); Hereford 1741 (#105); Suffolk 1741 (#111); Monmouth 1741 (#119); 
Westminster 1741 (#122); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Bristol 1756 (#208); Bristol 1769 (#281); 
Surrey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Middlesex 1770 (#320); London 
1770 (#323); Westminster 1770 (#325); Durham 1770 (#332). 

577 Coventry 1721 (#001); St Albans 1721 (#010). 
578 Yorkshire 1721 (#018). 
579 Bath 1741 (#102); Leominster 1756 (#197). 
580 Coventry 1775 (#388). 
581 Leicester 1721 (#004); St Albans 1721 (#006); Reading 1721 (#015); St Albans 1721 (#023). 
582 Leicester 1721 (#004); Westminster 1741 (#122); Minehead 1742 (#129); Dumfries 1742 

(#138). 
583 Westminster 1741 (#122). 
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the other hand, blamed the 'boundless avarice of griping sycophants, and knav-
ish invaders', a reference to the directors of the S.S.C. and their 'abettors and con-
federates', of betraying 'an unwary people, into poverty, ruin, and destruction'584. 
Such petitioners tended to represent themselves as surrogate actors defending a 
credulous and abused people, deceived and defrauded by malicious and often 
influential actors. In order to protect itself from the ambitious schemes of those 
in power, and to punish the authors of destruction, it needed petitioners to de-
fend its interests. 

Petitioners used similar attributes to characterise the representative claims 
on behalf of the nation, often claiming to represent an injured585, abused586, and 
distressed nation587. In order to 'retrieve the credit and restore the trade of this 
injured and almost sinking nation', the bailiffs and magistrates of Lichfield urged 
their representatives, Thomas Anson and Henry Vernon, to discover and punish 
'those who have been the cause of our fatal miscarriages in the Mediterranean' in 
1756. 'The nation cries aloud for justice', the bailiffs and magistrates claimed, 'and 
is entitled to it'.588 Petitioners could also claim to represent the honour of the na-
tion589, and, at times, the 'the British flag' and 'the British name'590. In such cases, 

                                                 
584 St Albans 1721 (#006). 
585 Westminster 1721 (#003); Hertfordshire 1721 (#005); St Albans 1721 (#006); Notting-

ham 1721 (#011); St Albans 1721 (#023); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Cromartyshire 1742 
(#127); York 1742 (#148); Lichfield 1756 (#186); New Sarum 1756 (#187). For refer-
ences to an injured country, see Yorkshire 1721 (#018); Colchester 1721 (#019); Buck-
inghamshire 1769 (#265). 

586 St Albans 1721 (#006); St Albans 1721 (#023); New Sarum 1756 (#187). 
587 Maidstone 1721 (#009). 
588 Lichfield 1756 (#186). A certain reference to admiral John Byng. Byng, sent to the 

Mediterranean to defend the strategically important garrison on Minorca, became en-
gaged in an indecisive naval battle with the French in May 1756. After failing to capi-
talise on his advantage during the battle and chase the retreating French fleet, Byng 
decided to return to Minorca to repair and supply his fleet. However, the news of his 
failure to protect Minorca from the French enraged the administration and the read-
ing publics back in Britain. Instead of criticising the insufficient resources Byng had 
been provided with, the numerous pamphleteers, parliamentarians, and members of 
the mob accused the admiral of negligence and cowardice. In order to protect the ad-
ministration and the British war efforts, Byng was arrested, court-martialed, sen-
tenced to death, and, regardless of the the numerous requests of clemency, executed 
on 14 March 1757. Spector 2015, 16 - 36; Griffin 2014, 178 - 180; Starkey 2013, 23 - 26; 
Dull, 2005, 50 - 54; Dull 2009, 74 - 76; Robson 2016, 27 - 44; Wilson 1998, 180 - 182. Ac-
cording to Nicholas Rogers, the administration also recognised the seriousness of the 
loss of Minorca. 'As soon as it received official confirmation of the capture of the is-
land's fortress', Rogers maintains, 'it sought to lay the blame upon ... Byng'. 'Carefully 
edited extrracts of Byng's correspondence' were published in the London Gazette, 
'suggesting that the fall of the island was his sole responsibility, omitting such evi-
dence as might have exonerated Byng's actions by showing the difficulties which he 
encountered'. Rogers 1989, 95 - 96. 

589 Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Nottingham 1739 (#064); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Gloucester 
1742 (#128); Minehead 1742 (#129); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Bristol 1742 
(#152); Bristol 1756 (#209); London 1756 (#218); Poole 1775 (#391); Lancaster 1775 
(#403). For claims on behalf of a dishonoured and disgraced nation, see Reading 1721 
(#015); London 1741 (#123); Devon 1742 (#135); Annan 1742 (#136); Southwark 1742 
(#146); London 1742 (#155); Bristol 1756 (#209); Cheshire 1756 (#213). 

590 For references to the British flag, see Lichfield 1756 (#186); Herefordshire 1756 (#194); 
Lincolnshire 1756 (#204). For references to the British name, see Dumfriesshire 1741 
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they could request their representatives to pursue 'a vigorous and active war' 
against the Spaniards to regain 'the honour of the nation', as the freemen of 
Gloucester591, and 'concur in every vote, and in every measure, that may tend to 
restore our constitution and retrieve the honour of the British nation', as the free-
holders of Montgomeryshire592. Claims on behalf of the British flag, on the other 
hand, occurred in petitions during the Minorca crisis in 1756. The high sheriff 
and grand jury of Herefordshire, eager to defend the British honour and the col-
onies in America, complained of the 'deplorable loss of Minorca, ... aggravated 
by the unprecedented dishonour sustained by the British flag in the Mediterra-
nean'593. Most of the petitioners claiming to represent conceptual abstractions 
such as the people and the nation used the concepts in rather synonymous ways. 
In both cases, petitioners claimed represent collective entities, though petitioners 
claiming to act on behalf of the nation tended to emphasise the more symbolic 
aspects of speaking-on-behalf. 

In the case of the second discourse, petitioners used more positive attributes 
to describe the abstractions they claimed to represent. In such cases, they often 
claimed to speak on behalf of a free594 and a brave people595. The petitioners from 
St Albans claimed in their petition to the House of Commons in 1721 that the 
nation 'have their eyes fix[e]d upon you, their representatives', requesting the 
House to deliver 'speedy and exemplary justice' and 'increase your zeal for your 
injured country, that a brave and lately a wealthy people may not become des-
picable to the whole earth'596. During the Minorca crisis, on the other hand, peti-
tioners claimed to speak on behalf of a people determined to defend Britain from 
a French invasion. The corporation of Salisbury, for instance, requested their rep-
resentatives in parliament, William Bouverie and Julines Beckford, both of them 
Tories597, to champion legislative measures to replace foreign troops and merce-
naries with 'a well regluated militia'. 'Such a law, founded on truly British prin-
ciples', the petitioners insisted, would 'revive the drooping spirit of our constitu-
tion, encourage the natives of these kingdoms to exert their antient bravery, in 
retrieving the sinking glory of the British arms'.598 The inhabitants of Southwark, 
on the other hand, argued that the copious petitions from boroughs and counties 
in 1756 'sufficiently testify that we are, and have a just sense of our happiness, in 
being a free people'. Despite the disaster regarding the S.S.C. and the loss of the 
strategically important island of Minorca, numerous petitions in both 1721 and 
1756 contained expressions of defiance. Although betrayed by men of influence, 

                                                 
(#117); London 1742 (#154); London 1756 (#216). For English/British spirit, see for exam-
ple York 1742 (#148); Merionethshire 1743 (#162); Devon 1763 (#226). 

591 Gloucester 1742 (#128). 
592 Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132). 
593 Herefordshire 1756 (#194). 
594 Woodstock 1733 (#041); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Herefordshire 1741 (#106); Montgomery-

shire 1742 (#132); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1742 (#140); Hereford 1742 (#158); Essex 1756 
(#179); Southwark 1756 (#214); Devon 1763 (#226); London 1773 (#350); Middlesex 1775 
(#396). 

595 St Albans 1721 (#010); Carmarthen 1740 (#070); Essex 1756 (#179). 
596 St Albans 1721 (#010). 
597 HoP/William Bouverie; HoP/Julines Beckford. 
598 New Sarum 1756 (#187). 
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from the South Sea directors to admiral Byng, the petitioners presented them-
selves, and Britons in general, as determined to restore the nation into its past 
glory. 

Besides abstractions such as trade, the people, and the nation, petitioners 
could also claim to act on behalf of entire generations. Most of such petitioners 
focused on defending either past or the future generations. In the case of past 
generations, petitioners could claim to defend 'that precious liberty maintain[e]d 
by our ancestors at the expence of their blood, and transmitted to us in the frame 
of our happy constitution', like the gentlemen, clergy, and freeholders of Den-
bighshire in 1741599. The mayor, jurats, and commonalty of Rye, on the other 
hand, used representative claims on behalf of previous generations to emphasise 
their astonishment at the administration's decision to introduce excise duties in 
1733. As such 'an infamous method of raising taxes' was 'unknown to our forefa-
thers, even in their greatest necessities', the petitioners could not 'imagine this to 
be the reward of so much blood split, and treasure spent in the defence of our 
dear liberties'.600 Petitioners could also use similar claims to defend John Wilkes 
and his claim to one of the Middlesex seats in parliament. The citizens of Bristol 
accused his Majesty's ministers of 'endeavouring to subvert those sacred laws 
which our renowned forefathers established at the expence of their blood, and 
left us as our noblest inheritance'601. The lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of 
London, eager in their defence of Wilkes, portrayed themselves as 'determined 
to abide by those rights and liberties, which our fore-fathers bravely vindicated, 
at the ever-memorable revolution, and which their sons will ever resolutely de-
fend'602. Such claims on behalf of past generations exemplify both the reactive 
nature of petitioning and the legitimacy of tradition. Instead of requesting 
changes to the established order of politics per se, petitioners demanded that par-
liament and the King's servants in the administration abided by the established 
rules of government and respected the settled rights and privileges of the people. 
Even Wilkes and his supporters, often portrayed as radicals, emphasised the im-
portance of restoring the ancient rights for which generations of Britons had 
fought. 

In the case of claims on behalf of the future generations, on the other hand, 
petitioners emphasised the calamitous consequences of the opposed bills and 
measures. Petitioners could portay, like the burgesses and inhabitants of West-
minster in 1741, the 'present crisis of affairs' as decisive for the future generations 
of the nation. These petitioners, having assembled at the Fountain Tavern in the 
Strand603, claimed that the crisis 'must determine the fate of us and our posterity, 

                                                 
599 Denbighshire 1741 (#097). 
600 Rye 1733 (#039). 
601 Bristol 1769 (#281), see also London 1742 (#153); Middlesex 1769 (#292); London 1769 

(#294); Northumberland 1770 (#301); London 1770 (#324). 
602 London 1770 (#324). 
603 The Fountain Tavern served as the meeting place for the Fountain Club, one of the 

most prominent anti-Walpolean associations. On 12 February 1742, almost 300 mem-
bers of parliament, including the Duke of Argyll, William Pulteney, and most mem-
bers of the parliamentary opposition, attended a meeting to discuss the composition 
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and render this kingdom either a glory, or scoff among the nations.' Instead of 
simply removing Walpole and his 'creatures' from the administration, the peti-
tioners encouraged Lord Perceval and Charles Edwin, their representatives in the 
House of Commons, to 'procure us such a constitutional security as may prevent 
this kingdom from suffering by the like errors or iniquities for the future'.604 Pe-
titioners could also persuade the petitioned by promising them praise on behalf 
of the future generations. The petitioners from St Albans, assembled at the court 
of quarter sessions in 1721, assured the members of parliament that if they con-
tinued to act as petitioners requested, ‘the generations to come shall call you 
blessed’605. The freeholders of Middlesex, on the other hand, requested the King 
to dissolve the parliament due to its decision to exclude Wilkes from the House 
of Commons and thus 'draw down upon yourself and your posterity, the bless-
ings of grateful millions’606. In the cases of both the St Albans petition of 1721 and 
the Middlesex petition of 1770, petitioners used the promise of canonisation to 
persuade the petitioned instances to support the content of their petitions. Such 
promises could, of course, signify a wide variety of things. In the case of members 
of parliament, promises of esteem from posterity could mean both electoral sup-
port and support for maintaining their influence in general in the constituency. 
Similar promises to parliament and the King, on the other hand, could be inter-
preted as assurances of general support for the administration and the political 
establishment during periods of crisis. But such promises also contained strong 
elements of political martyrdom. 

Petitioners using representative claims on behalf of past and the future gen-
erations often represented themselves as the protectors of the political contin-
uum. Some of the petitioners in 1733 presented their struggle against the imposi-
tion excise duties as a means 'to distinguish ourselves to our posterity', claiming 
to defend the constitutional settlement 'our fore-fathers have, at the expence of 
their lives and fortunes, deliver[e]d down safe to us, and which we hope, we shall 

                                                 
of the future administration. Langford 1992, 187; Timbs 1872, 421; Colley 1982, 73 - 
74. 

604 Westminster 1741 (#122), see also Ipswich 1756 (#185). The justices of the peace and 
the principal inhabitants of Southwark, on the other hand, were concerned that the 
miseries of the South Sea Bubble would 'be handed down, and too severely felt by 
posterity’ Southwark 1721 (#017). See also Bedford 1734 (#053); London 1740 (#075); 
Worcester 1742 (#143); London 1742 (#153); London 1742 (#154); Merionethshire 
1743 (#164); Breconshire 1756 (#184); Ipswich 1756 (#185); Yorkshire 1764 (#247); 
Bristol 1769 (#281); Middlesex 1769 (#292); Northumberland 1769 (#301); Newcastle 
upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Wiltshire 1775 (#389). 

605 St Albans 1721 (#010). 
606  Middlesex 1770 (#320), see also Newcastle-under-Lyme 1740 (#087). The gentlemen, 

clergy, and freeholders of Northumberland represented their request to dissolve the 
parliament as ‘our duty to your Majesty, to ourselves, and to posterity', whereas the 
lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of London claimed to be 'indispensably obliged 
by the duty we owe to justice, to liberty, to the present age, and to posterity'. North-
umberland 1770 (#301) and London 1771 (#336). See also Westminster 1741 (#122); 
New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Breconshire 1756 (#184); Bristol 1769 (#281); London 
1769 (#294); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Westminster 1771 (#328); Northamp-
ton 1771 (#333). 
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have the virtue and courage to deliver to latest posterity’607. Wilkite petitioners 
used similar arguments during the 1770s. The freeholders of Surrey, imploring 
the King to dismiss his ministers and dissolve the parliament, claimed to repre-
sent ‘a constitution which has hitherto been preserved by the blood and treasure 
of our ancestors, and which, in justice to our posterity, at the risque of all that is 
dear to us, we will transmit unimpaired to our descendants’608. By doing so, the 
petitioners represented themselves as essential links between the past and the 
future. In addition to protecting their own liberties, both ancient and those 
granted after the revolution of 1688, the petitioners also protected those of their 
descedants, so that also they could enjoy the privileges of true Englishmen. 

Representative claims on behalf of tertiary petitioners exemplifies the more 
abstract forms of claim-making and surrogate agency. Even though petitioning 
is often evaluated from a rather functional perspective, petitioners representing 
only themselves and their economic interests, the claim-making on behalf of the 
abstractions described in this sub-chapter demonstrates the need to also recog-
nise the other aspects of petitioners' agency. That is not to deny the possible ex-
istence of such interests, but to emphasise that if petitioners are understood only 
as selfish actors, moved by short-term gains, a tremendous amount of aspects 
and nuances influencing petitioners' decisions are disregarded. The patterns of 
representative claims enable us to understand on whose behalf it was legitimate 
to speak and act in eighteenth-century Britain. Although corporate and other ad-
ministrative actors formed the core of petitions throughout the studied period, 
claims on behalf of the inhabitants of the colonies and the (re-)emergence of mass-
petitions, emphasising scale over status, demonstrate the changing patterns of 
representation. Such claims also exemplify petitioners' ambitions. Instead of rep-
resenting but themselves, and those in their immediate social and geographical 
vicinity, most of the petitioners also portrayed themselves as champions of 
broader, sometimes rather universalistic, causes. The numerous claims on behalf 
of different abstractions, and actors other than the primary petitioners them-
selves, clearly demonstrate that representation was neither something rigid nor 
static, but a process of constant negotiation. 

                                                 
607 Reading 1733 (#038) and St Albans 1733 (#035), see also Cheshire 1740 (#084); Somer-

set 1740 (#086); Denbighshire 1741 (#097); York 1742 (#148); Boston 1756 (#188). 
608 Surrey 1770 (#314). 
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4.1 Petitions and the Collective Interest 

Besides the utilisation of representative claims, petitioners also used other forms 
of discursive practices to define representation. This chapter focuses on petition-
ers' conceptualisations of ideals and counter-ideals of representation (how repre-
sentatives ought to act) and participation (who had the right to participate in the 
process of negotiating representation and in what manner). Petitioners used the 
ideals and counter-ideals to define the boundaries of representative politics; ide-
als to describe how representatives and other actors in the spheres of politics 
ought to act and counter-ideals to determine whom and what representatives 
ought to oppose. By doing so, petitioners endeavoured to influence the conduct 
of the petitioned (and, indeed, representatives in general). Although usually pre-
sented in implicit terms, such assertions were often used to restrict the leeway of 
the petitioned. In order to convince their audiences, petitioners used concepts 
that were commonly recognised as legitimate. Some of the petitioners' conceptu-
alisations were creative, often in the form of conscious revision of concepts' usual 
connotations and associations. Others utilised customary concepts and defini-
tions, producing copious references to constituents' liberties and the constitution. 
In both cases, petitioners used concepts and discourses their audiences could rec-
ognise and accept.  

By elaborating petitioners' uses of ideals and counter-ideals, the chapter 
demonstrates in a detailed manner how petitioners defined representation in 
practice. Chapter 4.1 (Petitions and the Collective Interest) focuses on petitioners' 
ideals of representation and participation. It also discusses their endeavours to 
represent their private interests as necessities to the common good. Chapter 4.2 
(Counter-Ideals of Representation and Participation), on the other hand, focuses 

4 PUBLIC INTEREST AND PRIVATE INFLUENCE: 
IDEALS AND COUNTER-IDEALS OF REPRESEN-
TATION AND PARTICIPATION 
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on petitioners' use of counter-ideals. Chapter 4.2.1 (Enemies of the People) fo-
cuses on biases, conspiracies, and malpractices, and Chapter 4.2.2 (Odious Influ-
ences and Scandalous Schemes) on petitioners' references to parties, factions, and 
influences. 

Interest functioned as one of the main concepts petitioners used to charac-
terise the ideals of representation and participation609. Most uses of the concept 
emphasised the collectivistic features of petitioners' ideals610. Copious petitioners 
used collective identities to characterise the concept of interest, often claiming to 
champion the interest of politico-geographic entities such as the country611, the 
kingdom612, and the nation613. Others claimed to defend the interest of entities 
such as the people614 and the public615. In such cases, petitioners could claim that 
'the removal of the person of a minister from the helm, is insufficient for securing 
the interests and liberties of a people, while his creatures, his maxims, and his 

                                                 
609 Dictionarists defined the concept of interest as 'concernment', 'advantage', and 'influ-

ence over others'. It could also be described as a 'benefit', 'right', 'power', and, accord-
ing to Samuel Johnson, 'share; part in anything; participation'. Kersey 1708; Bailey 
1735; Johnson 1768. As the dictionarists' definitions indicate, interest functioned as a 
concept that could be used to describe and capture a wide variety of ideas and issues. 
Hence, it is also one of the most ambiguous basic concepts examined in this thesis. 
J.A.W Gunn, on the few who have studied the concept somewhat systematically, has 
argued that 'the word, "interest," has a special place in the growth of modern political 
vocabulary'; as being 'the most fashionable political concept in the seventeenth cen-
tury, it enjoyed an international reputation, first as a hallmark of Machiavellian ruth-
lessness and later as a necessary tool for the description of human designs'. It had ini-
tially been used as a legal concept, but after the civil war and the republican period 
also became to refer 'to all designs and concerns, whether or not sanctioned by legal 
recognition; furthermore, it also began to be applied to those groups that shared cer-
tain concerns'. Gunn 1968. Though a complicated and ambiguous concept even be-
fore the 1640s, it became even more complicated and ambiguous towards the eight-
eenth century. However, in the case of most petitions, and the parliamentary sphere 
of politics, it tended to signify having a share or being involved in something, bet it a 
joint-stock company, a branch of trade, or a constituency. 

610 Such interests are referred to as collective interests in this thesis. Rather than being a 
concept used by petitioners and their contemporaries, it is a purely analytical con-
cept. Petitioners and their proponents – and, indeed, opponents – used them to de-
scribe the alleged interests of collective constructions such as the nation and the peo-
ple, as is further demonstrated in this chapter. In this sense they resembled the use of 
representative claims; claims of collective interests often included speaking and act-
ing on behalf of such interests. 

611 Reading 1721 (#015); Rochester 1733 (#031); St Albans 1733 (#035); London 1733 
(#037); Rye 1733 (#039); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Flintshire 1740 (#080); Truro 1740 
(#081); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Denbighshire 1741 (#097); 
Hereford 1741 (#105); Suffolk 1741 (#111); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Ayrshire 1741 
(#115); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Honiton 1742 (#139); York 
1742 (#148); Bristol 1742 (#152); Leominster 1743 (#163); Essex 1753 (#169); Wiltshire 
1753 (#173); Worcestershire 1763 (#228); London 1763 (#242); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 

612 Lancashire 1740 (#085); Marlborough 1741 (#109); Bristol 1742 (#152); London 1753 
(#176); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Shropshire 1756 (#196); London 1761 (#225). 

613 Reading 1721 (#015); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Staffordshire 1740 (#091); Aberdeenshire 
1741 (#112); Dumfriesshire 1741 (#117); Westminster 1741 (#122); Reading 1742 
(#125); London 1742 (#154); Coventry 1742 (#159); Exeter 1756 (#190); Bristol 1756 
(#211). For the interest of Great Britain and the British Isles, see Merchants 1737 
(#056); Merchants 1739 (#069); Ipswich 1756 (#185). 

614 Bedford 1734 (#053); Preston 1741 (#116); Westminster 1741 (#122); York 1756 (#207). 
615 Edinburgh 1739 (#060); Bath 1741 (#102); Carmarthen 1742 (#130); Somerset 1756 

(#199). 
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views, are entail[e]d upon the government', like the anti-Walpolean petitioners 
of Westminster in 1741616. The Merchant Company of Edinburgh, on the other 
hand, claimed in 1739 that representatives ought to reduce the number of place-
men in parliament so 'that our legislature may, as far as possible, be freed from 
all other influence, than that of the publick interest, and the happiness of the na-
tion'617. Petitioners could also claim to defend the interest of institutions such as 
the Crown618. The burgesses and inhabitants of Westminster, a vibrant constitu-
ency of around 8,000 householders paying scot and lot619, encouraged their 
newly elected representatives, Lord Perceval and Charles Edwin, to 'extirpat[e] 
those party distinctions ... industriously fomented among us, in order to serve 
the mischievous purposes of a ministerial tyranny, and in opposition to the real 
and permanent interests of the present royal family'620. Though the petitioners 
did not further elaborate the exact meaning of their claim, it is more than safe to 
assume that the burgesses and inhabitants referred to the legitimacy of the House 
of Hanover and, in an indirect manner, the post-Revolution political order. 

Besides the use of references to collective entities, most petitioners also used 
the concept of interest in its singular form621. Instead of recognising the diverse 
nature of entities such as the nation and the people, petitioners often represented 
them as collectives unified in purpose and pursuit. Because of the emphasis on 
singular interests, petitioners often implied that the collective entities possessed 
an organic interest. While others, in most cases the administration, claimed to 
champion the interest of the nation in order to legitimise their schemes, petition-
ers claimed to defend its 'true' and 'real' interest. The lord mayor, aldermen, sher-
iffs, and commons of York, for instance, thanked their representatives, Godfrey 
Wentworth and George Fox, both of them Tories opposing the administration, 
for being 'men of such steady principles, that no false honour or other tempta-
tions can make you swerve from the real interest of your country'. Instead of ac-
cepting favours from the administration622, both of their representatives had 
voted against the government in the case of the Chippenham by-election in 1742, 

                                                 
616 Westminster 1741 (#122). 
617 Merchants 1739 (#060). 
618 Preston 1741 (#116); Westminster 1741 (#122); Edinburgh 1742 (#151). 
619 HoP/Westminster 1715 - 1754. 
620 Westminster 1741 (#122). 
621 See, for instance, Lancashire 1740 (#085); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Ayrshire 1741 

(#115); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Westminster 1741 (#122); Westminster 1742 (#157); 
Salisbury 1756 (#187); Exeter 1756 (#190); Bedfordshire 1756 (#193); York 1756 (#207); 
London 1761 (#225); Tewkesbury 1763 (#235); Plympton Erle 1763 (#238); Plymouth 
1763 (#239); Herefordshire 1763 (#241); Southwark 1769 (#290); Newcastle upon 
Tyne 1769 (#297); Yorkshire 1770 (#319); London 1775 (#377); Coventry 1775 (#388); 
Wiltshire 1775 (#389); Middlesex 1775 (#395); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 

622 Although most certainly making use of corruption and patronage throughout his ca-
reer as the prime minister, Walpole used the same measures and instruments that 
most of his predecessors and successors used to manage parliament. Paul Langford 
has pointed out that 'the means of corruption did not multiply under Walpole; offi-
cial patronage and the national debt, cited by his antagonists as the main sources of 
improper influence, were both stable during his ministry'. Langford 1992, 20 - 21; 
O'Gorman 2006, 86; Cruickshanks 1984, 42 - 43; Langford 1975, 18 - 20; Black 1984a, 
20 - 21. For accusations regarding corruption after his fall in 1742, see Chapter 4.2.1 
(Enemies of the People). 
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a vote that the administration had declared a motion of no confidence623. How-
ever, although the government was defeated, prompting the prime minister to 
resign, the petitioners requested their representatives to further prove their 'in-
tegrity' and commitment to the true interest of the nation by bringing Walpole 
and his abettors to 'to an open and fair trial'.624 The members of the corporation 
of Carmarthen used similar arguments and conceptualisations to commend John 
Philipps, the sole representative of the constituency. The petitioners praised 
Philipps, a Tory with strong Jacobite sympathies625, for his 'strict adherence to 
the true interest of the publick in general' and further encouraged him to punish 
'the authors of national calamities'626. 

Due to its collective nature, the concept of interest became efficacious in de-
termining the ideals of representative politics. It could be used to define the ideals 
of both the participative and representative parts of representative politics. In the 
first case, petitioners used the concept to assure the petitioned and the reading 
publics of the benevolence of their intentions627. They could assert that 'our con-
cern for the honour and interest of our country fixes our care and attention on 
the present war with Spain', like the freeholders of Aberdeenshire in 1741628, and 
that 'a just concern for the interest of our country ... have moved us to represent ... 
our entire disapprobation [of excises]', like the mayor, aldermen, and commons 
of Rochester in 1733629. Petitioners could also represent themselves as defenders 
of the collective interest by claiming to resist measures and policies injurious to 
the interest of the nation630. In the second case, petitioners used collective inter-
ests to describe the duties of representatives. They could submit Letters of Thanks 
to their representatives due to their support of the collective interest631 and ap-

                                                 
623 Langford 1992, 54 - 57; Cruickshanks 1984, 42 - 43; O'Gorman 2006, 84. 
624 York 1742 (#148); HoP/Godfrey Wentworth; HoP/George Fox, see also Reading 1721 

(#015); Flintshire 1740 (#080); Truro 1740 (#081); Lancashire 1740 (#085); Stafford-
shire 1740 (#091); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Denbighshire 
1741 (#097); Hereford 1741 (#105); Suffolk 1741 (#111); Preston 1741 (#116); Tewkes-
bury 1741 (#120); Carmarthen 1742 (#130); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Honiton 1742 
(#139); Leominster 1743 (#163); Essex 1753 (#169); Wiltshire 1753 (#173); Liverpool 
1756 (#178); Salisbury 1756 (#187); Maidstone 1756 (#191); York 1756 (#207); London 
1761 (#225); Middlesex 1775 (#396). For similar conceptualisations in representatives' 
replies, see, for instance, Hereford 1741 (#105a1). 

625 HoP/John Philipps; HoP/Carmarthen 1715 - 1754. 
626 Carmarthen 1742 (#130). 
627 See, for instance, Rochester 1733 (#031); London 1733 (#037); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); 

Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Bristol 1742 (#152); London 1763 (#242). 
628 Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112). 
629 Rochester 1733 (#031). 
630 Rochester 1733 (#031); London 1733 (#037); Rye 1733 (#039); Bedford 1734 (#053); 

Merchants 1737 (#056); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Merchants 1739 (#069); Flintshire 1740 
(#080); Denbighshire 1741 (#097); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); London 1747 (#165); 
London 1753 (#176); Ipswich 1756 (#185); London 1763 (#242). When the lord mayor, 
aldermen, commons, and livery of London requested the King to dissolve the parlia-
ment in 1770, the King refused to do so, claiming that 'I should ill deserve to be con-
sidered as the father of my people, if I could suffer myself to be prevailed upon to 
make such an use of my prerogative, as I cannot but think inconsistent with the inter-
est, and dangerous to the constitution of the kingdom'. London 1770 (#352a1). 

631 Reading 1721 (#015); Flintshire 1740 (#080); Truro 1740 (#081); Lancashire 1740 
(#085); Staffordshire 1740 (#091); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); 
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plaud the House of Commons for 'faithfully pursuing the real interest and hon-
our of their country'632. They could also request representatives to support bills 
and propositions protecting the collective interest and resist measures that en-
dangered it633. Such conceptualisations enabled petitioners to portray themselves 
and supportive representatives as actors sincerely concerned for the state of the 
nation. Instead of promoting vested interests, as their opponents in the admin-
istration, petitioners claimed to champion measures that were necessary for se-
curing the future of the nation. 

Some petitioners conceptualised the advancement of the collective interest 
as disinterestedness. Dictionarists such as John Kersey and Nathaniel Bailey de-
fined the concept of 'disinteressed or disinterested' as 'void of self-interest' and 
as being 'impartial [and] unbiassed'634. Samuel Johnson's A Dictionary of the Eng-
lish Language defined 'disinterest' as 'indifferent to profit'635, 'disinterested' as 'su-
perior to regard of private advantage'636, and 'disinterestedness' as 'contempt of 
private interest'637. Most petitioners, however, used the concept more straightfor-
wardly. Disinterested conduct usually signified opposition to ministerial 
schemes; disinterested petitioners and representatives opposed, among other 
things, places and pensions638 and 'the infamous convention with Spain'639. The 
bailiff, burgesses, and principal inhabitants of Ilchester, a 'venal borough' accord-
ing to John Brooke640, described the conduct of Joseph Tolson Lockyer and Wil-
liam Wilson, their representatives in parliament, as disinterested because of their 
opposition to the duties on cider and perry641 - even though the duties directly 
affected the interest of the Somerset borough. But instead of being partisan and 

                                                 
Denbighshire 1741 (#097); Marlborough 1741 (#109); Suffolk 1741 (#111); Ayrshire 
1741 (#115); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Carmarthen 1742 
(#139); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Honiton 1742 (#139); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); Bristol 
1742 (#152); Leominster 1743 (#163); Essex 1753 (#169); Wiltshire 1753 (#173); 
Worcestershire 1763 (#228). For similar uses of the concept of unbiased, see Lichfield 
1741 (#107); Edinburghshire 1742 (#150); Bristol 1742 (#152); Salisbury 1756 (#187); 
Southwark 1769 (#286); Honiton 1771 (#334). 

632 Reading 1721 (#015). 
633 Reading 1721 (#015); St Albans 1733 (#035); Rye 1733 (#039); Bedford 1734 (#053); 

Flintshire 1740 (#080); Denbighshire 1741 (#097); Marlborough 1741 (#109); Aber-
deenshire 1741 (#112); Preston 1741 (#116); Coventry 1742 (#159); Ipswich 1756 
(#185); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Shropshire 1756 (#196); York 1756 (#207); London 
1761 (#225); Middlesex 1775 (#396). For similar arguments containing references to 
the concpt of unbiased, see Leicester 1739 (#067); Bristol 1742 (#152); Salisbury 1756 
(#187). 

634 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735. 
635 Or 'superiority to regards of private advantage'. 
636 Or 'not influenced by private profit'. 
637 Johnson 1768. The 1755 edition of Johnson's dictionary also defined it as 'neglect to 

personal profit'. It could also be conceptualised as 'disinteressed' ('without regard to 
private advantage; impartial') and 'disinteressment' ('disregard to private ad-
vantage'). Johnson 1755; Johnson 1768. These conceptual forms derived, according to 
Johnson, from the French dis and interesse, but 'it is written disinterested by those 
who derive it immediately from interest, and I think more properly'. Johnson 1755. 

638 Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Oxfordshire 1741 (#114); Flintshire 1742 (#137). 
639 Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082). 
640 HoP/Ilchester 1754 - 1790. 
641 Ilchester 1763 (#234). 
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self-interested, petitioners characterised such forms of disinterestedness as 'ap-
pear[ing] on the side of liberty'642, 'the true spirit of constitution'643, and the 'hon-
our and interest of this nation'644. Even if the concept of disinterestedness could 
be understood to signify the absence of interests, most petitioners used the con-
cept to describe the absence of disadvantageous interests. 

Regardless of the differences regarding the implications of the concept, the 
uses of disinterestedness resembled petitioners' references to collective interests. 
Petitioners could applaud the 'generous disinterestedness of the senate', like the 
gentlemen and freeholders of Flintshire praising the passing of the place and pen-
sion bills in 1742645, and the 'disinterested conduct' of members of parliament, 
like the barons and freeholders of Aberdeenshire commending their representa-
tives for their opposition to the Convention of Pardo in 1740646. Disinterestedness 

                                                 
642 Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082), see also Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Newcastle-under-Lyme 

1742 (#140); Honiton 1771 (#334). For similar arguments by the country opposition to 
Walpole, see Dickinson 1977, 176 - 180. 

643 Bath 1769 (#264), see also Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Ox-
fordshire 1741 (#114). The freeholders of Edinburghshire wished that members of 
parliament 'would impartially concur in every measure that might contribute to-
wards the re-establishment of a once happy constitution, now almost torn to pieces, 
and moulder[e]d to a shadow, by a long progressive series of corrupt and enslaving 
practices'. Edinburghshire 1742 (#150). 

644 Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112), see also Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Newcastle-under-
Lyme 1740 (#087); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1742 (#140); Essex 1756 (#179). The 
mayor, bailiffs, and burgesses of Newcastle-under-Lyme assured Baptist Leveson 
Gower, a Tory whose family controlled the constituency, that 'we believe you have 
proposed no end to yourself in this service but the publick good, and desire no re-
ward but the approbation of you country; and we are confident it will add such 
strength to your zeal, that nothing will be able to indimidate, seduce, or weary you in 
your endeavours to promote these necessary laws, when you know these endeavours 
will be acceptable to us, honourable to yourself, and (if successful) of infinite ad-
vantage to your country, in this, and all succeeding generations'. Newcastle-under-
Lyme 1740 (#087); HoP/Baptist Leveson Gower; HoP/Newcastle-under-Lyme 1715 - 
1754. 

645 Flintshire 1742 (#137), see also Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112). The opposition against 
places and pensions, alongside the resistance against the Septennial Act and standing 
armies, formed the backbone of the country opposition. Parliament had already re-
stricted the number of placeholders in 1694 (excluding land tax collectors and salt 
duty commissioners from sitting in parliament), 1699 (excise officials), and 1701 (cus-
tom officials). However, the anti-Walpolean opposition endeavoured to further limit 
the influence of such places and pensions, allegedly used to frustrate the true voice of 
the people. The place bill of 1740, championed by the petitioners studied in this the-
sis, was defeated by 222 votes against those 206 in favour of it. The former members 
of the opposition succeeded in passing a place bill in 1742, but the act fell well short 
of the promises the country opposition had made during the premiership of Walpole. 
O'Gorman 37, 79 - 80; Black 1984a, 32 - 33; Black 1998, 122 - 123; Dickinson 1994, 198 - 
201; Dickinson 1977, 184, 217; Dickinson 1987, 71 - 73; Gunn 1983, 9 - 11, 26, 63; Lang-
ford 18 - 20, 101 - 102; Royle & Walvin 1982, 14; Skinner 1974, 97 - 98, 125; Langford 
1992, 53, 185 - 187. 

646 Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082), see also Newcastle-under-Lyme 1740 (#087); Newcastle-
under-Lyme 1742 (#140); Ilchester 1763 (#234); Honiton 1771 (#334); Rochester 1772 
(#341a1). Petitioners often associated disinterested conduct with attributes such as 
'worthy', 'honest', 'steady', and 'unbiassed'. Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Newcastle-
under-Lyme 1740 (#087); Kent 1753 (#168); Essex 1756 (#179); Ilchester 1763 (#234); 
Honiton 1771 (#334). Impartial conduct, on the other hand, became characterised by 
concepts and conceptualisations such as 'publick spirit', 'fortitude', 'honour', 
'courage', and 'zeal'. London 1721 (#002); Nottingham 1721 (#011); Colchester 1721 
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could also be used to assure the petitioned, and the reading publics, of the can-
dour of petitioners' intentions. Such argumentation could be explicit; petitioners 
could portray petitions as symbols of '[our] unfeigned zeal for the honour of God, 
and a disintersted concern for our country's peace'647. They could also promote 
disinterestedness in more implicit manners. The mayor, aldermen, and commons 
of Rochester, for instance, requested their representatives, John Jennings and Da-
vid Polhill, to oppose the excise scheme as such duties were 'universally disliked 
by all impartial and disinterested people'648. In order to prove their impartiality 
and disinterestedness, the representatives ought to oppose the imposition of ex-
cises on tobacco and wine649. Though not as common as the other conceptualisa-
tions of the collective interest, the concept of disinterestedness functioned as a 
fusion of eighteenth-century ideals. It combined the emphasis on collective inter-
ests (despite the implication of the opposite), the abhorrence of malicious influ-
ences, and the ideal of representatives' independence. 

Petitioners also used other concepts to describe their ideals. Most of them, 
such as the concept of spirit, closely resembled their uses of interest. Public 
spirit650, for instance, became used in similar manners as the concepts of disinter-
ested and impartial. Petitioners could praise their representatives for their 'noble 
and public-spirited opposition' against the 'partial and unconstitutional laws of 

                                                 
(#019). For 'disinterested behaviour' and 'services', see Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Kent 
1753 (#168); Bath 1769 (#264). 

647 Wiltshire 1753 (#173). See also Westminster 1770 (#328a1). The mayor and common-
alty of York assured the Crown of their 'firm and disinterested zeal for the advance-
ment of your majesty's just power and greatness'. York 1756 (#207). 

648 Rochester 1733 (#031). 
649 Despite the petition, both Polhill - a staunch supporter of the administration and the 

brother-in-law of the Duke of Newcastle, then the secretary of state for the southern 
department - and Jennings, the rear-admiral of England since February 1733, voted in 
favour of the bill for imposing an excise duty on tobacco. HoP/David Polhill; 
HoP/John Jennings; HoP/Rochester 1715 - 1754; GM/November 1733. 

650 London 1721 (#002); Somerset 1721 (#007); Tamworth 1721 (#013); Reading 1721 
(#015); Colchester 1721 (#019); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1721 (#022); Staffordshire 
1740 (#091); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Worcester 1742 (#142); Worcester 1742 (#143); 
Staffordshire 1742 (#145); Herefordshire 1742 (#149); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Devon 
1763 (#226). For other references to the concept of spirit, see Westminster 1721 (#003); 
Leicester 1721 (#004); Maidstone 1721 (#009); York 1739 (#066); York 1741 (#099); Ed-
inburgh 1741 (#103); Chester 1741 (#110); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Monmouth 1741 
(#119); London 1741 (#123); Reading 1742 (#125); Annan 1742 (#136); York 1742 
(#148); Westminster 1742 (#157); Coventry 1742 (#159); Merionethshire 1743 (#162); 
York 1753 (#172); Devon 1763 (#226); Bath 1769 (#264). Even though most of the ref-
erences to the concept of spirit in the studied petitions were distinctively positive, 
emphasising the role of the public spirit and the English or British spirit, petitioners 
also produced a number of negative references to the concept. The gentlemen, clergy, 
merchants, manufacturers, and inhabitants of Manchester, for instance, criticised the 
involvement of two justices of the peace in promoting 'and publickly abetting this pe-
tition [in favour of reconciliation], which though mild in its pretensions is neverthe-
less calculated to fan the flames of sedition, and keep alive the restless spirit of oppo-
sition, so destructive to society, and serving only the purposes of faction and di-
sontent' in 1775. Manchester 1775 (#383), see also Essex 1769 (#276); Edinburgh 1769 
(#280); Berkshire 1775 (#394). The lord mayor, aldermen, and livery of London, on 
the other hand, requested the King to dismiss his ministers 'from your person and 
counsels for ever' and to dissolve 'a parliament, who, by various acts of cruelty and 
injustice, have manifested a spirit of persecution against our brethren in America'. 
London 1775 (#375). 
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excise', like the high sheriff, gentlemen, clergy, and freeholders of Devon in 
1763651, and their endeavours to unite 'parties in one common interest, and [to 
turn] our private contests into publick spirit and love of our country', as the high 
sheriff and grand jury of Staffordshire in 1742652. Petitioners could also praise the 
'true British zeal and spirit' of the parliament, as the Westminster petitioners dur-
ing the South Sea Crisis in 1721 did653, and 'the glorious spirit of liberty' that de-
fined the opposition against Walpole, like the lord mayor and commonalty of 
York in 1741654. Others used references to the common good to describe the ideals 
of representation and participation655. Such conceptualisations could be used to 
describe petitioners' intentions656, commend representatives' conduct657, and en-
courage them to act in a specified manner in the future658. It could also be con-
ceptualised as the 'publick good'659. In such cases, petitioners could emphasise 
their representatives' 'zeal for the publick good', like the Cornish petitioners en-
deavouring to restrict the amount of placemen and restore triennal parliaments 
in 1740660, and 'distinguish[e]d services for the publick good', like the principal 
burgesses and inhabitants of Tewkesbury, who requested one of their represent-
atives to protect 'with your utmost efforts, such good and wholsome laws as will 
preserve the ancient freedom of our constitution'661. Although explicit references 

                                                 
651 Devon 1763 (#226). Pasi Ihalainen, among others, has discussed the influence of reli-

gion on the spheres of politics, arguing that 'it is not surprising that some of the ter-
minology applied by political rivals to each other was a direct loan from the sphere 
of religion'. He has pointed out that 'independently of their conviction as Christians, 
the introducers of these terms could rely on commonly shared associations of terms 
such as spirit, zeal and bigot and the traditional discourse on Protestant religion, 
which was familiar to all readers'. Ihalainen 1999, 188 - 191, see also 199, 216 - 219, 
267 - 268, 274. J.A.W Gunn, on the other hand, has argued that public spirit 'was one 
of the most characteristically British political concepts of the eighteenth century'. 
Gunn 1983, 168 - 271. 

652 Staffordshire 1742 (#145). 
653 Westminster 1721 (#003), see also York 1742 (#148) and Merionethshire 1743 (#162). 

The high sheriff, gentlemen, clergy, and freeholders of Devon claimed that excises 
were 'contrary to the spirit of the Great Charter, that sacred Palladium of English lib-
erty'. Devon 1763 (#226). Petitioners could also refer to the 'cause of liberty' and com-
mend members of parliament for their 'appearance on the side of liberty'. Aberdeen-
shire 1740 (#082); Bath 1741 (#102); Hereford 1741 (#105); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); 
Monmouth 1741 (#119); Worcestershire 1763 (#228). For references to 'love of liberty', 
see Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Lon-
don 1756 (#218); Kent 1769 (#267); Bristol 1769 (#281). 

654 York 1741 (#099), see also Chester 1741 (#110); Reading 1742 (#125). 
655 See, for instance, Lincolnshire 1756 (#189) and Middlesex 1770 (#320). 
656 Rochester 1733 (#031); Reading 1733 (#038); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098). 
657 Newcastle-under-Lyme 1721 (#022); Stirling 1742 (#134); Newcastle-under-Lyme 

1742 (#140); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Lichfield 1742 (#144); Coventry 1742 
(#159). See also Coventry 1741 (#108a1). Representatives could also be characterised 
as 'well-wishers to our constitution'. Warwickshire 1753 (#170), see also Coventry 
1741 (#108) and Monmouth 1741 (#119). 

658 See, for instance, Rochester 1733 (#031); Hindon 1733 (#032); Bishop's Castle 1741 
(#104). 

659 Liskeard 1740 (#078); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1740 (#087); Canterbury 1741 (#101); 
Coventry 1741 (#108); #Monmouth 1741 (#119); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120). 

660 Liskeard 1740 (#078). 
661 The petition was addressed to Thomas Gage, an opposition Whig since his vote 

against the Convention of Pardo in 1739. The petitioners did not mention Robert 
Tracy, the pro-administration representative of the borough, in their petition. 
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to the concept of good remained scarce in petitions, the idea of common good 
constituted one of the most profound ideals of politics in eighteenth-century Brit-
ain. 

Petitioners endeavouring to legitimise their petitioning and influence their 
representatives in parliament could also use collective identities such as English-
ness and Britishness662. The citizens of Bristol, instructing their representatives to 
deliver their address to his Majesty, portrayed themselves as actors 'determined 
to act the part of free-born Englishmen (however others amongst us may be in-
clined to bow their necks to the yoke)'663. South Sea petitioners, on the other hand, 
represented the calamitous state of the nation as a crisis that 'ought to be the con-
cern of every true Briton'664 and described the 'just abhorrence which every hon-
est Englishman ought to have against such detestable treachery [of the S.S.C.]' as 
the 'true motive of our humbly petitioning this honourable House'665. Petitioners 
could also portray the opposition to ministerial bills and schemes as the duty of 
every true Briton and Englishman. The mayor, jurats, and commonalty of Rye, 
one of the cinque ports, a confederation of medieval trading posts666, expressed 
their astonishment upon hearing rumours of the administration's endeavours to 
convert the custom duties of tobacco and wine into excises. 'Not supposing it 
could enter into the heart of any Englishman to impose such a burden upon the 
nation', the petitioners declared under their common seal, 'we looked upon it as 

                                                 
Whereas Gage voted in favour of the place bill, as the petitioners had instructed, 
Tracy abstained, losing his seat in Tewkesbury in May 1741. Tewkesbury 1741 
(#120).; HoP/Thomas Gage; HoP/Robert Tracy; HoP/Tewkesbury 1715 - 1754; Lang-
ford 1975, 119. 

662 Mark Knights has shown that the 'word (and concept)' English was 'redefined under 
the pressure of party politics' during the early eighteenth century, becoming 'particu-
larly charged in 1702, after Queen Anne described her heart as 'entirely English''. As 
it was 'deemed to be a reflection on the Dutch William, and hence on the Revolution', 
the word was, according to Knights, 'taken up by high church Tories'. However, it 
was also claimed by Whigs (and others). 'Partisans', Knights concludes, 'thus com-
peted to claim Englishness'. Knights 2005, 286 - 287. But even if the two first Hanove-
rian monarchs were, at times, mocked as foreigners, especially by those sympathetic 
towards the Jacobite cause, there are no indications that the studied petitioners used 
the concept to emphasise ethnicity as such. Petitioners could also use such ideals to 
turn formally humble requests into de facto demands, as is demonstrated in Chapter 
5.4 (Petitioners' Indirect Means of Influence). 

663 Bristol 1756 (#208), see also Nottingham 1742 (#133). The high sheriffs, grand jury, 
gentlemen, clergy, and freeholders of Yorkshire, criticising the number of placemen 
in 1740, claimed to 'recommend [what] is the sentiment of every Englishman, who is 
not influenc[e]d by his own private interest or expectation', whereas the mayor, bail-
iff, and commonalty Monmouth, endeavouring to punish Walpole, reduce the num-
ber of placemen, and abolish the Septennial Act in 1741, claimed to champion 
measues 'as we believe they are [the sentiments] of every True Briton and well-
wisher to his country'. Yorkshire 1740 (#093); Monmouth 1741 (#119). 

664 Colchester 1721 (#019), see also Salisbury 1733 (#059); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Berk-
shire 1775 (#394). 

665 Coventry 1721 (#001). 
666 The original ports being Hastings, New Romney, Hythe, Dover, and Sandwich. 

These five ports were supported by the 'ancient towns' of Rye and Winchelsea. Later 
on, a number of settlements became 'limbs' for the original ports and towns. Folke-
stone and Faversham, for instance, became parts of the confederation as 'limbs' of 
Dover. Murray 1935a; Murray 1935b; Rodger 1996. 
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a story invented to create uneasinesses in the minds of the people'.667 By asserting 
that no true Englishman could support such duties, the petitioners increased the 
pressure on their representatives; supporting such a scheme, the petitioners im-
plied, would render them unworthy of representing them in a truly British par-
liament668. Petitioners could also describe members of parliament as 'example[s] 
worthy the imitation of every independent Englishman'669 and describe their con-
duct as 'the greatest satisfaction to every independent Briton'670. Some of the con-
ceptualisations may have been more explicit than others, but the implications of 
such argumentation remained consistent. True Britons shared petitioners' inten-
tions and conclusions. 

Concepts such as patriot671, patriotic672, and patriotism673 could also be used 
to describe petitioners' ideals of representation and participation. Petitioners as-

                                                 
667 Rye 1733 (#039), see also Rippon 1733 (#034); Rye 1733 (#039); Lancashire 1740 

(#085); Somerset 1753 (#171); Wiltshire 1753 (#173); Devon 1763 (#226); Worcester-
shire 1763 (#228); Taunton 1763 (#244); Bath 1769 (#264); Kent 1769 (#267); South-
wark 1769 (#288); Canterbury 1769 (#303). 

668 Phillips Gybbon, the opposition representative for the borough, voted against bring-
ing in the tobacco bill in 1733. Matthew Norris, the other representative for the bor-
ough from January 1733 to 1734, is marked as absent, being 'at Bath' during the vote. 
His father, Sir John Norris, who replaced his son in Rye in 1734, however, voted 
against the tobacco bill while representing Portsmouth in parliament. HoP/Phillips 
Gybbon; HoP/Matthew Norris; HoP/Sir John Norris; HoP/Rye 1715 - 1754; 
GM/November 1733. 

669 The freemen of Canterbury, an independent constituency, praised the conduct of 
John Sawbridge, then one of the representatives of Hythe, for his motion to shorten 
the duration of parliaments. The petitioners instructed their representatives, William 
Lynch and Richard Milles, to 'attend the House of Commons on the motion to be 
made there this session' and support 'such motion to the utmost of your power'. Can-
terbury 1773 (#353); HoP/Canterbury 1754 - 1790; HoP/John Sawbridge. 

670 York 1741 (#099), see also Reading 1742 (#125); Leominster 1743 (#163). 
671 Colchester 1721 (#019); Newark-upon-Trent 1721 (#020); London 1739 (#057); Ren-

frewshire 1739 (#061); Dundee 1739 (#068); Canterbury 1741 (#101); Coventry 1741 
(#108); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126); Montgomery-
shire 1742 (#132); Worcester 1742 (#143); Dorset 1742 (#147); Coventry 1742 (#159); 
Leominster 1743 (#163); Kent 1769 (#267). The uses of patriot resembled petitioners' 
references to the 'true lovers of their country'. Rye 1733 (#039), see also Edinburgh 
1742 (#151); Warwickshire 1753 (#170); Somerset 1756 (#199); Portsmouth 1764 
(#246). 

672 Cornwall 1763 (#237); Yorkshire 1768 (#259); Flint 1770 (#310); Birmingham 1775 
(#400). Petitioners' uses of the concept closely resembled conceptualisations such as 
'love of our country'. Staffordshire 1742 (#145), see also Tamworth 1721 (#013); Buck-
inghamshire 1721 (#024); Rye 1733 (#039); Huntingdonshire 1740 (#072); Merioneth-
shire 1743 (#162); Cirencester 1753 (#174); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Edinburgh 1769 
(#280); Sunderland 1771 (#360); Coventry 1775 (#383). 

673 Worcester 1742 (#142); Nottingham 1766 (#250); Westminster 1770 (#328). Notions of 
patriotism could also be criticised and ridiculed by the opponents of those using such 
labels. A mock-petition in the name of 'the unfortunate word PATRIOTISM', for in-
stance, was published in Lloyd's Evening Post and the London Chronicle in August 
1765. The mock-petition begged to represent 'that your petitioners has, for so many 
years past, been very cruelly used by a number of people, who constantly placed the 
basest actions they committed to your petitioner's account; and always set forth, that 
they were labouring for her interest, when they were actuated by nothing but a most 
despicable consideration for their own'. The author further accused the 'two power-
ful factions in particular, called Whig and Tory' of 'acting by the authority of your pe-
titioners, to endanger the honour of their King and the welfare of their country, and 
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sociated patriotic conduct with the support of measures that 'shall be most con-
ducive to the happiness and prosperity of this nation'674 and with the 'principles 
of liberty and publick spirit'675. Eighteenth-century dictionarists, too, recognised 
the resemblance of patriotism and the other forms of collective ideals. Nathaniel 
Bailey, for instance, defined patriot as 'a public benefactor', a description closely 
resembling the definition of Kersey676, and patriotism as 'publick spiritedness'. 
Samuel Johnson, on the other hand, defined the concepts as 'one whose ruling 
passion is the love of his country' and 'love of one's country; zeal for one's coun-
try'. Most uses of the concepts of patriot, patriotic, and patriotism were associated 
with petitioners' endeavour to commend their representatives' conduct. Petition-
ers could praise the 'true patriotic zeal' of their representatives677 and 'highly ap-
plaud your espousal of those principles of liberty and publick spirit, so essential 
to the happiness of Britons, and which are the distinguishing characteristicks of 
true patriotism'678. They could also encourage their representatives to oppose 
ministerial measures 'in conjunction with such worthy patriots as shall be will-
ing', as the dean of guild, merchants, incorporations, and other inhabitants of 
Dundee in 1739, requesting John Drummond679, the sole representative of Perth 
Burghs, to promote a bill to limit the number of placemen in parliament680. But 
although petitioners' uses of the concepts resembled the more general conceptu-
alisations of the common good, the concepts contained more partisan nuances 
than most of the more conventional conceptualisations.  

Despite its ancient origins, the concept of patriot entered the English lan-
guage relatively late. It first emerged during the sixteenth-century, as a reference 
to compatriots, but gained traction but during the later seventeenth century. Ac-
cording to Mary G. Dietz, the concept of patriot became 'a fully-fledged part of 
English political discourse' during the Glorious Revolution. Dietz suggests that 
the change of the concept can be contributed to a set of factors. First, it became 

                                                 
omitted no opportunity of disturbing the tranquillity of the publick'. In order to clear 
the name of the concept, the author begged the papers 'to inform the world, that 
since the absolute expulsion of her deadliest enemy James II. she has had little to do 
in the affairs of this kingdom; and acquaint your readers, moreover, that they have 
been entirely managed by a couple of wicked wretches, who always strive to wear 
her appearance, and whose names are Private Interest and Resentment'. BC/LlEP 7 - 
9 August 1765; BC/LC 8 - 10 August 1765. 

674 Leominster 1743 (#163). 
675 Worcester 1742 (#142). 
676 Kersey defined the concept as 'a father of his country, a great benefactor to the pub-

lick'. Kersey 1708. 
677 Cornwall 1763 (#237), see also Coventry 1741 (#108); Yorkshire 1768 (#259); Birming-

ham 1775 (#400). 
678 Worcester 1742 (#142). 
679 As a member of parliament mostly interested in trade and commerce, Drummond 

tended to support the administration. He represented Perth Burghs from 1727 to his 
death in January 1743. HoP/John Drummond; HoP/Perth Burghs 1715 - 1754. 

680 Dundee 1739 (#068), see also London 1739 (#057); Renfrewshire 1739 (#061); Canter-
bury 1741 (#101); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Worcester 1742 (#143); Dorset 1742 
(#147). For historical allegories referring to the patriots of former times, see Aber-
deenshire 1741 (#112) and Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126). See also Worcester 
1742 (#142); Leominster 1743 (#163); Flint 1770 (#310); Westminster1770 (#328); Bir-
mingham 1775 (#400). 
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'tied to a particular set of political principles' such as to the defence of the consti-
tution, the rights and liberties of Englishmen, and the spirit of the Glorious Rev-
olution. Second, post-revolution actors dissociated the concept from the alle-
giance to absolutist monarchs and, instead, defined it as the defence of one's 
country.681 The change is apparent in the eighteenth-century dictionaries. Rather 
than defining patriot as one's compatriot, it became characterised as an explicitly 
political concept. John Kersey, and Nathaniel Bailey, defined patriot as 'a father 
of his country, a great benefactor of the publick' whereas Samuel Johnson, much 
in the same spirit, defined the concept as 'one whose ruling passion is the love of 
his country'. Although absent from Kersey's dictionary, Bailey and Johnson de-
fined 'patriotism'682 as 'the acting like a father to his country; publick spiritedness' 
and as 'love of one's country; zeal for one's country', respectively.683 In addition 
to being used as a reference to such ideals, the concept also became partly mo-
nopolised, at least during the 1730s and early 1740s, by the anti-Walpolean op-
position. The coalition of Tories and Opposition Whigs often referred to them-
selves as the Patriot Opposition.684 It is more than certain that at least some of the 
petitioners' references to the concept primarily referred to the members of the 
opposition (though still, at the same time, referring to the more general defini-
tions of the concept). As claims of promoting the common good and the interest 
of the nation, acting in the name of patriotism enabled the members of the oppo-
sition to portray themselves as the servants of the nation, struggling against the 
avarice and corruption of the administration of Walpole685. 

The pronounced emphasis on collective ideals also influenced the presenta-
tion of the particularistic claims petitioners used to convince the receivers of their 
petitions. Even when explicitly championing measures that benefitted them-
selves and their constituencies, they tended to represent them as measures that 
enhanced the common good. Petitioners could, for instance, urge their represent-
atives to 'have a constant regard for the interest of your country, and especially 
of this borough', like the corporation of St Albans, criticising the size of land 

                                                 
681 Dietz 1989, 182 - 184. For the ancient origins of the concept, see Dietz 1989, 177 - 182. 

Kathleen Wilson has noted that 'the patriotic appeal had a broad purchase among 
different political and interest groups in this period, and could be used with good ef-
fect by government and opposition alike, largely because there was essential agree-
ment about its central features'. Wilson 1998, 123 - 124. 

682 A concept that, according to Dietz and Christine Gerrard, entered the English lan-
guage as late as in 1726, as part of the 1726 edition of Bailey's dictionary. Dietz 1989, 
185; Gerrard 1994, 4 - 5. 

683 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735; Johnson 1768. See also Skinner 1974, 99; Skinner 2002, 168. 
684 The opposition, supported by the Craftsman, reinforcing the discourse of the opposi-

tion as a selfish and patriotic force against the corrupt administration, was influenced 
by Viscount Bolingbroke after his return from exile in 1725. In 1738, Bolingbroke 
published The Ideal of a Patriot King, a pamphlet that would continue to influence the 
country opposition long after the demise of the anti-Walpolean opposition. Gerrard 
1994, 4 - 18; Dietz, 1989, 184 - 186; Skinner 1974, 98 - 100, 111 - 113, 126 - 127; Wilson 
1998, 123 - 124; Dickinson 1977, 176 - 181. 

685 It could, as Kathleen Wilson has argued, 'be used to mask a multitude of partisan and 
sectional interests'. Wilson 1998, 123 - 124. 
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forces and the excise scheme in 1733686, and declare their confidence that the pe-
titioned 'will behave in a manner agreeable to the constitution and particular in-
terest of this county', like the barons and freeholders of Sutherland in 1740687. 
Instead of requesting their representatives to champion their particular interests 
exclusively, the petitioners from St Albans and Sutherland framed their interests 
in terms of those of the nation and the constitution. Most of such claims pertained 
to trade; petitioners being concerned about the impact of incidents and proposed 
measures on the trade of the nation and on that of their borough in particular. 
The lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of London, for instance, insisted in 1739 
that 'the citizens of London are too deeply interested in whatever effects the trade 
of this nation, not to express the utmost anxiety for the welfare and prosperity of 
that only source of our riches'. But besides being of the utmost importance to 
London in particular, petitioners also emphasised 'the high importance this trade 
[to the colonies in North America] is of to the kingdom in general'. Hence, the 
petitioners requested both the House of Commons and House of Lords to prevent 
the Spaniards from stopping and searching British vessels and oppose the Con-
vention of Pardo.688 

The petitioned members of parliament often used similar conceptualisa-
tions in their replies to the petitioners. John Louis Ligonier, a naturalised Hugue-
not refugee and one of the representatives for Bath689, for instance, proclaimed 
his 'great satisfaction at the approbation [the petitioners] are pleased to express 
of my endeavours to serve my King and country as [their] representative'. He 
further assured the members of the corporation that the 'interest and honour of 
[their] city of Bath, it will be over my study to promote'690. Instead of being sep-
arate entities, Ligonier portrayed his endeavours to serve the King and country 
and promote the interest and honour of Bath as mutually consistent. But as in the 

                                                 
686 St Albans 1733 (#035), see also Hindon 1733 (#032); Bedford 1734 (#053); Wiltshire 

1753 (#173). 
687 Sutherland 1740 (#076), see also Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Bath 1760 (#224). 
688 Petitioners further claimed that the American trade 'is of the utmost importance, and 

almost the only profitable trade this nation now enjoys, unirival[e]d by others'. Lon-
don 1739 (#058). In 1753, the lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of London 
claimed that the naturalisation of Jews would 'tend greatly to the dishonour of the 
Christian religion, indanger our excellent constitution, and be highly prejudicial to 
the interest and trade of the kingom in general, and this city in particular'. London 
1753 (#176). See also Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Bristol 1741 (#152); London 1752 (#167); 
Devon 1756 (#180); Exeter 1756 (#190); Bedfordshire 1756 (#193); Plympton Erle 1763 
(#238); Plymouth 1763 (#239); Honiton 1764 (#245); Bristol 1769 (#282); London 1769 
(#293). For similar claims regarding the woollen industry and other branches of 
trade, see Chapter 3.3 (Protectors of the Poor). Similar arguments were also used in 
parliament. The Duke of Bedford, opposing the administration in the House of 
Lords, argued during the debate on the petitions submitted against the Convention 
of Pardo that 'I have in my hand a petition from a very great body of men, no less a 
body, my Lords, than the citizens of London'. 'The importance of this juncture', he 
continued, 'called upon them to assemble and deliberate upon the most proper 
means of preventing the effects of the Convention, which they apprehend to be ruin-
ous, not only to them, but the whole kingdom, from taking place'. Cobbett 1737 - 
1739 (HoL) 1040/Duke of Bedford. 

689 Ligonier served as the commander-in-chief from 1757 to 1766 and master-general of 
ordnance from 1759 to 1763. HoP/Sir John Louis Ligonier. 

690 Bath 1760 (#224a2). See also Coventry 1741 (#108a1); Hereford 1741 (#105a1). 
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case of petitions, most of such assertions concerned trade and commerce. George 
Pocock, one of the representatives of Plymouth, assured the petitioners encour-
aging him to oppose the excise duties on cider and perry that they 'may rest sat-
isfied my conduct in parliament shall ever be conformable to that duty I owe my 
King and country, and watchful over the particular interests of the borough I 
have the honour to represent'691. George Yonge, to whom the portreeve, bailiffs, 
and the other principal inhabitants of Honiton had submitted a petition, empha-
sised in a similar manner his adherence to 'the true principles of liberty and the 
constitution, as well as by my attention to your commands, with regard to the 
interest of the county, so deeply and immediately affected by the cider act, as 
well as the whole kingdom in general by its consequences'692. Both Pocock and 
Yonge promised to champion the interest of their borough and county, Devon 
being one of the so-called cider counties that opposed the excise duties on cider 
and perry. However, they also represented themselves as champions of the com-
mon good.  

The conceptualisations of petitioners' ideals are often seen as mere slogans, 
even as partisan propaganda, used to disguise their selfish intentions. But the 
discursive patterns in petitions are too pervasive to be mere slogans. Petitioners 
used collective ideals from popular interest and common good to patriotism and pub-
lic spirit to numerous ends; to substantiate the righteousness of their intentions, 
commend their representatives and other actors, and propose measures that the 
petitioned ought to champion. Parliament became defined as a sphere of collec-
tive ideals and members of parliament as servants of the common good. How-
ever, most petitioners also regarded members of parliament as representatives of 
their constituencies in parliament. In order to legitimise their requests concerning 
their particular interests, petitioners represented them as necessities for the com-
mon good. Instead of supporting propositions because of their impact on them-
selves and their communities, petitioners claimed to champion measures that 
also strengthened the interest of the nation. In order to persuade parliament, 
members of parliament, the Throne, and the reading publics, petitioners referred 

                                                 
691 Plymouth 1763 (#239a1). William Wildman Barrington, the treasurer of navy and the 

other representative for Plymouth, on the other hand, focused on emphasising peti-
tioners' particular interests. In his letter to John Morshead, the mayor of the city, Bar-
rington declared that 'I am sensible of the right which my constituents have, to 
intstruct me with respect to my conduct in parliament; for my seat there, is entirely 
owing to their confidence and favour; they can never more properly exercise that 
right, than in a case where their peculiar interests are particular concerned'. He fur-
ther insisted that 'I should act a part very unbecoming the relation I bear to them, 
and full of ingratitude after the singular and repeated favours they have conferred on 
me, if I had not the most earnest desire to comply on every occasion with their 
wishes, and to obey their commands'. Plymouth 1763 (#239a2); HoP/William Wild-
man Barrington. See also Canterbury 1772 (#348a1). 

692 Honiton 1764 (#245a1). George Yonge was the only surviving son of Sir William 
Younge, a member of parliament for Honiton from 1715 to 1754 and Tiverton from 
1754 to 1755. Whereas his father had supported the excise scheme in parliament in 
1733, George Yonge 'led the opposition to the cider duty in Devon and tried to secure 
the support of the Tory country gentlemen'. HoP/George Yonge; HoP/Sir William 
Yonge. See also Devon 1763 (#226a1); Coventry 1766 (#253a1). Replies from the peti-
tioned are discussed in detail in Chapter 5.5 (Replies from the Petitioned). 
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to ideals and concepts their audiences could recognise and embrace. Even those 
criticising petitioners used similar ideals and conceptualisations to delegitimise 
their use of petitions, as demonstrated in Chapter 6.3 (Protecting the Independ-
ence of Parliament). Instead of being isolated ideals and conceptualisations, peti-
tioners' descriptions of the legitimate forms of representation and participation 
also illustrate the boundaries of politics in a broader sense. 

4.2 Counter-Ideals of Representation and Participation 

4.2.1 Enemies of the People 

Ideals of could also be defined in more implicit manners. Petitioners could use 
negations, or counter-ideals, as this thesis refers to them, to describe their ideals 
of representation and participation. Uses of such negations tended to function as 
indications of the ideals petitioners claimed to support. Claims and assertions 
against the influence of parties and placemen, for instance, could be used to in-
dicate petitioners' support for ideals such as the interest of the nation and disin-
terestedness. Petitioners could also claim to oppose the corrupt influence of min-
isters, and other actors conspiring against the public interest, to demonstrate their 
commitment to the true interest of the people. One could even argue that the use 
of counter-ideals constituted one of the most common forms of defining ideals. 
In order to understand their perceptions on representation and participation, 
scholars ought to recognise the impact of such practices. However, despite being 
part of the same process, petitioners' uses of ideals and counter-ideals also dif-
fered from each other. First, their immediate functions tended to differ from each 
other. Petitioners used ideals to describe their intentions, commend their repre-
sentatives and other actors, and promote bills and measures enhancing the com-
mon good. Counter-ideals, on the other hand, became used to criticise petition-
ers' opponents and their schemes. Second, in contrast to ideals, most of them em-
phasising collective interests, the uses of counter-ideals focused on those actors 
and measures that undermined collective ideals. 

Some of the counter-ideals, such as self-interest and private interest, were 
diametrical opposites of petitioners' ideals. In contrast to the conceptualisations 
regarding collective interests, most of them used either as compliments or assur-
ances of righteousness, the conceptualisations of private interest were, in most 
cases, used to condemn the conduct of others693. Petitioners could, for instance, 

                                                 
693 For positive uses of the concept, see Yorkshire 1770 (#319a1) and Yorkshire 1770 

(#319a2). George Saville, a member of parliament for Yorkshire from 1759 to 1783, 
claimed that 'it is the most perfect self-interest, and the highest ambition to join with 
you [the petitioners] in the other, that I may be in any degree the fortunate instru-
ment in preserving those rights [of freemen]'. Yorkshire 1770 (#319a1); HoP/Sir 
George Savile. Edwin Lascelles, another supporter of Rockingham, on the other 
hand, asserted that 'it has always been my greatest ambition to gain the approbation 
of gentlemen of your characters. If I have been so fortunate to succeed, I must think I 
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criticise the influence of placemen and pensioners, whom most of the opposition-
minded petitioners opposed throughout the eighteenth-century, by representing 
them as actors 'who, regardless of the true interests of their King and country, 
sacrifice every thing to their own private views'694. The free burgesses, traders, 
and inhabitants of Newcastle upon Tyne, on the other hand, insisted that most of 
the pro-administration addresses to the Throne, supporting the harsh measures 
on the American colonies, had been 'industriously sought by those interested 
men who have plunged an happy and united people into all the horrors of a 
CIVIL WAR'695. Instead of being the voice of free and independent citizens, de-
fending the interest of the nation, the authors and 1,210 subscribers of the oppo-
sition address portrayed the other addresses as pro-administration orchestra-
tions. Such conceptualisations could also be used for more mundane purposes. 
The principal merchants, burgesses, and inhabitants of Liverpool, for instance, 
claimed that the 'high price of corn', tormenting the poorer sort of people in par-
ticular, derived from 'the prosecution of private interest'696. Accusations of pri-
vate interest enabled petitioners to represent their opponents as men of voracious 
character, unfit for holding office and steering the nation, and themselves as ac-
tors that confronted such actors and, thus, guarded the true interest of the people. 

Uses of concepts such as partial, dependent, and biased closely resembled pe-
titioners' references to private interests. As in the case of private interest, peti-
tioners used accusations of biases, partiality, and dependency to criticise the con-
duct of placemen, pensioners697, and other proponents of the administration698. 
The freeholders of Lanarkshire, for instance, described the administration of Rob-
ert Walpole as a regime 'supported by the submissive obedience and dependence 
of a servile legion, hired for the destruction, tho[ugh] paid at the expense of the 
publick' in 1741699. Petitioners could also use such concepts to describe the ideals 

                                                 
am more indebted to your partial opinions, than to any real or substantial merit of 
my own'. Yorkshire 1770 (#319a2); HoP/Edwin Lascelles. 

694 Salisbury 1756 (#187). The Merchant Company of Edinburgh claimed that placemen 
'may have a different interest from that of the nation' and hence incapable of 'exert-
ing themselves in parliament for the good of their country, but in the favour of a 
minister, whose schemes and projects they may be tempted to support, however ru-
inous to their country'. The petitioners encouraged members of parliament 'to reduce 
and limit the number of placemen ... [so] that our legislature may, as far as possible, 
be freed from all other influence, than that of the publick interest, and the happiness 
of the nation'. Edinburgh 1739 (#060). See also Denbighshire 1741 (#097). 

695 Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#393). For the use of references to the civil war, English 
republic, and Cromwell, see, for instance, Ihalainen 1999, 143 - 144, 152, 183 - 184, 190 
- 191, 265 - 266; Ihalainen 2010, 84 - 85, 107 - 108, 187 - 188. The use of such metaphors 
is further discussed in Chapter 6.4 (In Defence of the Constitution). 

696 Liverpool 1757 (#222). 
697 For dependence, see Middlesex 1740 (#071); Devon 1740 (#089); Cornwall 1740 

(#092); Yorkshire 1740 (#093); London 1741 (#124); New Woodstock 1742 (#141). For 
partiality, see Leominster 1743 (#163). 

698 In most cases, referring to excise officers, as in the case of Wareham 1733 (#029) and 
Devon 1763 (#226).  

699 Lanarkshire 1741 (#118). The counter-petitioners from Liverpool objected to such al-
legations, declaring that 'to say that the House of Commons is partial, unjust, or cor-
rupt, or does any thing out of malice, is, in our opinion, highly criminal, and tends to 
raise a scandal upon the whole nation, whose representatives they are'. Liverpool 
1769 (#279). 



156 
 

of representation in a rather straightforward manner. 'Every man' in parliament, 
the magistrates and other members of the council of Dumfries insisted after the 
fall of Walpole in 1742, ought to be 'regarded only as he prefers the welfare and 
liberties of his country to any private dependence, or partial consideration what-
soever'700. John Wilkes, too, used such concepts in his address to the gentlemen, 
clergy, and freeholders of Middlesex in April 1770. Wilkes, whom still claimed to 
be 'the legal member for the county' despite being rejected three times by the 
House of Commons, promised his constituents that, as a member of parliament, 
he would 'form no connection which may, in the smallest degree warp me from 
my duty to you, either as the dependent of a minister, or even as the servant of 
the Crown, for I think a representative of the people ought to be perfectly free 
and unbiassed'701. The resemblance between such concepts and those of private 
interest and self-interest is more than evident. Both sets of concepts demonstrate 
petitioners', and their contemporaries', perceptions of the most fundamental ide-
als of representation - that decision-making actors ought to be independent and 
public-spirited. 

Though using counter-ideals to criticise a diverse set of actors and institu-
tions, most petitioners focused on castigating ministers and their henchmen. Nu-
merous petitioners regarded ministers, and prime ministers in particular, as 
manifestations of the decay and degeneration of the political establishment. In 
such cases, petitioners tended to accuse ministers and ministries of misconduct, 
criticising their 'enormous abuses'702, 'series of mismanagement'703, and 'male-
practices in administration'704 and charging them of 'a train of errors and miscon-
duct'705 and 'prostitution of public honour'706. Others emphasised the dangerous 
nature of ministers' principles and conduct. The corporation of Canterbury, for 
instance, accused the administration of conspiring against John Wilkes and the 
freeholders of Middlesex, suppressing the rights 'purchased by the blood of our 
illustrious ancestors' by the implementation of 'tyrannical measures'707. Petition-
ers could also accuse ministers of 'despotic measures', like the citizens of Bristol, 

                                                 
700 Dumfries 1742 (#138), see also Westminster 1770 (#325). 
701 LM April 1770. 
702 Flint 1770 (#333), see also Canterbury 1741 (#101); Coventry 1741 (#108); Marlbor-

ough 1741 (#109); Ayrshire 1741 (#115); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Westminster 1741 
(#122); Dumfries 1742 (#138); Westminster 1742 (#157); Bristol 1769 (#281). 

703 Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131), see also Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Chester 1741 (#110); 
Preston 1741 (#116); Monmouth 1741 (#119); Renfrewshire 1741 (#121); London 1741 
(#123); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Salisbury 1756 (#187); London 1756 (#218). For non-
ministerial uses of the concept of mismanagement, see London 1721 (#002); Somerset 
1721 (#007); Oxford 1756 (#206). 

704 London 1770 (#324), see also Kent 1769 (#267). 
705 Cornwall 1769 (#263), see also Lanarkshire 1741 (#118) and Middlesex 1770 (#320). 
706 Middlesex 1769 (#292), see also Canterbury 1741 (#101); Suffolk 1741 (#111); Lanark-

shire 1741 (#118); Westminster 1741 (#122); Devon 1742 (#135); Flintshire 1742 (#137); 
Southwark 1742 (#146); Edinburghshire 1742 (#150); London 1742 (#153); Middlesex 
1769 (#292); London 1769 (#294); Canterbury 1769 (#303). 

707 Canterbury 1769 (#303). For accusations of 'ministerial tyranny', see Preston 1741 
(#116). See also Westminster 1741 (#122); Cromartyshire 1742 (#127); Flint 1770 
(#310). Nathaniel Bailey defined tyranny as a 'cruel and violent government; empire, 
or dominion unlawfully usurped; outrageous cruelty or oppression'. Bailey 1735, see 
also Kersey 1708. Johnson, on the other hand, defined it as an (1) 'absolute monarchy 
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criticising the conduct of the administration during the crisis on Wilkes' seat in 
1769708. The lord mayor, aldermen, and livery of London, on the other hand, pro-
claimed in their address to the Throne in 1775 that 'the power contended for over 
the colonies, undue the specious name of dignity, is to all intents and purposes 
despotism'. 'The exercise of despotic power, in any part of the empire', the peti-
tioners further claimed, 'is inconsistent with the character and safety of this coun-
try'.709 Although most petitioners criticised specific ministers, petitions could also 
contain less personified forms of criticism, most evident in petitions submitted 
after the 1750s. In such cases, petitioners tended to criticise ministries instead of 
specific ministers. The change of pattern can, to a large extent, be explained by 
the fragmentation of parliamentary politics710. Whereas Robert Walpole gov-
erned for 21 years, from 1721 to 1742, the period between the Pitt-Newcastle min-
istry (1757 - 1762) and the North ministry (1770 - 1782) witnessed the rise and fall 
of five prime ministers. Instead of being a period of strong ministries and sys-
tematic policies, as during the premiership of Walpole, the 1760s were defined 
by factious feuds and fragmentation. 

During the 1730s and 1740s, ministers faced harsher and more personified 
criticism compared to the 1760s and 1770s. Petitioners described Robert Walpole, 
the subject of most petitioners' contempt from 1733 to 1742, as 'an ambitious, self-
seeking minister'711 and 'the author and contriver of our miseries and disgrace, 
the forger and intended riveter of our chains'712. Petitioners continued to criticise 
Walpole even after his resignation in February 1742, prompted by his defeat on 
the vote on the Chippenham by-election. In order to prevent future ministers 

                                                 
imperiously administred', (2) 'unresisted and cruel power', (3) 'cruel government; rig-
orous command', and (4) 'severity; rigour; inclemency'. Johnson 1768. For accusations 
of arbitrary conduct, see, for instance, Dorset 1742 (#147); Edinburghshire 1742 
(#150); Canterbury 1769 (#270); Norfolk 1769 (#299); Canterbury 1769 (#303); Flint 
1770 (#310); London 1771 (#335); London 1775 (#376). Petitioners could argue, like 
the lord mayor, aldermen, and commons of London in 1770, that in order to 'to over-
throw the choice of the electors, and nominate to a seat in parliament, a person not 
chosen by the people' ministers had used their 'influence' and 'arbitrary discretion, 
the law of tyrants'. London 1770 (#323). 

708 Bristol 1769 (#281), see also Edinburghshire 1742 (#150) and Canterbury 1769 (#270). 
John Kersey defined 'despotical or despotick' as 'absolutely supreme, arbitrary' and a 
'despote' as 'a prince or governour in the Turkish empire; as the Despote of Valachia'. 
Kersey 1708, see also Bailey 1735 and Johnson 1768. Besides being associated with the 
'Turkish empire' and Wallachia (and also with Persia and other distant and mostly 
historical powers), the concepts of despotism and tyranny were also commonly asso-
ciated with France and Denmark. France, in particular, functioned as a powerful 
warning and point of reference, whether being an example of the adverse conse-
quences of despotic Kings or, as after the revolution, of the tyranny of the people. 

709 London 1775 (#375). See also Sunderland 1771 (#340); London 1775 (#376); Middle-
sex 1775 (#395).  

710 See, for instance, O'Gorman 2006, 201 - 204. 
711 Edinburghshire 1742 (#150). The freeholders of Lanarkshire described the influence 

of Walpole as an 'over-bearing weight of a minister, intoxicated with the possession 
of above twenty years power, supported by the submissive obedience and depend-
ence of a servile legion'. Lanarkshire 1741 (#118). For similar criticism in parliament, 
see, for instance, Ihalainen 2010, 97 - 100. 

712 Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131). The mayor, aldermen, and commons of New Wood-
stock, on the other hand, referred to Walpole as 'that Leviathan of power'. Wood-
stock 1742 (#141). 



158 
 

from abusing their privileges, petitioners demanded exemplary justice. The free-
holders of Ayrhsire, for instance, argued that 'publick example has the greatest 
influence upon men's behaviour'713. Petitioners could also claim that the prime 
minister ought to be punished so 'that others may hereafter be deterr[e]d from 
the like evil practices', like the general meeting of independent freemen in Bris-
tol714, and 'succeeding statesmen ... may be intimidated from pursuing measures 
destructive of the publick interest, and support our constitution in its original 
purity', like the electors of Bath715. The House of Commons had, indeed, estab-
lished an inquiry into Walpole's conduct as the prime minister. However, against 
the desires of the most ardent of his opponents, as well as the promises the coun-
try opposition had used to foment anti-Walpolean sentiments, the scope of the 
inquiry was restricted to the past 10 years (instead of 20). The bill that would 
have granted immunity to those testifying against Walpole was also defeated by 
the House of Lords. The inquiry found, eventually, but little that could be used 
to prosecure and punish Walpole. A further motion to establish another secret 
committee to investigate the past 20 years was defeated by 244 votes against 242 
in March 1742, numerous of Walpole's old enemies, such as William Pulteney, 
being absent from the division. Instead of being punished, or executed, as the 
Herefordshire petitioners had suggested in 1741, Walpole was made the Earl of 
Orford and was thus elevated to the House of Lords.716 To the opposition-sup-

                                                 
713 Ayrshire 1741 (#115). For requests to investigate and punish Robert Walpole, see 

Bath 1741 (#102); Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Coventry 1741 (#108); Chester 1741 (#110); 
Ayrshire 1741 (#115); Preston 1741 (#116); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Monmouth 1741 
(#119); Renfrewshire 1741 (#121); Westminster 1741 (#122); London 1741 (#123); 
Cromartyshire 1742 (#127); Carmarthen 1742 (#130); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131); 
Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Stirling 1742 (#134); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Honiton 
1742 (#139); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Southwark 1742 (#146); York 1742 (#149); 
Edinburghshire 1742 (#150); Coventry 1742 (#159). 'Should the disturber of the pub-
lick be permitted the enjoyment of private tranquillity, or his influence remain in 
those councils from which his person is removed', the burgesses and inhabitants of 
Westminster argued, it 'must give a fatal encouragement, or rather sanction, to a 
wanton and wicked exercise of power in all succeeding ministers'. 'Lenity', the peti-
tioners claimed, 'would be cruelty to the nation'. Westminster 1741 (#122). In 1742, 
the burgesses and inhabitants declared that 'the justice we demand does not proceed 
from an impotency of revenge, but from a deep conviction of that such a precedent of 
impunity will expose us to the scourge of any future minister, who, unawed by the 
terror of example, may renew the same abuse of power, and thus this country be re-
duced to the melancholy alternative of having recourse either to the violence of pop-
ular contention, or groan under the yoke of oppressive government'. Westminster 
1742 (#157). Petitioners could also claim that one could not 'think the change of men 
of any consequence to the nation, if the like iniquitous measures are pursued'. Pres-
ton 1741 (#116), see also Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); London 1741 (#123); Cromartyshire 
1742 (#127). See also Middlesex 1775 (#396). 

714 Coventry 1741 (#108). 
715 Bath 1741 (#102), see also Ayrshire 1741 (#115); Edinburghshire 1742 (#150). 
716 The legislative changes after the fall of Walpole were, in general, more than modest. 

Arguments against standing armies were abandoned first, Britain being engaged in a 
war against Spain and, since 1742, in the war regarding the Austrian succession. The 
Septennial Act, on the other hand, continued to determine the general elections until 
1911. The Place Act of 1742 was also a disappointment in the standards of the opposi-
tion promises; barring but few junior officials in the administration from taking seats 
in the House of Commons. Instead of being 'a prelude to an era of reform and virtue', 
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porting petitioners, the outcome of the inquiry and the process in general, signi-
fied that justice had been 'obstructed by the secret power of those men, whose 
crimes have made it necessary'717, thus leaving 'the author [Walpole] of all our 
miseries skreen[e]d from publick justice'718. 

Ministers' conduct was often represented as secretive and conspiring. Peti-
tioners criticised their use of 'secret power'719, portaying their 'secret malignant 
influence'720 as 'the secret source of all our grievances'721. Their policies and 
schemes could also be conceptualised as 'arts'722, 'artifices'723, and 'evil designs'724 
and their conduct as 'artful'725 and 'designing'726. In order to delegitimise their 
character and conduct, petitioners described ministers as 'cunning and designing 
men'727 and accused them of 'evil designs'728, 'treacherous artifices'729, and 'artful 

                                                 
as Frank O'Gorman has described the opposition promises, the fall of Walpole turned 
out to be a profound disappointment to those that had believed in the promises of 
change. Langford 1992, 185 - 189; O'Gorman 2006, 87 - 88; Hayton 2002, 65 - 66. 

717 Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132). 
718 Southwark 1742 (#146). The burgesses and inhabitants of Westminster encouraged 

their representatives in parliament 'to oppose every confederacy that may be formed 
either to screen the offender or perpetuate the offence'. Westminster 1742 (#157). 

719 Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132). For references to conspiring, conspirators, and conspira-
tions, see Coventry 1721 (#001); Leicester 1721 (#004); Kent 1721 (#008); London 1742 
(#153); Coventry 1742 (#159); Reading 1753 (#175);  Ipswich 1756 (#185); London 
1770 (#323). 

720 London 1770 (#322). 
721 Surrey 1770 (#314). For the use of the concept of secret, see Coventry 1721 (#001); 

Hertfordshire 1721 (#005); St Albans 1721 (#010); Lincoln 1721 (#012); Colchester 
1721 (#019); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); Lichfield 1741 (#107); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); 
London 1741 (#123); Reading 1742 (#125); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Annan 1742 
(#136); Dumfries 1742 (#138); London 1769 (#294); Surrey 1770 (#314); Middlesex 
1770 (#320); London 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#324); Westminster 1770 (#326); Lon-
don 1775 (#375). 

722 Lancashire 1740 (#085), see also Hertfordshire 1721 (#005); Kent 1721 (#008); South-
wark 1721 (#017); Bath 1741 (#102); Honiton 1771 (#334); Coventry 1775 (#388). 

723 Dorset 1742 (#147), see also London 1721 (#002); Westminster 1721 (#003); Hertford-
shire 1721 (#005); Southwark 1721 (#017); Colchester 1721 (#019); Bath 1741 (#102); 
London 1742 (#153); Salisbury 1756 (#187); Bristol 1756 (#208); Worcestershire 1769 
(#295); London 1775 (#376); Middlesex 1775 (#395). 

724 Coventry 1741 (#108), see also Hertfordshire 1721 (#005); Lincoln 1721 (#012); Here-
fordshire 1741 (#106); Merionethshire 1743 (#162); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); 
Worcester 1769 (#296); London 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#323); Manchester 1775 
(#383); Coventry 1775 (#388); Manchester 1775 (#390). 

725 Essex 1770 (#311), see also Maidstone 1721 (#009); Colchester 1721 (#019); Oxford-
shire 1741 (#114); Monmouth 1741 (#119); Coventry 1742 (#159); Liverpool 1769 
(#279); London 1775 (#375); Manchester 1775 (#390). 

726 Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112), see also Truro 1740 (#081); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Dor-
set 1742 (#147); Coventry 1742 (#159); Yorkshire 1756 (#206); London 1767 (#256); 
Liverpool 1769 (#279); Edinburgh 1769 (#280); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297); Es-
sex 1770 (#311); Manchester 1775 (#383). For references to crafty and cunning actors, 
see St Albans 1721 (#006); East Retford 1721 (#021); St Albans 1721 (#023); St Albans 
1741 (#112); #Dorset 1742 (#147); Nottingham 1766 (#250). 

727 Dorset 1742 (#147), see also Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); 
Coventry 1742 (#159); Yorkshire 1756 (#206); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); Newcastle 
upon Tyne 1769 (#297). For other uses of 'designing men', see Liverpool 1769 (#279); 
Edinburgh 1769 (#280); Essex 1770 (#311). 

728 Coventry 1741 (#108). 
729 Worcestershire 1769 (#295). 
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misrepresentations'730. Such concepts and conceptualisations were used to un-
dermine the legitimacy of ministers' authority. Instead of commanding legitimate 
majorities in parliament, as the administration ought to, ministers employed se-
cretive methods to bribe and threaten the institution that ought to represent the 
will of the people. Petitioners uses of these concepts closely resembled those of 
the country opposition, an anti-Walpolean coalition of Tories and Patriot Whigs, 
during the 1730s and 1740s. Caleb D'Anvers, the pen name of Nicholas Amhurst, 
the editor of the infamous Craftsman731, for instance, claimed to use his paper to 
expose the 'dark secrets of political craft'732. Similar pejorative characterisations 
of politics and ministerial abuse were also used by Lord Bolingbroke, most nota-
bly in his The Idea of a Patriot King and Letters on the Spirit of Patriotism. In his 
pamphlets, Bolingbroke claimed, among other things, that a 'cunning minister ... 
neither sees nor is concerned to see any further, than his personal interests, and 
the support of his administration require'. He also warned his readers that 'if the 
wicked arts I speak of prevail, faction will be propagated thro[ugh] the whole 
nation, ... and the contest among parties will be who shall govern, not how they 
shall be governed'.733 Besides closely resembling the argumentation of the coun-
try opposition, such arguments also signified petitioners' and their contemporar-
ies' general dislike of organised politics and of those granted ministerial privi-
leges. 

Petitioners also used mechanistic concepts and metaphors to describe the 
methods used to deceive the parliament, the Throne, and the people. Ministers 

                                                 
730 Oxfordshire 1741 (#114). 
731 The Craftsman was founded in 1726 to voice the opinions of the newly established Pa-

triot Opposition. The paper was edited by Amhurst, but its content  was also heavily 
influenced by Viscount Bolingbroke, who had returned to England from his exile in 
1725, and William Pulteney, commonly regarded as the parliamentary leader of the 
Whigs in opposition. It was, indeed, the Craftsman that started the campaign against 
the excise scheme by its article, published on 28 October 1732. Although the London 
Evening Post and the Champion, too, gained recognition as opposition papers, the 
Craftsman was the most influential opposition paper during the 1730s, after which its 
influence started to wane. The paper reached its apex in terms of circulation in 1734 - 
1735, when around 12,000 to 13,000 copies of the paper were circulated on a weekly 
basis. Harris 1984, 197, 201 - 210; Dickinson 1984, 64; Langford 1975, 44; Dickinson 
1994, 198 - 201, 205 - 207; Wilson 1998, 123; Royle & Walvin 1982, 14; Hope 1865, 54; 
Skinner 1974, 95; Langford 1992, 24 - 26, 46 - 48; Black 2001, 28 - 37, 44; Colley 1982, 
210. 

732 Cr 5 December 1726. 
733 The Idea of a Patriot King 1740/90 (T55173); Letters on the Spirit of Patriotism 

1749/127 (T88242). For Bolingbroke's influence on the anti-Walpolean opposition, see 
Skinner 1974; Gunn 1983, 59 - 60; Cruickshanks 1987, 39 - 41; Wilson 1998, 123 - 124; 
O'Gorman 2006, 79 - 80; Royle & Walvin 1982, 14; Langford 1992, 25 - 26. 
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could, for instance, be accused of the use of 'engines'734 and 'devices735. Petition-
ers described corruption as 'the sole engine made use of by the late administra-
tion to accomplish the ruin of Great Britain'736 and encouraged members of par-
liament to oppose any 'device that strikes at the root of the liberties of Great Brit-
ain'737. Concepts such as 'tools'738 and 'instruments'739, too, could be used to de-
scribe ministers' means and methods. The petitioners from Denbighshire, a sin-
gle-seat constituency with a strong Tory interest740, praised Watkin Williams 
Wynn741, their representative in parliament, for 'bringing one of the tools of cor-
ruption to shame'742. The gentlemen, clergy, and freeholders of Cornwall, on the 
other hand, insisted that excluding Wilkes from taking his seat in parliament 
would constitute a dangerous precedent, undermining the freedom of election 
and turning the 'representatives of the people' into 'creatures of ministers, and 

                                                 
734 Lanarkshire 1741 (#118). Pasi Ihalainen has noted that the use of concepts such as ma-

chine and engine started to become more common after 1720, entering the parliamen-
tary debates during the last years of Walpole. Wilkes, too, criticised his critics of 
abusing the engines of state. 'In this period', Ihalainen argues, 'the term "state-engine" 
was almost always used to express some questionable phenomenon, despite the im-
portance of engines in demonstrating the potential applications of the new science in 
everyday life.' Ihalainen 2009, 13 - 15, 18 - 19, 25, 38 - 39. As most of their contempo-
raries, the freeholders of Lanarkshire, too, used the concept of engine in a distinc-
tively pejorative sense. 

735 Coventry 1742 (#159), see also Cullompton 1763 (#227). 
736 Lanarkshire 1741 (#118). The gentlemen, principal traders, and inhabitants of Coven-

try described the architects of the South Sea Crisis as 'wicked engineers', whereas the 
counter-petitioners from Liverpool, defending the government against calls to dis-
solve the parliament, argued that '[i]f a dissolution of parliament is to be wished or 
expected in the present case, and at the instance of a minority of the House of Com-
mons, because they have differed from the majority, in a matter of judicial opinion, 
may we not soon expect to see this high piece of prerogative converted into a politi-
cal engine to detrude one administration, and force another into the King's closet, 
which, we believe, is the only thing intended?' Coventry 1721 (#001) and Liverpool 
1769 (#279). 

737 Cullompton 1763 (#227). 
738 Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Gloucester 1742 (#128); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); 

Coventry 1742 (#159). 
739 Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Westminster 1741 (#122); Carmarthenshire 1742 (#130); 

Cornwall 1769 (#263); Launceston 1769 (#266); Middlesex 1770 (#320); London 1770 
(#324); London 1775 (#376). For non-ministerial references, see Reading 1721 (#015); 
Buckinghamshire 1721 (#024); Exeter 1756 (#190). 

740 HoP/Denbighshire 1715 - 1754. 
741 According to Eveline Cruickshanks, Williams Wynn was a member of the Cycle of 

the White Rose, 'a secret Welsh Jacobite society'. In 1722, during the election cam-
paign, Williams Wynn participated in burning the picture of George I, and in 1740, 
'an emissary from the Pretender, sent to sound the English Jacobite leaders as to their 
attitude towards a project for a Jacobite rising combined with a French invasion, re-
ported that Wynn was ‘hearty and may certainly be depended on''. HoP/Watkin 
Williams Wynn; Cruickshanks 1987, 40; Langford, 52, 122 - 123; Gunn 1983, 176; Col-
ley 1982, 33 - 34, 76. Linda Colley has, however, reminded that even if including in-
fluential Jacobites (such as Williams Wynn, John Hynde Cotton, and Charles Noel 
Somerset), 'it would be wrong to characterise the tory 'front bench' in this period as 
uniformly Jacobite'. Colley 1982, 68 - 69. 

742 Denbighshire 1741 (#096), see also Gloucester 1742 (#128); Montgomeryshire 1742 
(#132); Coventry 1742 (#159). For similar uses of the concept of instrument, see Lan-
arkshire 1741 (#118); Westminster 1741 (#122); Carmarthenshire 1742 (#130). 
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the instruments of their illegal power'743. Ministers' proposals could also be char-
acterised as 'machinations'744. The emphasis on mechanistic concepts demon-
strates a broader discursive change in the spheres of politics. Pasi Ihalainen has 
argued that use of mechanistic metaphors began to emerge during the 1720s745, 
mostly because of the growing influence of science and mechanics746. However, 
although the growing influence of mechanistic metaphors contributed to the de-
cline of organic ones747, petitions contained references to both sorts of metaphors. 
Corruption, for instance, could be conceptualised as a cancer on the constitu-
tion748 and places and pensions as an infection consuming the House of Com-
mons749. But it is evident that the scale of organic metaphors remained modest 
compared to the use of mechanistic ones. 

As links between the King and his parliament, operating in the second but 
officially serving the first, ministers were often accused of misleading the Throne 
to gain control over the House. Instead of serving the King and country, as min-
isters ought to, petitioners accused them of abusing his authority for their own 
private ends. Robert Walpole, for instance, was accused of abusing 'the admis-
sion to his royal master's ear'750 and Lord North of 'cut[ting] off the communica-
tion between [his] Majesty and [his] people'751. Others used allegories to chal-
lenge ministers' methods. The mayor, aldermen, commonalty, and citizens of 
Canterbury, which was the residence of the archbishop and a closely contested 
constituency throughouth the eighteenth-century752, used references to Exodus 
to criticise the administration. The petitioners, astonished at the expulsion of 
Wilkes, compared the members of the administration to 'Egyptian task-masters', 
the brutes that tormented the Israelites during their enslavement753. However, 

                                                 
743 Cornwall 1769 (#263), see also Launceston 1769 (#266); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Lon-

don 1775 (#376). 
744 London 1770 (#324). The counter-petitioners from Manchester used the concept to 

legitimise the administration's American policy in 1775, characterising protests 
against it as 'machinations of designing men' and petitions as 'unwearied machina-
tions of a self-elected junto'. Manchester 1775 (#383). See also Lincoln 1721 (#012) and 
Newark-upon-Trent 1721 (#020). 

745 Ihalainen 2009, 7 - 9, 16 - 17, 19 - 20. 
746 Ihalainen 2009, 5 - 6, 8 - 9, 16 - 17, 26. 
747 Ihalainen 2009, 7 - 9, 22. 
748 Aberdeen 1741 (#113) and Westminster 1741 (#122). 
749 Edinburghshire 1742 (#150), see also Lanarkshire 1741 (#118). 
750 Lanarkshire 1741 (#118), see also Middlesex 1769 (#292) and Westminster 1770 

(#326). 
751 Middlesex 1770 (#320). Such argumentation emphasised the conflincting interests of 

ministers and the King (and the people the Crown ought to defend). Ministers were 
accused of acting 'in opposition to the true interest of his Majesty and his people' and 
of spreading 'universal dissatisfaction among [his] faithful subjects'. Preston 1741 
(#116) and Worcestershire 1769 (#295). Instead of promoting the common good, min-
isters 'prostituted [his] Majesty's sacred name and authority, to justify, applaud, and 
recommend their own illegal and bloody actions'. London 1769 (#294), see also Lan-
arkshire 1741 (#118). 

752 HoP/Canterbury 1690 - 1715; HoP/Canterbury 1715 - 1754; HoP/Canterbury 1754 - 
1790. 

753 KJV/Exodus 1:11, 3:7, 5:6, 5:10 - 14. Biblical allegories and metaphors provided the 
petitioners and their contemporaries a useful point of reference. Besides being com-
monly recognised, present in most households, the Bible constituted an authoritative 
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even if challenging the conduct of the ministers, the petitioners also expressed 
their confidence that such cruelties could not originate from 'the command of 
pharaoh', the allegorical figure of George III.754 The grand jury, gentlemen, and 
freeholders of Herefordshire, on the other hand, compared Robert Walpole to 
Georg Heinrich von Görtz, the notorious advisor of Charles XII, the King of Swe-
den between 1697 and 1718. The petitioners accused Walpole of endeavouring 'to 
create in his Majesty a dissidence of his people', being 'a practice (which if de-
tected) would deserve the same punishment inflicted upon Baron Gortz in Swe-
den for the same crime'755. After the death of Charles, Görtz was arrested, tried 
by a special commission, sentenced to death, and executed in public.756 Such al-
legories enabled petitioners to criticise the conduct of the administration without 
excoriating the Throne. Instead of blaming the King for the conduct of his serv-
ants, petitioners encouraged him to dismiss and punish them. 

Appeals to the Throne demonstrate a sometimes neglected feature of eight-
eenth-century politics. Regardless of the salience of parliament, and the House of 
Commons in particular, the Throne continued to possess substantial prerogatives 
even after the revolution in 1688. Ministers, for instance, continued to serve and 
represent the Throne; enabling the King to dismiss his ministers ad libitum, and, 
at least in principle, dissolve the parliament.757 Hence, constituents, and other 

                                                 
collection of allegories that could be used to legitimate and delegitimate various en-
deavours in the spheres of politics. For a detailed analysis of the use of such allego-
ries in Britain, the Netherlands, and Sweden in 1685 - 1772, see Ihalainen 2005, 86 - 
173. 

754 Canterbury 1769 (#303), see also Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Middlesex 1769 (#292); 
Westminster 1770 (#326); London 1775 (#375); London 1775 (#376). The lord mayor, 
aldermen, and commons of London argued that 'a fatal conspiracy of malevolent in-
fluences around the throne' had prevented 'the innate goodness of [his] Majesty' in 
resolving petitioners' 'just complaints'. London 1770 (#323). 

755 Herefordshire 1741 (#106). 
756 Although not one of the more common allegories, parliamentary circles and some 

sections of the reading publics were certainly familiar with the fate of baron Görtz. 
His dealings with the Jacobites had been made public in Britain soon after the failed 
rebellion of 1715, numerous pamphlets being published on the subject in 1717. An ac-
count of his execution was also published in Britain in 1719. The Craftsman, too, had 
likened Walpole to Görtz during the 1730s. Letters which Passed between Count Gyl-
lenborg, the Barons Gortz, Sparre, and Others 1717 (N19033); Three Letters 1717 
(T81021); An Account of the Swedish and Jacobite Plot 1717 (T106276); Copy of a Let-
ter Written to Mr. Petkum 1717 (T34120); Copies and Extracts of Several Letters 1717 
(T104370); The Last Sentence, and Dying Speech of Baron de Gortz 1719 (T231897). 
See also Murray 1945; Weinbrot 1997; Berggren 2010. 

757 Frank O'Gorman has argued that 'particular political crises, such as those of 1733 and 
1742, may give the impression that parliament had permanently weakened the pow-
ers of the monarchy because it could demand a change of measure or of minister, but 
these were exceptional occasions'. Parliament could protest against ministers, and 
impeach them, but the Crown retained, in principle, the sole right to both nominate 
and dismiss them.  O'Gorman 2006, 41, 129 - 130; Jupp, 2006, 110. William IV used his 
prerogative as late as 1834 to dismiss Lord Melbourne, and thus the Whigs, from 
government. Jupp 2006, 7 - 18. Paul Seaward and Pasi Ihalainen have argued that the 
'notion of its [the executive] accountability to Parliament only emerged very gradu-
ally: since ministers were appointed by, and reported to, the Crown, they could not 
be held formally responsible or accountable to the Commons'. It was, eventually, the 
'ability to audit and check the activities of executive agents' that 'offered a means of 
formalizing the responsiveness of the king's government to parliamentary pressure'. 
Seaward & Ihalainen 2016, 36 - 39. 
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actors, used petitions to encourage the Throne to intervene. Petitioners could, for 
instance, implore the King to dissolve the parliament758, accused of distorting the 
will of the people, and dismiss his 'evil ministers'759 and 'evil counsellors'760  from 
the administration. The lord mayor, aldermen, and livery of London, for instance, 
requested the King 'to dismiss [his] present ministers and advisers from [his] per-
son and counsels for ever' and 'dissolve a parliament, who, by various acts of 
cruelty and injustice, have manifested a spirit of persecution against our brethren 
in America' in 1775761. Requests to dismiss ministers and dissolve the parliament 
became particularly conspicuous since 1769. During the crisis on Wilkes' seat pe-
titioners strived to create an alliance between the King and the people out-of-
doors in order to replace the administrations of the Duke of Grafton and Lord 
North. But instead of becoming Bolingbroke's patriot king, delivering the nation 
from factious discord and self-interest, George III's refusal to dismiss Lord North 
became to infuriate some of those hoping to change the political culture. 

The counter-ideals described in this sub-chapter closely resemble those 
used by petitioners to determine their ideals of representation and participation. 
Some of the concepts used to define the counter-ideals derived from the same 
conceptual root as those used to describe the ideals. Concepts such as partial, 
biased, and dependent, for instance, functioned as the conceptual opposites of 
those of impartial, unbiased, and independent. Interest, on the other hand, could 
be transformed from a positive concept to a highly negative one by using attrib-
utes; self-interest and private interest, for instance, became used to explain why 

                                                 
758 See, for instance, Westminster 1769 (#284); Surrey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 

1770 (#315); London 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#324); London 1771 (#335). Such 
claims were also common in opposition publications. An article published in Middle-
sex Journal or Chronicle of Liberty under the name of John Freeman, for instance, ar-
gued that 'the present House of C[ommon]s is not a House of parliament; they have 
no lawful power of authority, for they are not chosen by the people'. The author fur-
ther argued that 'it is the very essence of a House of C[ommon]s to be the just and 
full representative of all the electors of this kingdom'; something that could not be 
said of the House after it had refused John Wilkes to take his seat. In order to resolve 
the crisis, the author encouraged the people to petition the King 'to change the pre-
sent malignant ministry, who have abused the power delegated to them, and to dis-
solve a parliament, whose repeated breaches of trust have rendered them contempti-
ble and odious to the whole nation'. BC/MJCL 24 - 27 June 1769, see also BC/MJCL 
19 - 22 August 1769; BC/MJCL 24 - 27 June 1769; BC/LlEP 15 - 17 November 1769; 
BC/SJCBEP 14 - 16 November 1769; BC/PS 12 December 1769; BC/IC 13 - 15 Decem-
ber 1769. See also Goldie 2006, 60 - 61. 

759 See, for instance, London 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#324), see also London 1770 
(#323). For demands to dismiss evil counsellors, see Cornwall 1769 (#263); Norfolk 
1769 (#299); Middlesex 1770 (#320); London 1770 (#323); London 1773 (#350). For de-
mands to dismiss ministers and counsellors in general, see Somerset 1769 (#269); Sur-
rey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#315); Westminster 1770 (#326); London 
1771 (#335); London 1775 (#375); London 1775 (#376). For general references to evil 
ministers and counsellors, see Worcester 1742 (#143); Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265); 
Kent 1769 (#267); Worcester 1769 (#296); London 1770 (#323). 

760 Middlesex 1770 (#320) and London 1770 (#324). 
761 London 1775 (#375). Petitioners could implore George III to 'banish from [the] royal 

favour, trust, and confidence, for ever, those evil and pernicious counsellors who 
have endeavoured to alienate the affection of [his] Majesty's most sincere and dutiful 
subjects'. Middlesex 1769 (#292), see also Norfolk 1769 (#299). 
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the supporters of the administration opposed the true interest of the nation. Alt-
hough the discourses and conceptualisations of evil advisors differed in the con-
ceptual sense from those used to describe petitioners' ideals, they often shared 
the same quintessential function. Whereas the ideals of independent and unbi-
ased Britons were used to encourage the petitioned to support those measures 
the petitioners favoured, the conceptualisations of evil advisors were used to 
descibe those actors and measures the actors defending the interest of the nation 
ought to oppose. Albeit a rather simple and traditional form of criticism, common 
in organised societies throughout their history, the counter-ideals of evil advisors 
provided petitioners a safe and legitimate way to criticise the political establish-
ment. Instead of denouncing the King and the post-1688 settlement, petitioners 
criticised those actors and principles that threatened the true interest of the nation 
and the legitimacy of the House of Hanover. 

4.2.2 Odious Influences and Scandalous Schemes 

In addition to the accusations of selfish intentions and criticism of evil adivsors, 
petitioners also used the concept of influence to describe the counter-ideals of 
representation and participation. Though deriving from a different conceptual 
root, influence functioned as a counter-concept to interest. Whereas the concept of 
interest was used to characterise petitioners' ideals of representation and parit-
icipation, as demonstrated in Chapter 4.1, influence was the most common con-
cept used to describe those ideas, intentions, and methods the petitioned ought 
to oppose762. However, despite its prevalence, influence remained one of the most 
ambiguous concepts in petitions. Nathaniel Bailey, the author of the An Universal 
Etymological Dictionary, described the noun as 'a sending forth power or virtue'763 
and the verb as 'to sway, or have power over'764, both of them definitions that 
closely resembled those of John Kersey's Dictionarium Anglo-Britannicum765. Sam-
uel Johnson, on the other hand, defined influence as 'power of directing or modi-
fying'766, but also recognised its pejorative connotation; 'to influence' could mean 

                                                 
762 For exceptions, see Somerset 1753 (#171); Lincolnshire 1756 (#205); Liverpool 1757 

(#222); Plymouth 1763 (#239); Bristol 1769 (#282). Petitioners could also use attrib-
utes such as undue and dangerous to emphasise the destructive nature of those influ-
ences they opposed. The use of such attributes implies that influences could also be 
seen as legitimate. For references to dangerous influences, see 1739 (#064); Aberdeen 
1741 (#113); London 1775 (#375). For undue influences, see Leicester 1739 (#067); 
Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); Sutherland 1740 (#076); Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Lon-
don 1741 (#123); Stirling 1742 (#134); Annan 1742 (#136); Dumfries 1742 (#138); 
Worcester 1742 (#143); Middlesex 1769 (#292). 

763 And also as 'the power of a superior over an inferior'. Bailey 1735. 
764 The concept of influential became characterised as 'influencing, or bearing sway'. Bai-

ley 1735. 
765 Kersey's and Johnson's dictionaries also contained traces of the concept's origins. One 

of Kersey's definitions described influence as 'the effect of the heat and light of the 
heavenly bodies' (Kersey 1708) and Johnson's as the 'power of the celestial aspects 
operating upon terestrial bodies and affairs' (Johnson 1768). 

766 Johnson also defined influence as 'ascendant power'. Johnson 1768. 
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'act[ing] upon with directive or impulsive power'767. But the elastic nature of in-
fluence also enabled petitioners to use the concept to numerous purposes, from 
opposing the influence the excise officers had on elections768 to criticising the in-
fluence of wealthy Jews 'which their ample possessions must naturally give 
[them]'769. 

Although criticism of influence could be used to delegitimise numerous ac-
tors and institutions, most of them focused on the influence of prime and other 
ministers. Petitioners could, for instance, accuse ministers of a 'baneful'770 and 
'notorious influence'771. In their address to the Throne in 1770, the freeholders of 
Middlesex criticised the 'secret and malignant influence, which has thwarted and 
defeated almost every measure that has been attemted for the good of your sub-
jects, and has given birth to others, totally subversive of the liberties and consti-
tution of these once flourishing and happy kingdoms'772. The freeholders of Sur-
rey, also criticising the administration's conduct regarding Wilkes and the Mid-
dlesex elections, encouraged the King to dismiss 'those ministers who advised a 
violation of our privileges' in order to 'discountenance that over-ruling influence 
which has been the secret source of all our grievances'773. Petitioners could also 
use implicit references to criticise the influence of ministers774. In such cases, they 
castigated the influence of the administration775 and used euphemisms such as 

                                                 
767 Johnson 1768. 
768 Wareham 1733 (#029). 
769 Essex 1753 (#169). 
770 Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#315). 
771 Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074) and Somerset 1740 (#086). For general references to 

ministers' and counsellors' pernicious influence, see Denbighshire 1741 (#097); Ren-
frewshire 1741 (#098); Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Bristol 1741 (#110); London 1741 
(#123); Stirling 1742 (#134); Worcester 1742 (#143); Edinburghshire 1742 (#150); 
Cornwall 1769 (#263); Westminster 1769 (#284); Southwark 1769 (#289); London 1769 
(#294); London 1770 (#323); London 1770 (#324); Westminster 1770 (#326); Durham 
1770 (#331); London 1773 (#350); London 1775 (#375); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 

772 Middlesex 1770 (#320), see also London 1769 (#294); London 1770 (#322); Westmin-
ster 1770 (#326). Petitioners could blame the 'secret malignant influence, which, 
through each successive administration, has defeated every good, and suggested 
every bad intention' and the 'fatal conspiracy of malevolent influences around the 
throne' of the decay of their country. London 1770 (#322) and London 1770 (#323). 

773 Surrey 1770 (#314). 
774 See, for instance, Dumfries 1742 (#138) and Canterbury 1769 (#270). 
775 See, for instance, Buckinghamshire 1721 (#024); Sutherland 1740 (#076); Westminster 

1741 (#122); Dumfries 1742 (#138). The mayor, aldermen, and common council of Ex-
eter required punishments for those responsible for the loss of Minorca in 1756, de-
manding 'that no influence will be powerful enough to protect, no connections suffi-
ciently extensive to screen the man, who shall, for the future, dare to be deficient in 
his duty, or to separate his own interests from those of the nation'. Exeter 1756 (#190). 
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'evil genius'776, 'junto of persons'777, and 'great personages'778 to criticise ministers' 
use of influence. In this sense, the use of the concept often resembled the general 
criticism of ministers and ministries. As in the case of the general criticism, peti-
tioners often used the concept of influence to imply that instead of counting on 
reason and deliberation, prime ministers used their influence to deceive and co-
erce members of parliament to support their disastrous propositions and policies.  

While most petitioners focused on criticising ministers and the administra-
tion, some of them also challenged the influence of the Crown. The barons and 
freeholders of Sutherland, for instance, claimed to champion measures 'preserv-
ing a just balance of power betwixt the several branches of the legislature' to se-
cure 'the rights of election, and method of proceeding in elections of members to 
represent the shires and boroughs in Scotland, so as that the same may proceed 
with freedom and impartiality, according to the real sentiments of the electors, 
and may be guarded against all undue influence from the Crown, or those in the 
administration'779. Besides being modest in terms of electorate, franchise being 
restricted to privileged tenants and confined corporations, most constituencies in 
Scotland also tended to be controlled by nobilities and dominant families780. Most 
constituents in Sutherland, a group of around 10 electors in 1754781, participated 
in elections under the supervision of the Earls of Sutherland, the landlords of 
most of the electors782. Though the barons and freeholders abstained from criti-
cising the state of affairs in Sutherland, the petitioners identified a common fea-
ture of politics north of the border; the closely controlled Scottish constituencies 
tended to support the administration783. The high sheriff and grand inquest of 
Lancashire, on the other hand, praised Richard Shuttleworth, a staunch Jacobite 
symphatiser and the father of James Shuttleworth, member of parliament for 
Preston (1741 - 1754) and Lancashire (1761 - 1768)784, and Peter Bold, a Tory, for 
resisting the 'flood of corruption and court influence, which for many years has 

                                                 
776 Lichfield 1741 (#107). For the influence of 'certain evil-minded persons', see Middle-

sex 1769 (#292). 
777 Coventry 1741 (#108). Junto, a concept deriving from Spanish, was an ambiguous 

though predominantly pejorative concept in eighteenth-century politics. It could 
function as a reference to 'a meeting of men to sit in council', as noted by John Kersey 
and Nathaniel Bailey. It could however, also contain other, more pejorative connota-
tions. Kersey also defined the concept as 'a cabal, private faction, or party'; a charac-
terisation that Bailey, too, recognised. Johnson, on the other hand, defined junto 
simply as 'a cabal', thus ignoring the earlier, more neutral definitions in Kersey's and 
Bailey's dictionaries. Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735; Johnson 1768. The Whig junto, a group 
of leading Whigs during the reign of William and Anne, contained elements from 
both definitions, depending on the perspective. It could, in a rather descriptive sense, 
refer to the group formed by John Somers, Charles Montagu, Thomas Wharton, Ed-
ward Russell, and the Earl of Sunderland, influential both among the Whigs and 
within the circles of government. But it could also be interpreted as a reference to a 
secretive group, who abused the King's trust and despised parliament. 

778 Edinburghshire 1742 (#150). 
779 Sutherland 1740 (#076), see also Nottingham 1739 (#064) and Newcastle-under-Lyme 

1740 (#087). 
780 Black 2008, 207. 
781 HoP/Sutherland 1715 - 1754. 
782 Black 2008, 207. 
783 Black 2008, 207. 
784 HoP/Richard Shuttleworth. 
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prevail[e]d, and almost overspread the land'785. It is difficult to determine the 
precise nature of such references. Accusations of court influence could concern 
numerous actors other than the King himself. It is more than likely that the Lan-
cashire petitioners referred to the influence of those advising the Throne. 

Corruption, something petitioners described as the 'canker of our constitu-
tion'786, embodied one of the most common forms of alleged use of influence. 
Accusations of corruption, indeed, constitute one of the corner stones of political 
argumentation. J.A.W Gunn has described the rise of such accusations after the 
Restoration, whereas Kathleen Wilson has focused on the 1720s. Although a 
standard feature of argumentation in the spheres of politics, it gained fresh mo-
mentum after the formation of the anti-Walpolean coalition of Tories and Oppo-
sition Whigs, claiming that 'a corrupt faction at Court must be opposed by a pat-
riotic Country party representing the interests of the whole nation'787. Eight-
eenth-century petitioners accused ministers and the administration of corrupt in-
fluence in three distinctive manners. First, ministers and the administration could 
be accused of explicit corruption. In such cases, petitioners described the admin-
istration as 'corrupt and treacherous'788 and accused ministers of 'corrupt influ-
ence'789 and the use of bribes790. Petitioners could also encourage members of 
parliament to champion bills and other measures 'to restore the ancient freedom 

                                                 
785 Lancashire 1740 (#085). 
786 Westminster 1741 (#122). The gentlemen and freeholders of Anglesey and the capital 

burgesses of Beaumaris desribed the 'perncisious influence of corruption' as some-
thing that 'has, in all ages, prov[e]d fatal to the most powerful states and empires un-
der the sun'. Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126). For general references to bribes and 
corruption, see Bedford 1734 (#053); New Sarum 1739 (#059); Middlesex 1740 (#071); 
Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); Sutherland 1740 (#076); Truro 1740 (#081); Gloucester-
shire 1740 (#083); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); York 1741 
(#099); Bristol 1741 (#100); Bishop's Castle 1741 (#104); Hereford 1741 (#105); Suffolk 
1741 (#111); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Dumfriesshire 1741 
(#117); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Westminster 1741 (#122); Reading 1742 (#125); 
Gloucester 1742 (#128); Minehead 1742 (#129); Carmarthen 1742 (#130); Montgomer-
yshire 1742 (#131); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Annan 1742 (#136); Flintshire 1742 
(#137); Dumfries 1742 (#138); Honiton 1742 (#139); Newcastle-under-Lyme 1742 
(#140); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Worcester 1742 (#143); Southwark 1742 (#146); 
Coventry 1742 (#159); Merionethshire 1743 (#162); Leominster (#163); Bath 1769 
(#264); Canterbury 1769 (#270); Southwark 1769 (#290); London 1769 (#293); London 
1769 (#294); London 1770 (#322); Westminster 1770 (#326); London 1773 (#350); Can-
terbury 1773 (#353); London 1773 (#360); London 1775 (#376). 

787 As aptly characterised by H.T. Dickinson. Dickinson 1977, 169 - 175, 178 - 179, 182; 
Wilson 1998, 122 - 123; Gunn 1983, 9 - 22, 26; Royle & Walvin 1982, 14. Paul Langford 
has even claimed that 'corruption was the single most important political issues of 
the eighteenth century. It never lost its importance, yet there was never much danger 
of a root and branch approach to eliminating it. Everybody denounced it; most politi-
cians dealt in it.' Langford 1992, 716. See also Knights 2007. 

788 New Woodstock 1742 (#141), see also Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Dumfriesshire 1741 
(#117); Westminster 1741 (#122). 

789 London 1773 (#350), see also Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Coventry 1741 (#108); Bristol 
1741 (#110); Westminster 1741 (#122); London 1741 (#123); Stirling 1742 (#134); New 
Woodstock 1742 (#141); Canterbury 1769 (#270); Middlesex 1769 (#292); Canterbury 
1773 (#353); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 

790 See, for instance, Salisbury 1739 (#059); Sutherland 1740 (#076); York 1741 (#099); 
Bath 1741 (#102); Bishop's Castle 1741 (#104); Chester 1741 (#110); Reading 1742 
(#125); Leominster 1743 (#163); Canerbury 1769 (#270); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 
(#277). 
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of our constitution, and secure it against all future attempts, either of open or 
secret corruption, or of any undue influence whatsoever'791. Such accusations 
represent a rather concrete form of claims of corruption. Although corruption 
could also be defined in rather abstract terms, being 'the destruction of the proper 
mode of existence, or being of any natural body', as John Kersey described the 
philosophical definition of the concept in his dictionary in 1708792, the use of 
bribes is an example that most of the petitioners' contemporaries must have rec-
ognised as an explicit form of corruption. 

Second, petitioners accused ministers of using places and pensions to influ-
ence the decision-making processes793. By pensions, petitioners referred to grants 
paid from the civil list and places to offices granted by the administration and the 
Crown. In both cases, critics claimed that the administration exploited economic 
dependence to corrupt and command members of parliament. To restrict the use 
of places and pensions constituted one of the corner-stones of the country oppo-
sition. From 1730 to 1742, the opposition in parliament presented 11 bills to re-

                                                 
791 London 1741 (#123), see also Annan 1742 (#136) and Dumfries 1742 (#138). The coun-

cil of Edinburgh represented the restoration of the ancient constitution and the inde-
pendence of parliament as 'the only preservatives against all undue influence ... and 
the certain antidote against the effects of corruption and ministerial influence'. Edin-
burgh 1741 (#103). 

792 Kersey also recognised the corporal aspects of the concept, describing it as 'rotten-
ness, the corrupt, or rotten matter of a sore'. Kersey 1708, see also Bailey 1735 and 
Johnson 1768. The Westminster petitioners, describing corruption as the 'canker of 
our constitution' must have recognised this aspect of the concept, too. 

793 See, for instance, Coventry 1741 (#108); London 1741 (#123); Dumfries 1742 (#138); 
New Woodstock 1742 (#141). Petitioners described places and pensions as Walpole's 
'lucrative influence over the representative body of this nation' and argued that 
'those, whom we intrust with an unrestrain[e]d power of making all laws, affecting 
our trade, properties, liberties and lives, should be uninfluenced by any lucrative 
considerations'. Westminster 1742 (#157) and London 1739 (#057). For general refer-
ences to places and pensions, see, for instance, New Sarum 1739 (#059); Edinburgh 
1739 (#060); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Cupar 1739 (#063); Nottingham 1739 (#064); York 
1739 (#066); Dundee 1739 (#068); Middlesex 1740 (#071); Huntingdonshire 1740 
(#072); Buckingham 1740 (#073); Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); London 1740 (#075); 
Liskeard 1740 (#078); Grantham 1740 (#079); Flintshire 1740 (#085); Truro 1740 
(#081); Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Gloucestershire 1740 (#083); Cheshire 1740 (#084); 
Lancashire 1740 (#085); Somerset 1740 (#086); Devon 1740 (#089); Stafford 1740 
(#090); Staffordshire 1740 (#091); Cornwall 1740 (#092); Yorkshire 1740 (#093); Den-
bighshire 1741 (#096); Denbighshire 1741 (#097); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); Canter-
bury 1741 (#101); Bath 1741 (#102); Hereford 1741 (#105); Herefordshire 1741 (#106); 
Coventry 1741 (#108); Chester 1741 (#110); Suffolk 1741 (#111); Aberdeenshire 1741 
(#112); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Ayrshire 1741 (#115); Dumfriesshire 1741 (#117); Mon-
mouth 1741 (#119); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Ayrshire 1741 (#121); London 1741 
(#123); London 1741 (#124); Reading 1742 (#125); Cromartyshire 1742 (#127); Mont-
gomeryshire 1742 (#132); Stirling 1742 (#134); Devon 1742 (#135); Annan 1742 (#136); 
Flintshire 1742 (#137); Dumfries 1742 (#138); Honiton 1742 (#139); Newcastle-under-
Lyme 1742 (#140); New Woodstock 1742 (#141); Southwark 1742 (#146); Westminster 
1742 (#156); Oxford 1756 (#183); Salisbury 1756 (#187); Leominster 1756 (#197); Not-
tingham 1756 (#203); Bristol 1756 (#208); London 1756 (#216); Bath 1769 (#264); Can-
terbury 1769 (#270); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#277); Bristol 1769 (#282); South-
wark 1769 (#290); London 1769 (#293). 
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strict the use of places and pensions; most references to them occurred in peti-
tions promoting such legislation.794 Petitioners characterised placemen and pen-
sioners as 'dependents'795, 'servile placemen'796, and 'mercenary hirelings'797. In-
stead of being proper representatives, such actors formed 'a body under ministe-
rial influence'798; 'as places are the gifts of ministers', the mayor, aldermen, and 
commons of New Woodstock argued in their petition, 'placemen consequently 
[are] their votaries and dependents'799. In addition to distorting the true nature 
of representative politics, placemen and pensioners were also perceived as dan-
gerous. Petitioners described such actors as the 'source of our present distresses, 
and productive of our future ruin'800 and of 'dangerous influence'801. The Mer-
chant Company of Edinburgh, opposing the Convention of Pardo and the influ-
ence of places and pensions, asserted that placemen 'may have a different interest 
from that of the nation [and may not exert] themselves in parliament for the good 
of their country, but in the favour of a minister, whose schemes and projects they 
may be tempted to support, however ruinous to their country'802. Petitioners of-
ten urged their representatives to restrict the scale of places and pensions to re-
deem parliament 'from all other influence, than that of the publick interest, and 
the happiness of the nation'803. According to petitioners, places and pensions 
combined the most despicable features of politics - self-interest and factious alle-
giance. Such complaints and accusations of misrepresentation were, indeed, 
more than common in the unreformed House of Commons. 

Third, ministers and, at times, the Crown could be accused of influencing 
elections. In the first part of the eighteenth-century such claims focused on the 
alleged impact of excise officers804, the accustomed enemies of mercantile actors 
and opposition politicians in parliament805. From the 1760s, however, assertions 

                                                 
794 As demonstrated in Chapter 4.1 (Petitions and the Collective Interest). 
795 Middlesex 1740 (#071); Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); Somerset 1740 (#086); New 

Woodstock 1742 (#141). For uses of 'dependence', see Devon 1740 (#089) and Mon-
mouth 1741 (#119). 

796 Flintshire 1740 (#080). 
797 Edinburghshire 1742 (#150), see also Flintshire 1740 (#080). 
798 Flintshire 1740 (#080). 
799 Woodstock 1742 (#141). 
800 Flintshire 1740 (#080). 
801 Nottingham 1739 (#064), see also Somerset 1740 (#086). 
802 Edinburgh 1739 (#060), see also Somerset 1740 (#086). 
803 Edinburgh 1739 (#060). Petitioners could also claim that the reduction of places and 

pensions was 'the only remedy to revive our drooping liberties, and animate a lan-
guishing constitution' as 'the security of our liberties is entirely founded upon the in-
dependence of our representatives'. Flintshire 1740 (#080) and Somerset 1740 (#086). 

804 See, for instance, Wareham 1733 (#029) and Hereford 1741 (#105). For accusations 
against other actors, see Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074); Denbighshire 1741 (#097); 
London 1769 (#293). 

805 Most of the critics of excises opposed excisemen for two particular reasons. First, ex-
cise officers possessed the right to search and inspect private premises. Although au-
thorised to execute such inspections, the critics represented them as arbitrary, in-
fringing the sanctity of private homes. Second, excisemen could, according to their 
critics, be used as tools of Crown patronage and thus influence the outcome of elec-
tions. Black 1984a, 35; Jubb 1984, 141; Langford 1975, 74 - 75; Wilson 128 - 130; Dick-
inson 1977, 182 - 183; Langford 1992, 29 - 30. John Brewer, however, has argued that 
petitioners' and their contemporaries' fears were, to a large extent, unfounded. De-
spite being one of the most efficient branches of administration, managed through a 
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regarding the Crown's influence started to change. Petitioners concerned of the 
Middlesex election crisis claimed that the prime minister manipulated the House 
of Commons to restrict constituents' right to choose their members of parlia-
ment806. Petitioners complained of 'the influence of pernicious counsellors', defy-
ing the principles of the 'free constitution'807, and accused the House of Commons 
of being 'under the immediate influence of [his] Majesty's ministers'808. But 
whereas petitioners opposing excises perceived increasing the Crown's influence 
as dangerous, petitioners defending John Wilkes recommended and, at times, 
demanded that the Crown use its prerogatives to counter the House of Com-
mons. Petitioners could entreat the Throne to dismiss ministers and counsel-
lors809 and, as in the most contentious cases, to dissolve the parliament to enable 
the electors of the nation to choose a new one, representing the genuine sense of 
the people810. Despite their differences, each of the three discourses focused on 
delegitimising ministers' right to manage the executive part of the government. 
In order to undermine the parliamentary majority the administration more or less 
relied on, actors out-of-doors undermined the legitimacy of the pro-administra-
tion sentiments in parliament. 

Besides criticising corruption, petitioners also criticised parties and factions. 
Both of the concepts remained distinctively pejorative throughout the eighteenth 
century811; most petitioners using them to disassociate themselves from parties 
and factions. Petitioners could, for instance, use the concepts to assure the peti-
tioned of the public-spiritedness of their intentions. Samuel Peach, the chairman 
of the petitioning meeting in 1769, assured members of parliament that the free-
holders and freemen of Bristol were 'not dictated by the spirit of faction' nor en-
deavoured 'to inflame' the public812. The gentlemen, clergy, and freeholders of 

                                                 
highly centralised organisation, excise officers were also under closer scrutiny than 
the managers of land taxes and custom duties. Brewer recognises that excise officers, 
too, 'needed a political patron to secure appointment', but notes that officers were 
'periodically transferred to new stations', making them 'less likely than custom men 
to be complicit with local traders and smugglers', avoiding 'local political entangle-
ments'. Brewer 1989, 101 - 114. 

806 See, for instance, Cornwall 1769 (#263); Westminster 1769 (#284); Southwark 1769 
(#289); Middlesex 1769 (#292); London 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#323); Westmin-
ster 1770 (#326). 

807 Southwark 1769 (#289). 
808 Westminster 1769 (#284). 
809 See, for instance, Cornwall 1769 (#263); Surrey 1770 (#314); Middlesex 1770 (#320); 

London 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#324); Westminster 1770 (#326); London 1773 
(#350). 

810 See, for instance, Westminster 1769 (#284); Southwark 1769 (#288); Surrey 1770 
(#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#315); London 1770 (#322); London 1770 (#324); 
London 1771 (#335). 

811 Terence Ball has noted that the concept of party 'was not much used in political con-
texts until the seventeenth century'. He has suggested that that changed after becom-
ing increasingly understood in contractual terms after the Restoration. Ball 1989, 166 
- 167, see also Knights 2005, 96 - 98, 280 - 281; Gunn 1983, 57 - 58; Ihalainen 1999, 159 - 
256. For observations on the differences regarding the concepts of party and faction, 
see, for instance, Ihalainen 1999, 195 - 210. 

812 LM/April 1769. 
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Huntingdonshire, a constituency dominated by the Whig-supporting Monta-
gus813, on the other hand, proclaimed their abhorrence of 'factious principles' to 
persuade Robert Pigott and Charles Clarke, both of them pro-government 
Whigs814, to support the reduction of places in parliament and the struggle 
against the Spaniards815. The mayor, aldermen, and burgesses of Reading, op-
posing the naturalisation of Jews in 1753, claimed to submit their petition to the 
three candidates contesting the constituency816 in a public manner so that 'the 
world may see we act without any party prejudice or private attachment'817. Pe-
titioners could also use such negations to explicitly define the ideals of represen-
tation. In such cases, they encouraged members of parliament to abandon the 
'invidious distinctions of parties'818 and 'join heart and hand with men of probity 
and virtue, without distinction of names and parties'819. Such references to parties 
and factions closely resembled petitioners' uses of public spirit and disinterest-
edness. 

Petitioners could also use the concepts of party and faction to dispute oth-
ers' intentions. Counter-petitioners from Liverpool and Manchester, for instance, 
accused petitioners of being 'seditious advocates' and 'a motley crew of fanatics 
and Aminadabs'820, serving the 'sinister views of factious and designing men'821 
and 'machinations of a self-elected junto'822. Most of such allegations occurred 

                                                 
813 HoP/Huntingdonshire 1715 - 1754. 
814 HoP/Robert Pigott; HoP/Charles Clarke. 
815 Huntingdonshire 1740 (#072), see also Coupar 1739 (#063); Devon 1769 (#306). 
816 All three candidates promised to oppose the naturalisation of Jews. John Dodd, 

whom eventually lost the election by one vote to Charles Fane, asserted that 'if I 
should have the honour to be elected one of your representatives, as I have the great-
est regard for our holy religion, I will use my utmost endeavours to get it repealed, 
and will oppose any subsequent bill in favour of any of the Jews'. Reading 1753 
(#175a1), see also Reading 1753 (#175a2) and Reading 1753 (175a3). HoP/Reading 
1715 - 1754; HoP/Reading 1754 - 1790. 

817 Reading 1753 (#175). 
818 Coventry 1742 (#159). The magistrates and other members of the council of Annan 

emphasised that, after the banishment of Walpole, parliament should consist of rep-
resentatives 'qualified by their virtues and abilities ... and that no distinction will re-
main, but of those who are friends or enemies to the constitution'. Annan 1742 (#136). 

819 Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131). 
820 Manchester 1775 (#338). 
821 And of endeavouring to disquiet 'the minds of many well-disposed subjects, and 

[teach] them to complain of matters that are neither within their cognizance or un-
derstanding'. Liverpool 1769 (#279). Mark Knights' work on representation and mis-
representation in later Stuart Britain contains numerous examples of similar argu-
mentation. During the early part of the eighteenth century, for instance, a Whig pam-
phleteer argued that 'people of late are very hot and contentious about things they 
seem to have no notions of, except in name ... [they have been] set a madding about 
terms they have no meaning to'. Knights 2005, 284 - 285. 

822 The gentlemen, clergy, merchants, manufacturers, and inhabitants of Manchester 
claimed that the petitions in favour of reconciliation were 'calculated to fan the 
flames of sedition, and keep alive that restless spirit of opposition, so destructive to 
society, and serving only the purposes of faction and discontent'. Manchester 1775 
(#383). The bailiff, corporation, borough, and barony of Flint, on the other hand, ac-
cused the ‘ecclestiatics’ of 'intermeddling in civil cases, and leave their cures and pul-
pits, to teach seditious principles to the people, and point out the road to political 
perfection, depending on popular licentiousness, and the timidity of the diocesas'. 
Flint 1770 (#310). 
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during the crisis in America. Opponents of reconciliation often accused the colo-
nists and opposition representatives of spreading confusion and inciting a rebel-
lion. Such petitioners could criticise 'the artifices of disappointed and impotent 
faction'823 and 'factious and evil-minded men, both at home and abroad' of 'sow-
ing the seeds of sedition among us'824. The mayor, aldermen, sheriffs, and com-
mon council of Chester even argued that 'the daily publications of factious sub-
jects' at home, a reference to the numerous opposition newspapers and pam-
phlets, encouraged the insurgents in the colonies to take arms against Britain825. 
Proponents of reconciliation, of course, disputed such allegations. The principal 
citizens, inhabitants, manufacturers, and traders of Coventry, for instance, chal-
lenged the claim that 'the resistance of America' could be attributed to 'to the arts 
and designs of a few factious men', the continent of America being 'united in one 
mind'826. The merchants, traders, 'and others concerned in the commerce of 
North America' in London, on the other hand, emphasised the 'just distinction 
between the turbulence of a faction and the eager contentions of a free people'827. 
Instead of being opposition concepts, such references to parties and factions also 
demonstrate petitioners' contemporaries' scorn of divisions in the spheres of pol-
itics. Most actors regarded parties and factions as institutions that challenged the 
interest of the nation, reducing them into servants of vested interests. 

Others used the concepts to propose far-reaching reforms on the political 
establishment, such as the unification of parties to reduce partisanship in the 
spheres of politics. Petitioners from Staffordshire, an uncontested county constit-
uency from 1660 to 1746828, complained of the challenges of the political transi-
tion in 1742, a probable reference to the establishment's failure to punish Walpole 
and his associates, but recognised the role of parliament in initiating 'a change in 
the administration [that] will ... end in uniting all parties in one common interest, 
and in turning our private contests into publick spirit and love of our country'829. 
Petitioners also encouraged members of parliament to form 'a firm coalition of 
parties', from which 'disunion the most noxious effects have arisen, and have 
been already so sensibly felt by the nation'830, and 'continue and perfect that 
happy coalition, and extinction of parties, from which alone we can hope for re-
dress of all our grievances'831. The mayor, aldermen, and commons of Bath en-
couraged John Sebright and John Smith832, their representatives in parliament, to 

                                                 
823 Middlesex 1775 (#395), see also Manchester 1775 (#390). For similar arguments dur-

ing the Wyvillite campaigns, see, for instance, Barker 1999, 90 - 91. 
824 Beverley 1775 (#397). 
825 Chester 1775 (#401). 
826 Coventry 1775 (#388), see also Berkshire 1775 (#394). 
827 London 1775 (#379). 
828 HoP/Staffordshire 1660 - 1690; HoP/Staffordshire 1690 - 1715; HoP/Staffordshire 

1715 - 1754. 
829 Staffordshire 1742 (#145). 
830 Lanarkshire 1741 (#118). 
831 Dorset 1742 (#147). The mayor, recorder, aldermen, sheriffs, and counsillors of Bris-

tol, on the other hand, argued that the ruinous premiership of Walpole had 'awak-
ened the fears of good men of every party in the kingdom'. Bristol 1742 (#152). 

832 According to J.A. Cannon, Smith 'voted consistently with the opposition'. Sebright, 
on the other hand, supported the administration from 1767 to 1780. HoP/John Smith; 
HoP/John Sebright. 
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use their utmost 'endeavours to reconcile the present unhappy divisions' in 
1769833, a conceptualisation that could refer to both the deteriorating situation in 
America and the polarisation of British politics in general. Regardless of the spo-
radic references to parties and factions during the 1760s, most occurred in peti-
tions submitted during the early 1740s. Such assertions illustrate the burst of op-
timism and the sudden expansion of the horizon of expectations in 1741 - 1742. 
Being capable of purging a prime minister as strong as Robert Walpole from of-
fice encouraged petitioners, and certain opposition representatives in parliament, 
to believe that the culture of politics could be reformed. 

Some petitioners encouraged the petitioned to abolish parties altogether. 
The authors of such petitions often used explicit demands to members of parlia-
ment to promote the 'entire abolition of parties'834 and 'extirpation of party dis-
tinction[s]'835, expecting 'every odious name of distinction ... soon [to] be lost 
amongst us'836. Petitioners from Preston, a stronghold of Tories837, requested 
James Shuttleworth and Nicholas Fazakerley, the latter being one of the architects 
of the opposition plan to force the prime minister out of office838, to disband par-
ties as their proponents used them to protect and encourage 'ministerial tyranny, 
in opposition to the true interest of his Majesty and his people'839. The critics of 
parties perceived them as distractions impairing the people and its collective in-
terest. Instead of maintaining factious divisions, the actors operating in the 
spheres of politics were encouraged to focus on divisions that mattered: support 
the friends of the constitution and confront those acting against the true interest 
of the people. Such reasoning is evident in the petition submitted from Hereford-
shire in 1741, recommending the representatives in parliament toward 

'the extirpation of party distinction (which can be only of use to serve the purposes of 
persons in power) and we hope there will no other difference subsist amongst us, but 
of those who are friends and enemies to our constitution, those who will maintain the 
freedom and independency of parliament, and such who would subject it to corrupt 
ministerial influence.'840 

                                                 
833 Bath 1769 (#264). 
834 Dumfries 1742 (#138), see also London 1741 (#123); Annan 1742 (#136). 
835 Stirling 1742 (#134), see also Preston 1741 (#116); Westminster 1741 (#122); London 

1741 (#123); Dorset 1742 (#147). 
836 London 1741 (#123), see also Chester 1741 (#110). 
837 According to Eveline Cruickshanks, the elections in Preston were 'dominated by the 

neighbouring country gentlemen, most of whom were Tories, if not Jacobites'. 
HoP/Preston 1715 - 1756. 

838  HoP/Nicholas Fazakerley. 
839 Petitioners could also associate parties with 'ministerial dependence, and every other 

venal consideration', challenging 'the freedom and independency of parliament, and 
the welfare and liberties of their country'. Preston 1741 (#116). The grand jury, gen-
tlemen, and freeholders of Herefordshire, on the other hand, recommended their rep-
resentatives 'to endeavour to put an end to all party distinctions, invented and en-
courag[e]d by wicked ministers, to divert the general attention from their pilfering 
practices and treacherous design'. Herefordshire 1741 (#106). For similar arguments, 
see Westminster 1741 (#122); London 1741 (#123); Stirling 1742 (#134); Annan 1742 
(#136); Dumfries 1742 (#138).  

840 Stirling 1742 (#134), see also Herefordshire 1741 (#106). The burgesses and inhabit-
ants of Westminster similarly claimed that 'the common interest ... has now united all 
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Petitioners' conceptualisations of the ideals and counter-ideals of representation 
and participation illustrate the salience of collective ideals in eighteenth-century 
politics. The profuse references to collective ideals, and counter-ideals, demon-
strate their legitimacy; even requests to promote particular interests, from bor-
ough to mercantile ones, became represented as protecting the common good 
and the interest of the nation. Although usually chosen to represent boroughs 
and counties, and often seen as some sort of advocates of their constituencies, 
both petitioners and members of parliament tended to describe representatives' 
duties and responsibilities in collective terms. The use of similar concepts, dis-
courses, and metaphors is, of course, far from being a demonstration that peti-
tioners and representatives shared a coherent conception of collective interests; 
opposition-minded petitioners tended to understand the interest of the nation in 
different ways than the pro-administration representatives. Whereas petitioners 
often used the collective ideals and counter-ideals to pressure the petitioned to 
share their perception of the common good, pro-government representatives 
tended to use similar ideals to counter the influence of opposition out-of-doors 
(as demonstrated in Chapter 6). Regardless of their differences, however, both 
opposition and pro-administration actors recognised the collective character of 
representation. Once representation became defined as something collective, 
claims on behalf of the people and nation became persuasive arguments. 

 

                                                 
parties and persuasions, and every man will be regarded only as he prefers the wel-
fare and liberties of his country to any private dependence, or venal consideration 
whatever'. Westminster 1741 (#122). 
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5.1 Patterns of Humbleness 

In addition to the use of implicit means, such as representative claims and ideals 
and counter-ideals, petitioners also used more pronounced methods to influence 
the petitioned. In order to understand petitioners' use of such means and meth-
ods, this chapter focuses on petitioners' uses of verbs and other pronounced char-
acterisations of the representative relationship. The main focus is on those verbs 
petitioners used to influence the future conduct of the petitioned and test the 
boundaries of legitimate pressure on representatives, parliament, and the 
Throne841. Although constituting a rather modest part of the discursive mass of 
petitions, petitioners' choices of verbs mattered for three specific reasons. First, 
the assortment of verbs petitioners used and the differences regarding their uses 
illustrate the deliberate nature of petitioners' choices. Instead of using verbs in a 
random manner, petitioners often placed much emphasis on them. Second, peti-
tioners' choices of verbs and other formulations tended to correlate. Petitions con-
taining imperative verbs, in particular, also tended to contain other forms of im-
perative utterances. Third, petitioners and their contemporaries often empha-
sised the importance of such verbs842. In order to understand petitioners' percep-
tions on representation and the means petitioners used to influence the peti-
tioned, this chapter focuses on the patterns such verbs formed during the period 
from 1721 to 1776. 
 

                                                 
841 Petitioners also used verbs to describe their intentions. Such verbs, and other concep-

tualisations, are discussed in Chapter 2.4 (Rationalising Petitioning). 
842 See, for instance, Sudbury 1733 (#030); Hindon 1733 (#032); Gloucester 1733 (#033); 

Colchester 1733 (#046); Yorkshire 1769 (#287). 

5 REQUESTS AND REQUIREMENTS:  
PETITIONERS' PERCEPTIONS ON  
THE REPRESENTATIVE RELATIONSHIP 
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Illustration 3  Last Paragraphs of the Herefordshire Petition of 1721. BC/PB 22 April 1721. 

The advantages of focusing on patterns are most evident in cases of consistent 
genres such as petitions. Although addressed to different instances, and often 
divergent in terms of appearance, petitions shared a common form (in the general 
sense of the concept) and purpose843. The conventions regarding the use of verbs 
are most evident in petitions submitted to parliament. South Sea petitioners, most 
of them submitting their petitions to the House of Commons, tended to place the 
principal verb of the petition in the last paragraph. In such cases, petitioners 
tended to use indentation to emphasise the importance of the ending, as the last 
paragraphs of the Hertfordshire petition of 1721 demonstrate in Illustration 3 
(Last Paragraphs of the Herefordshire Petition of 1721). The Hertfordshire peti-
tion is, of course, an utmost illustration of the formalistic conventions that influ-
enced petitions and petitioners. Most petitioners and publishers of petitions ab-
stained from emphasising the principal verbs in such ways. Numerous petition-
ers used, for instance, more than one verb to encourage and instruct the peti-
tioned; the use of such verbs ranged from zero to 12 per petition844. The 464 peti-
tions scrutinised in this thesis contain 619 verbs in total; 1.33 verbs per petition 

                                                 
843 Although petitions from instructions to members of parliament to addresses to the 

Throne, lacked, in the strict sense, a standardised form and set of conventions, eight-
eenth-century petitions form a rather uniform genre of documents. The most impera-
tive conventions concerned petitions to parliament and the Throne. Petitions, or in-
structions, to members of parliament, on the other hand, represent the least regulated 
form of petitioning, as noted in Chapters 2.1 (Introduction to Petitions) and 6.4 (Pro-
cedural Constraints on Petitioning). 

844 A complete list of the verbs petitioners used in their petitions is included in Appen-
dix 1. 
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on average (and 1.75 if the 111 petitions containing no references to such verbs 
are omitted). Furthermore, is the purpose of this chapter is not to scrutinise only 
the principal verbs. Petitioners often had good reasons to use different verbs on 
different issues in the same petition. Each of the 619 verbs functioned as some 
sort of indication of petitioners' perceptions on the representative relationship, as 
this chapter demonstrates. 

This chapter is divided into four additional sub-chapters. Chapter 5.2 (De-
sires, Requests, and Recommendations) focuses on the humble verbs petitioners 
used in their petitions. It demonstrates the abundance of humble verbs and con-
templates their differences. Chapter 5.3 (Enjoiners and Requirers), on the other 
hand, scrutinises petitioners' uses of imperative verbs. Although a much smaller 
group of verbs, the imperative ones tended to contain more nuances. The sub-
chapter discusses, for instance, the differences regarding the uses and meanings 
of verbs such as insist and require. Besides using verbs to constrain the conduct of 
the petitioned, petitioners also used other means to pressure parliament, mem-
bers of parliament, and the Throne. Chapter 5.4 (Petitioners' Indirect Means of 
Influence) focuses on those indirect means petitioners used to impose orders and 
commands on the petitioned. Chapter 5.5 (Replies from the Petitioned), on the 
other hand, examines on the replies the petitioned submitted to the petitioners. 
Replies to petitioners, a sort of sub-genre of petitions, enable us to have a glimpse 
on representatives' and the King's perceptions regarding the boundaries of peti-
tioning. 

5.2 Desires, Requests, and Recommendations 

Early modern petitions are often described as courteous and deferential, used to 
plead for support and inform parliament, members of parliament, and the 
Throne of petitioners' grievances. Though an oversimplification, as this thesis 
demonstrates, certain aspects, indeed, support that characterisation. Dic-
tionarists, for instance, described the concept of petition as 'a supplication or re-
quest' from 'an inferior to a superior'845 - a definition that certainly embraces the 
interpretation emphasising petitioners' deference. Numbers, too, can be inter-
preted as evidence in favour of such reading of petitions. If quantified, as in Fig-
ure 7 (Verbs in Petitions, 1721 - 1776), the pattern is clear; most petitioners, in-
deed, used humble verbs in petitions. Around 80 per cent (498 out of 619) of the 
verbs petitioners used to influence the future conduct of the petitioned can be 
classified as humble846. Although humble, however, the group also contained 

                                                 
845 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735. 
846 The category of humble verbs contains recommend, hope, trust, doubt not, rely, depend, 

implore, entreat, beseech, beg, pray, desire, request, wish, conjure, and supplicate. The cate-
gory of imperative verbs, on the other hand, contains expect, enjoin, instruct, direct, in-
sist, and require. The relative share of the verbs is demonstrated in Figure 7 (Verbs in 
Petitions, 1721 - 1776). The categorisation was created specifically to analyse the 
verbs used in petitions studied in this thesis. 
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verbs with different connotations and nuances. Some of the humble verbs, such 
as beg and beseech, were mostly used to court the petitioned through the assertion 
of allegiance and obedience. The use of such verbs often indicated that petitioners 
recognised representatives' independence and the sovereignty of parliament. But 
humble verbs could also be used in other ways. Petitioners' uses of verbs such as 
recommend and request, for instance, tended to emphasise participation and the 
reciprocal nature of representation while still recognising the independence of 
the petitioned. 

In the first case, petitioners did not merely recognise the sovereignty of par-
liament, the independence of representatives, and the prominence of the Crown, 
but did so in an accentuated manner. In such cases, they favoured verbs such as 
desire, hope, trust, entreat, depend, implore, and beg. Uses of such verbs often re-
mained rather generic. Verbs such as desire, beg, supplicate, conjure, and entreat, for 
instance, were used rather innocuously. Most petitioners used them to encourage 
the petitioned to either promote or resist specific bills, acts, and measures847, 
plead with them to accept their commendations848, and implore members of par-
liament to debate and discuss certain issues849. Others used similar verbs to as-
sure parliament, representatives, and the Throne of their confidence in them. In 
such cases, petitioners favoured verbs such as rely, trust, depend, and doubt not. 
The freeholders of Middlesex, for instance, used such verbs to protest against the 
decision to exclude John Wilkes from representing them in the House of Com-
mons in 1770. The petitioners, assembled at the Mile End Assembly Room on 30 
March, claimed to trust the King, as 'the father of [his] people', to provide 'a rem-
edy adequate to the disease [plaguing parliament]'. In order to cure the disease, 

                                                 
847 For such uses of desire, see Rye 1733 (#039); Wigan 1733 (#040); Woodstock (#041); 

Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Stafford 1740 (#090); Staffordshire 1740 (#091); Stamford 
1740 (#094); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Denbighshire 1741 (#097); Bristol 1741 (#100); 
Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Herefordshire 1741 (#106); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Aber-
deen 1741 (#113); Dumfriesshire 1741 (#117); Renfrewshire 1741 (#121); London 1741 
(#124); Reading 1742 (#125); Stirling 1742 (#134); Annan 1742 (#136); Dumfries 1742 
(#138); Lichfield 1742 (#144); Worcester 1750 (#166); Essex 1753 (#169); Buckingham-
shire 1756 (#182); Oxford 1756 (#183); Lancashire 1756 (#192); Bedfordshire 1756 
(#193); York 1756 (#207); Chester 1756 (#212); Southwark 1756 (#214); Ilchester 1753 
(#234); Tewkesbury 1763 (#235); Gloucestershire 1763 (#236); Yorkshire 1764 (#247); 
Canterbury 1769 (#270); Canterbury 1772 (#348); Middlesex 1775 (#396). For similar 
uses of the verbs beg, supplicate, conjure, and entreat, see East Retford 1721 (#021); 
Sudbury 1733 (#030); Hindon 1733 (#032); Rye 1733 (#039); Nottingham 1733 (#042); 
Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Monmouth 1741 (#119); Westmin-
ster 1741 (#122); Gloucester 1742 (#128); Dumfries 1742 (#138); New Woodstock 1742 
(#141); London 1742 (#153); Westminster 1742 (#156); Westminster 1742 (#157); 
Worcestershire 1742 (#161); Merionethshire 1743 (#162); Breconshire 1756 (#184); 
New Sarum 1756 (#187); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Bristol 
1756 (#208), Chester 1756 (#212); Worcestershire 1763 (#228); Tewkesbury 1763 
(#235); Canterbury 1763 (#270); Berwick-upon-Tweed 1769 (#278); Norfolk 1769 
(#299); London 1771 (#335); London 1773 (#350); London 1774 (#366); London 1775 
(#379); Coventry 1775 (#388); Halifax 1775 (#404); Whitehaven 1776 (#459). 

848 For desires, see London 1756 (#216); Coventry 1766 (#253); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 
(#277); Westminster 1770 (#328). For similar use of beg and entreat, see Newcastle 
upon Tyne 1769 (#297) and Southwark 1775 (#409). 

849 Newark-upon-Trent (#020). For similar uses of supplicate and entreat, see London 
1766 (#251); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297); London 1773 (#350); London 1776 
(#457). 
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petitioners encouraged the King to dismiss his ministers and dissolve the parlia-
ment.850 They could also refuse to doubt the fortitude of the House of Commons, 
like the petitioners from Kent, assembled at the court of quarter sessions at Maid-
stone on 18 April 1721. 'We doubt not', these petitioners declared, 'this honoura-
ble House, the constant guardian of our rights, will think it becoming their great 
wisdom' to punish those 'conspirators' who had used the S.S.C. to plunder the 
people.851 In both cases petitioners emphasised the humbleness of their petitions. 
The use of such verbs tended to demonstrate petitioners' deference; instead of 
being peers, the petitioners recognised the petitioned as their superiors. 

 

 

Figure 7 Verbs in Petitions, 1721–1776. 

Regardless of the rather generic use of humble verbs in general, the uses of cer-
tain verbs formed patterns that distinguished them from other humble verbs. 
Pray, for instance, became distinctively used in petitions submitted to parliament; 
of the 69 uses of the verb, 50 occurred in petitions addressed to the House of 
Commons and House of Lords - a significant over-representation. One reason for 

                                                 
850 Middlesex 1770 (#320), see also Southwark 1769 (#288); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); 

Flint 1770 (#310); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); Southwark 1775 (#409); Exeter 1775 
(#417); Stirling 1775 (#423); Hereford 1775 (#426); Nottingham 1775 (#451). For simi-
lar conceptualisations and discourses in petitions to parliament and members of par-
liament, see Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126); Northamptonshire 1771 (#333); Lon-
don & Westminster 1774 (#363). For similar uses of the verb rely, see Bristol 1756 
(#211); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297); Westminster 1770 (#326); Lancaster 1775 
(#403); Halifax 1775 (#404); Exeter 1775 (#417); Shrewsbury 1775 (#422); Taunton 
1775 (#436). 

851 Kent 1721 (#008), see also London 1721 (#002); St Albans 1721 (#006); Somerset 1721 
(#007); Kent 1721 (#008); Maidstone 1721 (#009); Southwark 1721 (#017); Colchester 
1721 (#019); East Retford 1721 (#021); St Albans 1721 (#023); Wareham 1733 (#029); 
Devon 1740 (#089); Edinburghshire 1742 (#150); Leominster 1743 (#163); Warwick-
shire 1753 (#170); Devon 1756 (#180); York 1756 (#207); Yorkshire 1769 (#287). For 
similar uses of depend, see Kent 1721 (#008) and Newcastle-under-Lyme 1721 (#022). 

Pray (69)
Desire (56)
Request (37)

Expect (34)
Require (31)
Insist (20)
Conjure (11)
Supplicate (9)
Wish (9)

Recommend (89)
Hope (58)
Trust, Doubt Not, Rely,
Depend (49)
Implore (34)
Entreat (32)
Instruct (22)
Beseech (19)
Beg (11)
Enjoin (9)
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the pattern might be procedural. An established set of procedures, as demon-
strated in Chapter 2.1 (Introduction to Petitions)852, regulated and influenced the 
form and function of petitions addressed to parliament - something that differed 
them from petitions, or instructions, submitted to individual representatives. In 
addition to the procedural incentives, the distinctive use of the verb could also 
stem from the nature of parliament. It could be argued that petitioners, as con-
stituents, ought to direct or at least influence their representatives' conduct in the 
House of Commons, as demonstrated in Chapter 5.4. However, to impose similar 
claims on the institution of the House of Commons, or that of the Lords, differed 
from endeavours to influence the conduct of individual representatives. Such ef-
forts could be interpreted as attempts to command the House and, thus, the rep-
resentative choices of other constituencies. The peculiar character of the verb also 
influenced its uses. The verb became often used to persuade the House of Com-
mons to accept certain premises853 and 'important matters into their most serious 
consideration'854. Others used it to be heard855; endeavouring to provide the 
House further evidence on the adverse consequences of proposed bills and 
schemes and offer testimonies on their grievances in general. In both cases, peti-
tioners recognised parliament as an institution that could not be commanded. 

Besides encouraging parliament to consider their concerns and grievances, 
petitioners also used the verb to demonstrate their confidence in the competence 
and compassion of parliament. In such cases petitioners prayed the House of 
Commons to 'provide such remedies' as it judged most advantageous to 'the real 
and permanent interest' of the nation856 and, as in the case of petitioners com-
plaining of the high prices of corn and other necessities in 1768, provide 'such 
effectual remedies for the distresses of the labouring and industrious poor' as the 
House considered most favourable to the 'real and lasting interest both of the 
farmer and consumer'857. The most pronounced demonstrations of such dis-
courses occurred in the South Sea petitions. During the crisis, which generated 
25 humble but urgent petitions in 1721, petitioners prayed the House of Com-
mons to be 'pleased to take such further measures' the enlightened deliberation 
of the House 'judge[d] proper'858. The petitioners from Hertfordshire, a county 

                                                 
852 For critics' use of procedural arguments, see Chapter 6.4 (Procedural Constraints on 

Petitioning).  
853 London 1742 (#155), London & Middlesex 1768 (#262); Norwich 1768 (#337); EIC 

1773 (#355); Wiltshire 1775 (#389). 
854 London 1767 (#256), see also Nottingham 1721 (#011); Norwich 1768 (#261); London 

& Westminster 1774 (#362); Planters & Merchants 1775 (#386). 
855 See, for instance, London 1742 (#155); London 1763 (#242); EIC 1773 (#357); Edin-

burgh 1774 (#361); London & Westminster 1774 (#363); Planters & Merchants 1775 
(#387). 

856 London 1767 (#256), see also Norwich 1768 (#260); Norwich 1771 (#337); Merchants 
& Planters 1775 (#386). 

857 Norwich 1768 (#261). For similar uses in addresses to the Throne, see, for instance, 
Merchants & Traders 1737 (#056); Merchants & Planters 1739 (#069); Annan 1775 
(#429); Kirkcudbright 1775 (#432). 

858 London 1721 (#002), see also Somerset 1721 (#007); Nottingham 1721 (#011); Tam-
worth 1721 (#013); Yorkshire 1721 (#018); Colchester 1721 (#019). 
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constituency represented by Thomas Saunders Sebright859 and Ralph Freman, 
both Tories860, on the other hand, 'most humbly pray[ed]' that 'no artifices' could 
'divert [members of parliament] from those just measures' the House endeav-
oured to use to restore public credit, encourage trade, and 'do justice to a most 
injured' nation'861. The South Sea petitions, most of them addressed to the House 
of Commons, constitute the most humble cluster of petitions. This is, for the most 
part, a consequence of the peculiar circumstances of the crisis; parliament recog-
nised the problem, embraced drastic measures (some of them rather controver-
sial862), and intended to punish at least some of those actors petitioners regarded 
as responsible for the crash863. 

The verb hope illustrates another distinctive form of humble verbs. Altough 
humble, its uses distinguish it from the other verbs discussed in this sub-chapter. 
Some petitioners, of course, used it in rather generic ways; to promote bills and 
other measures864 and encourage the petitioned to hear and consider certain is-
sues865. However, it could also be used to necessitate the petitioned. The corpo-
ration of Rochester, for instance, hoped that John Jennings and David Polhill866, 
their representatives in parliament, had 'the good of our country ... sincerely and 
solely at heart' when determining the fate of the proposed excise duties in 1733867. 
Rather than being humble in the traditional sense of the concept, hope was used 
in a rather obliging manner: to protect the nation, the representatives ought to 
oppose the scheme. The corporation of Boston, concerned by the loss of Minorca 

                                                 
859 Sebright had received stocks from the S.S.C. without paying for them in 1720. 

HoP/Thomas Saunders Sebright. 
860 HoP/Hertfordshire 1715 - 1754; HoP/Ralph Freman; HoP/Thomas Saunders 

Sebright. 
861 Hertfordshire 1721 (#005), see also Buckinghamshire 1721 (#024). 
862 Walpole, for instance, persuaded the Bank of England and the East India Company 

to assume South Sea stocks worth of almost 20 million pounds to balance its value. 
O'Gorman 2006, 70; Black 2008, 238. 

863 John Aislabie, the chancellor of the Exchequer from 1718 to 1721, receiving 20,000 
pounds of company stock without paying for it, was declared guilty of the ‘most no-
torious, infamous, and dangerous corruption’ by the House of Commons. He was, 
alongside James Craggs the younger, then the secretary of state, expelled from the 
House and imprisoned to the Tower. The government also confiscated property from 
Aislabie, James Craggs the elder, the postmaster-general and the father of the secre-
tary of state, and the company's directors to compensate the losses of the sufferers of 
the scheme. Walpole, however, sought, successfully, to limit the scope of reprisals. 
Some contribute this screening to corruption, others to his endeavour to protect the 
stability of the political establishment and the Hanoverian succession. O'Gorman 
2006, 70; Kelly 1992, 66 - 68; Langford 1992, 21 - 22; Jubb 1984, 135; HoP/John 
Aislabie; HoP/James Craggs; HoP/James Craggs. 

864 See, for instance, Hertfordshire 1721 (#005), Haslemere 1721 (#016); Cornwall 1740 
(#092); Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); Ayrshire 1741 (#115); 
Westminster 1741 (#122); Minehead 1742 (#129); Dumfries 1742 (#138); Dorset 1756 
(#281); Cheshire 1756 (#213); London 1756 (#216); Unknown 1756 (#220); Yorkshire 
& Nottinghamshire 1767 (#257); Montrose 1775 (#444); Aberdeen 1775 (#446). 

865 See, for instance, Haslemere 1721 (#016), Proprietors 1721 (#025); London 1739 
(#058); Middlesex 1769 (#302); EIC 1773 (#356); EIC 1774 (#367). 

866 Both Jennings and Polhill voted for bringing in the tobacco bill in 1733. GM/Novem-
ber 1733. 

867 Rochester 1733 (#031), see also Reading 1733 (#038) and Merionethshire 1743 (#162). 
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in 1756, represented the establishment of militia868 as the sole means by which 
Britons could 'hope to preserve freedom and independence to ourselves'869 - a 
rather uncompromising statement to be included in a petition addressed to the 
Throne. The corporation York, on the other hand, commended only one of their 
representatives, Godfrey Wentworth, a newly elected Tory opposing the admin-
istration, in 1741870, hoping that the other one, Edward Thompson, a Whig who, 
according to Romney R. Sedgwick, died 'ruined by his election expenditure' in 
1742871, would act in the future 'as to deserve the same' treatment from his con-
stituents872. The verb could also be used to express that representatives consid-
ered it proper 'to speak in parliament the language of [their] constituents', as the 
citizens of Bristol asserted in their petition in 1756873. Some of the applications of 
the verb remained more pronounced than others, but its uses demonstrate that 
even humble verbs could be used in urging, if not imperative, manners. It ena-
bled the petitioners to influence the petitioned in less ostentatious and principled 
manners than those using explicitly imperative verbs. 

The presence of humble verbs is most distinctive in the petitions addressed 
to the Throne. Around 80 per cent of the verbs used in petitions are humble, but 
the share is even higher in addresses to the Throne; addresses, constituting 
around 36 per cent (166 out of 464) of the studied petitions, contained only one 

                                                 
868 Despite the loss of the strategically important island of Minorca, numerous petitions 

in 1756 contained expressions of defiance. Instead of accepting the reliance on Hes-
sian and Hanoverian troops, brought in to protect Britain from a French invasion, 
most of the petitioners in 1756 championed the establishment of a citizen militia. Pro-
moted by William Pitt, the first of the many militia acts was passed in 1757. The act 
endeavoured to create a militia of 60,000 men. Its members were recruited through 
quotas and by a ballot among the able-bodied men between 18 and 50 years of age. 
Those chosen could avoid the three-year service by finding a substitute for them or 
by paying 10 pounds. The ideas of both foreign mercenaries and standing armies, in-
deed, remained unpopular throughout the eighteenth century. Some of the critics op-
posed such ideas on the basis of rather theoretical, even high-minded, postulates. 
Deeply rooted in the ideological landscape of the country opposition, mercenaries 
and standing forces were, among other reasons, opposed due to the potential danger 
of increasing Crown patronage and the perceived impact on the strength of the na-
tion. The country opposition insisted, according to H.T. Dickinson, that 'a nation 
which hired mercenaries to defend its liberties and its interests was corrupting its 
own public spirit'. 'The spirit of patriotism, the virtù needed in a free state', Dickin-
son notes when describing the country ideology, 'could not survive when men forgot 
their primary duty of being prepared to fight and even to die for their liberty'. 'A na-
tion which lost the willingness to defend itself', he concludes, 'had already surren-
dered its right to remain free'. However, mercenaries and standing armies could also 
be opposed on the basis of their cost, the perceived disloyalty of foreign troops, and 
their impact on the civilian population when stationed in Britain. Dickinson 1994, 171 
- 172, 198 - 201; Dickinson 1977, 181 - 182, 186; Gunn 1983, 53 - 56; Langford 1992, 185 
- 187; Gregory & Stevenson 2000, 209; Royle & Walvin 1982, 14; Skinner 1974, 125; 
Starkey 2013, 36 - 37; Spector 2015, 14 - 15, 34 - 49; Dull 2005, 59; O'Gorman 2006, 151, 
181 - 182; Middleton 1985, 6, 9, 10. 

869 Boston 1756 (#188). 
870 HoP/Godfrey Wentworth; HoP/York 1715 - 1754. 
871 In 1742 Thompson complained to the Duke of Newcastle that he was being opposed 

by 'the power of the magistracy, the partiality of the returning officers, the fury of the 
mob, the papist influence, and the rage of faction'. HoP/Edward Thompson; 
HoP/York 1715 - 1754. 

872 York 1741 (#099). 
873 Bristol 1756 (#208), see also Colchester 1733 (#046) and Reading 1752 (#175). 
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imperative verb874. Instead, petitioners preferred verbs such as beseech, implore, 
hope, and pray, as demonstrated in Figure 8 (Verbs in Petitions to the Throne, 1721 
- 1776). Uses of certain humble verbs, such as implore (32 out of 34), beseech (18 out 
of 19), and supplicate (9 out of 9), de facto occurred only in addresses. In addition 
to the absence of imperative verbs, there are other patterns that differ addresses 
to the Throne from petitions to parliament and members of parliament. One is 
the absence of the most common verb in petitions in general - recommend. It 
demonstrates the settled but tense relationship of petitioners and the Throne; pe-
titioners ought to be courteous and subservient to the Throne but also efficient in 
influencing its decisions. Even if humble, the use of recommend implied that peti-
tioners could provide advices to the petitioned, something that contradicted the 
common discourse of petitioners' submission to the judgment of the Throne. 

 

 
 

Figure 8 Verbs in Petitions to the Throne, 1721–1776. 

In addition to the use of humble verbs, addresses to the Throne also contained 
other forms of discursive practices emphasising deference. Petitioners often de-
scribed themselves as his 'Majesty's most dutiful and loyal subjects'875 and in-
sisted that their intentions stemmed from 'an affectionate and dutiful regard for 

                                                 
874 Even in that case, petitioners used it in a non-imperative manner. Herefordshire 1770 

(#330). 
875 Cornwall 1753 (#177), see also Liverpool 1756 (#178); Norfolk 1756 (#201); Bristol 

1756 (#210); Cheshire 1756 (#213); Southwark 1756 (#215); London 1756 (#218); Corn-
wall 1769 (#263); Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265); Gloucestershire 1769 (#268); Somer-
set 1769 (#269); Surrey 1769 (#271); Wiltshire 1769 (#274); Edinburgh 1769 (#280); 
Bristol 1769 (#281); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Southwark 1769 (#288); Southwark 1769 
(#289); Middlesex 1769 (#292); London 1769 (#294); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); 
Worcester 1769 (#296); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297); Essex 1769 (#298); Norfolk 
1769 (#299); Castle Rising 1769 (#300); Canterbury 1769 (#303); Flint 1770 (#319); 
Coventry 1770 (#312); Derbyshire 1770 (#313); Surrey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon 

Implore (32)

Beseech (18) Pray (17)
Hope (14) Entreat (9)

Rely, Trust, Confide, Doubt
Not, Rest Assured (23)

Supplicate (9) Request (7)
Wish (4) Desire (3)
Beg (2) Expect (1)
Petition (1) Call on (1)
Resolicit (1)
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[his] ... virtues'876 and the 'firmest attachment to [his] Majesty's person' and the 
House of Hanover877. Petitioners also produced numerous references to his Maj-
esty's 'august'878 and 'sacred person'879 and described him as 'the true father of 
[his] people'880. They praised the King's 'paternal care'881, impartial justice'882, 
'vigilance for the honour of the nation'883, and 'innate goodness'884. The mayor, 

                                                 
Tyne 1770 (#315); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Liverpool 1770 (#317); York-
shire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Middlesex 1770 (#321); Westminster 1770 
(#326); Morpeth 1770 (#329); Herefordshire 1770 (#330); Durham 1770 (#332); Lon-
don 1771 (#335); London 1771 (#336); London 1772 (#344); London 1773 (#350); Lon-
don 1773 (#354); London 1774 (#366); Bristol 1775 (#370); Bristol 1775 (#371); London 
1775 (#374); London 1775 (#375); London 1775 (#376); London 1775 (#377); London 
1775 (#378); London 1775 (#379); Manchester 1775 (#383); Poole 1775 (#391); Worces-
ter 1775 (#392); Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#393); Berkshire 1775 (#394); Middlesex 
1775 (#395); Beverley 1775 (#397); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); Chester 1775 (#401); 
Lancaster 1775 (#403); Bolton 1775 (#405); Southampton 1775 (#406); Taunton 1775 
(#407); Southwark 1775 (#408); Southwark 1775 (#409); London 1775 (#410); Liver-
pool 1775 (#412); Liverpool 1775 (#413); Hampshire 1776 (#458); Carlisle 1776 (#460); 
Cumberland 1776 (#461); Sanquhar 1776 (#463); Westmorland 1776 (#464). 

876 Manchester 1775 (#390). 
877 Middlesex 1770 (#320), see also Coventry 1775 (#415); Shrewsbury 1775 (#422); Dum-

friesshire 1775 (#433). 
878 London 1773 (#354), see also Canterbury 1769 (#303). 
879 York 1756 (#207), see also Merionethshire 1743 (#164); Cornwall 1753 (#177); Liver-

pool 1756 (#178); Lincolnshire 1756 (#189); Somerset 1756 (#199); Norfolk 1756 
(#201); York 1756 (#207); Bristol 1756 (#209); Bristol 1756 (#210); Chester 1756 (#212); 
Cheshire 1756 (#213); Southwark 1756 (#215); London 1756 (#216); London 1756 
(#218); London 1756 (#219); Unknown 1756 (#220); Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265); 
Surrey 1769 (#271); Northumberland 1769 (#301); Canterbury 1769 (#303); Liverpool 
1769 (#309); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Middlesex 1770 (#321); London 1770 
(#323); Morpeth 1770 (#329); Durham 1770 (#332); Poole 1775 (#416); Hampshire 
1775 (#420); Stirling 1775 (#423); Lichfield 1775 (#424); Barnstaple 1775 (#441); Car-
marthen 1775 (#443); Cumberland 1776 (#461); Lymington 1776 (#462); Sanquhar 
1776 (#463). 

880 Exeter 1756 (#190), see also Ipswich 1756 (#185); Maidstone 1756 (#191); Nottingham 
1756 (#203); Cheshire 1756 (#213); Cornwall 1769 (#263); Kent 1769 (#267); Northum-
berland 1769 (#301); Flint 1770 (#310); Middlesex 1770 (#320); London 1770 (#322); 
London 1770 (#324); London 1771 (#335); London 1772 (#344); London 1775 (#377); 
Poole 1775 (#391); Hampshire 1776 (#458). The use of such characterisations function 
as demonstrations of the representative character of the King. Although unelected, 
the King was commonly seen as symbolising and thus representing the nation, as 
noted as noted in Chapter 1.4.1 (Petitions). In addition to representing the nation, the 
King was also widely seen as a representative of the House of Hanover, the 
Protestant faith, and the post-1688 establishment in general. 

881 London 1739 (#058), see also New Sarum 1756 (#187); Lincolnshire 1756 (#198); Som-
erset 1756 (#199); Bristol 1756 (#209); Bristol 1756 (#210); Bristol 1756 (#211); Cheshire 
1756 (#213); London 1756 (#218); Unknown 1756 (#220); London 1763 (#232); Corn-
wall 1769 (#263); Edinburgh 1769 (#280); Southwark 1769 (#289); Middlesex 1769 
(#292); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297); Castle Rising 1769 (#300); Northumber-
land 1769 (#301); Oxford 1769 (#307); Middlesex 1770 (#321); London 1770 (#323); 
Morpeth 1770 (#329); London 1775 (#377); London 1775 (#379); Berkshire 1775 
(#394); Middlesex 1775 (#395); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); Poole 1775 (#416); Stirling 
1775 (#423). 

882 Somerset 1756 (#199), see also Exeter 1775 (#417). 
883 Lincolnshire 1756 (#189), see also Exeter 1756 (#190); Bristol 1756 (#211); Poole 1775 

(#416). See also London 1756 (#218). 
884 Castle Rising 1769 (#300), see also London 1739 (#058); Boston 1756 (#188); Bristol 

1756 (#210); Cheshire 1756 (#213); London 1763 (#232); Gloucestershire 1769 (#268); 
Surrey 1769 (#271); Southwark 1769 (#288); Worcester 1769 (#296); Newcastle upon 
Tyne 1769 (#297); Northumberland 1769 (#301); Coventry 1770 (#312); London 1770 
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aldermen, and burgesses of Castle Rising, a pocket borough controlled by the 
Walpoles and Howards885, even described 'the people of Great Britain' as his Maj-
esty's 'children'886. During times of hostilities, some petitioners, like the corpora-
tion of Liverpool in 1756, emphasised their eagerness to 'protect and defend [his] 
sacred life, support and maintain [his] undoubted right to these realms, and the 
protestant succession' at 'the hazard of our lives and fortunes'887. Such a discourse 
became common during the Minorca crisis in 1756 and after the escalation of the 
crisis in the American colonies in 1775. For most parts of the period from 1721 to 
1776, discourses emphasising deference united addresses to the Throne, regard-
less of petitioners' political leaning and the precise function of the address. In 
1775, however, declarations of allegiance to the King started to gain partisan 
functions; proponents of the coercive measures on the colonies, for instance, 
started to use their affection for George III to defend his government's use of 
force. 

Petitions to the Throne also contained other sorts of distinctive patterns. 
First, petitioners used the beg leave to structure to stress their deference and the 
humbleness of the petitioners' intentions. They could, for instance, beg leave 'to 
approach [his] sacred person'888, like the stannators of Cornwall in 1753, and ad-
dress the Throne 'on the present critical situation of affairs'889, a reference to the 

                                                 
(#323); Herefordshire 1770 (#330); Poole 1775 (#391); Berkshire 1775 (#394); Bolton 
1775 (#405); Warwick 1775 (#414); Plymouth 1775 (#428); Great Yarmouth 1775 
(#450); Kingston upon Hull 1775 (#453); Lymington 1776 (#462). 

885 HoP/Castle Rising 1754 - 1790. 
886 Castle Rising 1769 (#300). 
887 Liverpool 1756 (#178), see also Merionethshire 1743 (#164); Boston 1756 (#188); Lin-

colnshire 1756 (#189); Norfolk 1756 (#201); Bristol 1756 (#209); Bristol 1756 (#210); 
Canterbury 1769 (#303); Liverpool 1770 (#317); Kingston upon Hull 1775 (#455). 

888 Cornwall 1753 (#177), see also Liverpool 1756 (#178); Devon 1756 (#180); Boston 1756 
(#188); Lincolnshire 1756 (#189); Bristol 1756 (#211); Chester 1756 (#212); London 
1756 (#218); Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265); Kent 1769 (#267); Edinburgh 1769 (#280); 
Southwark 1769 (#288); Essex 1769 (#298); Norfolk 1769 (#299); Castle Rising 1769 
(#300); Cambridge 1769 (#306); Coventry 1770 (#312); Derbyshire 1769 (#313); York-
shire 1770 (#318); London 1775 (#371); London 1775 (#379); Quakers 1775 (#380); 
Manchester 1775 (#383); Poole 1775 (#391); Newcastle upon Tyne 1775 (#393); South-
ampton 1775 (#406); Southwark 1775 (#408);  Southwark 1775 (#409); London 1775 
(#410); Liverpool 1775 (#412); Liverpool 1775 (#413); Exeter 1775 (#417); Andover 1775 
(#419); Hampshire 1775 (#420); Stirling 1775 (#423); Plymouth 1775 (#428); Renfrew 1775 
(#431); Dumfriesshire 1775 (#433); Dumfries 1775 (#434); Taunton 1775 (#436); Bridge-
water 1775 (#440); Barnstaple 1775 (#407_216), Aberdeen 1775 (#407_221), Great Yar-
mouth 1775 (#407_224), Great Yarmouth 1775 (#441); Lymington 1776 (#462). In some 
cases petitioners even begged to voice their eagerness to 'throw ourselves at your 
royal feet'. Middlesex 1769 (#292), see also Bristol 1769 (#281); York 1769 (#286); 
Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); London 1775 (#374). 

889 Somerset 1756 (#199), see also Norfolk 1756 (#201); York 1756 (#207); Bristol 1756 (#209); 
Bristol 1756 (#210); Cheshire 1756 (#213); Southwark 1756 (#215); EIC (#243); Berwick-
upon-Tweed 1769 (#278); Edinburgh 1769 (#280); Bristol 1769 (#281); Westminster 1769 
(#284); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Middlesex 1769 (#292); London 1769 (#294); Liverpool 1769 
(#309); Coventry 1770 (#312); Surrey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Mid-
dlesex 1770 (#320); London 1770 (#323); Westminster 1770 (#325); Westminster 1770 
(#326); Morpeth 1770 (#329); London 1771 (#335); Bristol 1775 (#370); London 1775 
(#374); London 1775 (#376); London 1775 (#377); London 1775 (#378); Manchester 1775 
(#383); Manchester 1775 (#390); Beverley 1775 (#397); Staffordshire 1775 (#398); Lancaster 
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loss of Minorca in 1756. In such cases, petitioners used the structure to inform the 
Throne - one of the most common, and most humble, functions of petitioning890. 
Second, petitioners also used the permit us structure to address the Throne, 
largely in a similar way to their use of the beg leave (and further distinguishing 
addresses from petitions to members of parliament). During the Minorca crisis 
of 1756, for instance, petitioners used the structure to beg the King to permit them 
to voice their 'utmost concern and resentment' of the deplorable situation891 and 
to propose the establishment of a militia to protect their island nation892. In 1769 
- 1770, it became used in more pressing ways, as did addresses to the King in 
general. Petitioners begged the King to permit them to assert that the House of 
Commons could not consist of representatives 'but of the people's electing'893, 
thus declaring their distrust of the parliament. In order to 'restore the confidence 
of [his] people in the justice of parliament'894 and to preserve 'the constitutional 
rights of [his] people sacred and inviolable'895, petitioners begged the King to per-
mit them to implore him to use his prerogative to dissolve the parliament896. 
However, in both cases, most uses of the structures remained humble, as did 
most addresses to the Throne. 

Petitioners' pronounced use of courteous discourses and conceptualisations 
is something that distinguishes addresses to the Throne from petitions to repre-
sentatives in parliament. The reason for this is, I argue, threefold. First, the posi-
tion of the King differed from the position of members of parliament, as earlier 
argued. Petitioners could characterise representation as a reciprocal process; 
even though independent de jure, representatives gained their seats in parlia-
ment from their constituents. However, petitioners could not aniticipate similar 
reciprocation from the Throne. Second, addresses to the Throne represent one of 
the oldest and most established forms of petitioning and, therefore, contained 
more rituals and conventions than the informal petitions to members of parlia-
ment. Third, members of parliament could be replaced. Petitioners could 

                                                 
1775 (#403); Southampton 1775 (#406); Leicester 1775 (#418); Colchester 1775 (#427); Ab-
ingdon 1775 (#437); Dundee 1775 (#438); Kingston upon Hull 1775 (#455); London 1776 
(#457); Whitehaven 1776 (#459); Carlisle 1776 (#460); Sanquhar 1776 (#463). 

890 As demonstrated in Chapter 2.4 (Rationalising Petitioning). 
891 Boston 1756 (#188), see also Lincolnshire 1756 (#189) and Southwark 1756 (#215). 
892 Cheshire 1756 (#213); London 1756 (#218). 
893 Exeter 1769 (#275). The mayor, freemen, freeholders, and inhabitants Exeter used 

their petition to defend John Wilkes and the freeholders of Middlesex. 'This right of 
election', the petitioners argued, 'is inherent in your Majesty's subjects;  a right which 
they cannot forfeit: it is of the essence of government, and prior to every delegated 
authority whatsoever; to counteract it therefore is highly injurious to the subject, it is 
repugnant to the true honour of the crown, for it tends to confusion, it threatens the 
very being of the British constitution.' 

894 Yorkshire 1742 (#318). 
895 Berwick-upon-Tweed 1769 (#278). 
896 Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Essex 1769 (#298); Northumberland 1769 (#301); Newcastle 

upon Tyne 1770 (#316). For later uses of the structure, see London 1775 (#374); Lon-
don 1775 (#379); Worcester 1775 (#392); Great Yarmouth 1775 (#402); Southwark 
1775 (#408); Warwick 1775 (#414); Poole 1775 (#416); Lichfield 1775 (#424); Plymouth 
1775 (#428); Taunton 1775 (#435); Bridgewater 1775 (#440); Nottingham 1775 (#452); 
Kingston upon Hull 1775 (#453). 
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threaten to resist the re-election of disobedient representatives, a credible pro-
spect in certain boroughs and counties, and use other legitimate forms of intimi-
dation to prevent members of parliament from representing them. The King, on 
the other hand, could not be replaced, nor could his right to rule be legitimately 
criticised in a legitimate manner. Due to the threats and challenges the House of 
Hanover encountered897, including the Jacobite uprisings and profuse riots898, 
petitioners refrained from using discourses and conceptualisations that could be 
interpreted as seditious, in particular during the rules of George I and George 
II899. However, the pronounced deference did not mean that petitioners abstained 
from attempts to influence the decisions of the Throne, at times causing tensions, 
as further demonstrated in Chapter 5.5. 

 

--- 
 

Besides the use of verbs of pronounced humbleness, petitioners also used verbs 
that refrained from challenging the free mandate of representation, but, in con-
trast to verbs such as beg and beseech, also abstained from asserting constituents' 
dependence on representatives' judgment. Request is one of such verbs. Older 
dictionaries tended to describe request in humble terms, defining a request as a 
'supplication, petition' and comparing the verb to entreating and desiring900. 
Most of Samuel Johnson's definitions, too, characterised request as something 
humble; to request meaning, for instance, was 'to solicite' and 'to entreat'. How-
ever, Johnson also noted that the noun could be defined a 'demand'.901 The con-
tradictious nature of the verb is also evident in the petitions. Most petitioners, of 
course, used it humbly. The people of Ripon, as the petitioners described them-
selves in 1733, requested William Aislabie902, one of their representatives in par-
liament, to 'be pleased to use [his] utmost interest' in resisting the proposed excise 

                                                 
897 Especially after the accession of George I, a German-speaking Lutheran. H.T. Dickin-

son, for instance, has argued that 'neither George I nor George II was widely popular 
with the people at large', being 'too foreign, too attached to Hanover, too aloof, and 
too much associated with partisan Whigs to be personally attractive to their ordinary 
subjects.' Dickinson 217 - 220, 259 - 260.  

898 After James II fled England in 1688, replaced by his Protestant daughter, Mary, and 
William of Orange on the throne, the Stuart restoration became championed by the 
Jacobites. After his death in 1701, the Stuart claim to the throne was inherited by his 
son, James Francis Edward Stuart, or the Old Pretender. The Jacobites attempted to 
restore the Stuarts to the throne by force in 1715, 1719 (supported by Spain), and 1745 
- 1746 (supported by France). Plans to restore the Stuart monarchy also occurred in 
1708, 1717 (by the support from Sweden), 1722 (Atterbury Plot), and 1744. In 1745 - 
1746, the Stuart cause was championed by the Old Pretender's son, Bonnie Prince 
Charlie, or the Young Pretender. After the failure in 1745 - 1746, the Jacobite cause 
started to wither, eventually loosing the vital support from France during the 1750s. 
Wilson 1998, 93 - 117, 165 - 177, 319 - 322, 333 - 336; Ihalainen 2005, 182 - 186, 305 - 
308, 313 - 319; O'Gorman 2006, 152 - 158; Dickinson 1994, 260. 

899 During the early Hanoverian period, the Whigs were, indeed, eager to portray the 
Tories as Jacobites. Dickinson 1984, 45; Dickinson 1977, 166 - 168. 

900 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735. 
901 Johnson 1768. 
902 During most of his 60 year tenure as a member of parliament for Ripon, Aislabie 

voted against the administration. He opposed the Walpole administration on each 
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duties and to communicate their request to his 'cousin Aislabie'903, the other rep-
resentative of the borough, and the rest of his friends in a manner he considered 
most proper904. Petitioners could also request their representatives to continue to 
give 'attention to this important subject', like the corporation of Plympton Erle, 
opposing the excises on cider and perry in 1763905, and continue to 'preserve our 
ancient constitution, both in church and state'906. A request to preserve the con-
stitution could, of course, function as an implicit demand as it contained an as-
sumption that petitioners and representatives shared a common interpretation of 
the true nature of that constitution. However, in this case, and in copious other 
cases, it remained a rather innocent request. 

Most petitioners used request to ask for representatives to either support or 
resist specific acts, bills, and other measures. In such cases, they requested repre-
sentatives to oppose proposed duties907, support bills restoring triennal parlia-
ments908, establish a militia to defend the nation from a French invasion909, to 
restrict the number and influence of places and pensions910, and to regulate cer-
tain branches of trade911. It could also be used to promote more controversial 
measures, such as requesting the Throne to dissolve the parliament912. In certain 
cases, they used it in manners that could be interpreted as obligations on the pe-
titioned. Petitioners from Leominster, for instance, requested their representa-
tives, and their pro-administration representative in particular913, to join 'the true 
patriots [in parliament], and endeavour to procure' such measures 'as shall be 

                                                 
recorded division. Some of his resentment against Walpole might be explained by the 
fate of his father, John Aislabie, a representative for Ripon from 1695 to 1702 and 
1705 to 1721. As the chancellor of the Exchequer in 1718 - 1721, John Aislabie was re-
sponsible for negotiating and introducing the South Sea Bill in 1720, providing the 
S.S.C. with public funding for assuming national debt on behalf of the government. 
After the parliamentary committee inquiring the causes of the South Sea Crisis ac-
cused Aislabie of speculation and receiving bribes from the S.S.C., the House of Com-
mons expelled him from parliament; imprisoning him to the Tower, seizing his pos-
sessions acquired during his tenure as the Chancellor, and barring him from sitting 
in parliament and holding public office. Although offering some assistance, Wal-
pole's administration did little to protect Aislabie's conduct and reputation. 
HoP/William Aislabie; HoP/John Aislabie; Kelly 1992, 67 - 68. 

903 William Aislabie's namesake cousin served as the other representative for Ripon 
from 1721 to 1734. According to A.N. Newman, 'he does not appear in any recorded 
division list, seems to have made no speeches, and did not stand again'. HoP/Wil-
liam Aislabie. 

904 Ripon 1733 (#034). It could also be used to request the 'most gracious Sovereign' to 
receive petitions and plead for his 'most gracious acceptance' of their assertions of 'af-
fection and attachment' to his person, House, and government. Bolton 1775 (#405); 
Annan 1775 (#429); Kirkcudbright 1775 (#432). 

905 Plympton Erle 1753 (#238). 
906 Wiltshire 1753 (#173). 
907 Coventry 1733 (#036); Reading 1733 (#038). 
908 Rochster 1733 (#048); Coventry 1734 (#050). 
909 Essex 1756 (#179). 
910 Denbighshire 1741 (#096); Coventry 1741 (#108); Canterbury 1769 (#270). 
911 Honiton 1742 (#139); Canterbury 1769 (#270). 
912 Southwark 1769 (#288); Essex 1769 (#298); Northumberland 1769 (#301); Canterbury 

1769 (#303). 
913 Petitioners commended Robert Harley, an opposition-minded Tory. They hoped that 

Capel Hanbury, a pro-administration representative, would imitate Harley's example 
in parliament. HoP/Robert Harley; HoP/Capel Hanbury. 
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most conducive to the happiness and prosperity of this nation' in 1743. As the 
encouragement to support the constitution, the request to join patriots914 in par-
liament functioned as a discursive attempt to oblige representatives to support 
bills and measures the petitioners (and, at least in this case, the opposition in 
parliament) considered necessities. In order to further pressure their pro-admin-
istration representative, the petitioners emphasised the conduct of their opposi-
tion-minded representative. 

However, it is recommend that represents the most notable form of such 
verbs, being also the most common single verb used in petitions (89 uses). As in 
the case of request, its users did not challenge representatives' mandate and rec-
ognised that representatives and parliament possessed, at least in principle, a 
right to independent deliberation. Some of the petitioners' recommendations re-
mained rather abstract, recommending that representatives 'support his Majes-
ty's government'915 and preserve 'our rights and privileges, and the freedom of 
the constitution'916. In most cases, however, petitioners used it to propose or op-
pose rather specific measures917. In this sense, uses of recommend resembled the 
uses of request. It was, in particular, used to advise the petitioned to further dif-
ferent sorts of enquiries. In the 1740s petitioners that recommended their repre-
sentatives 'persist in proper enquiries into national grievances'918, in order to 
punish Walpole and his supporters, and after the French invaded Minorca in 
1756, petitioners recommended that representatives and the Throne 'discover the 
authors of these our misfortunes'919 and punish them920. In most cases, the verb 
functioned as genuine recommendations, petitioners using to propose measures 
to members of parliament and the House of Commons. Though containing an 
idea of reciprocation of some sort, its uses and meanings remained, for the most 
part, humble. 

                                                 
914 The concept could refer to both the public-spirited benefactors promoting the true in-

terest of Britain, as most dictionarists tended to characterise the concept of patriot, 
and to the parliamentary opposition against Walpole, consisting of Tories and Patriot 
Whigs and commonly referred to as the Patriot Opposition. 

915 Nottingham 1742 (#133). 
916 Renfrewshire 1741 (#098), see also Edinburghshire 1734 (#052); Sutherland 1740 

(#076); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Breconshire 1756 
(#184). 

917 See, for instance, Canterbury 1733 (#044); London 1733 (#045); New Sarum 1739 
(#059); Middlesex 1740 (#071); Liskeard 1740 (#078); Flintshire 1740 (#080); Derby-
shire 1740 (#088); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); Edinburgh 1741 (#103); Lichfield 1741 
(#107); Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); London 1741 (#124); 
Reading 1742 (#125); Stirling 1742 (#134); Westminster 1742 (#156); Hereford 1742 
(#160); Devon 1756 (#180); Lincolnshire 1756 (#204); Lincolnshire 1756 (#205); Lon-
don 1763 (#233); Southwark 1769 (#290); Rochester 1772 (#341). 

918 Herefordshire 1741 (#106), see also Bristol 1741 (#100); Bath 1741 (#102); Edinburgh 
1741 (#103); Aberdeen 1741 (#113); Lanarkshire 1741 (#118); Monmouth 1741 (#119); 
Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); London 1741 (#123); Reading 1742 (#125); Westminster 
1742 (#156); Worcestershire 1742 (#161). 

919 New Sarum 1756 (#187), see also Lancashire 1756 (#192); Salop 1756 (#196); York-
shire 1756 (#206); Southwark 1756 (#214). 

920 A thinly veiled reference to admiral Byng, as noted in Chapter 3.4 (Champions of the 
People). 
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In addition to presenting proposals to the petitioned, recommend could be 
used to put pressure on representatives. Petitioners could, for instance, use rec-
ommend alongside imperative verbs to emphasise the seriousness of their recom-
mendations. Petitioners could recommend that representatives contact them 
'from time to time' and inform them of matters 'intended to be brought' to parlia-
ment; regular correspondence, the petitioners claimed, enabled constituents to 
inform representatives of their sentiments and 'of such facts' the petitioned might 
have ignored921. In order to preserve the constitution, the justices of the peace 
and freeholders of Edinburghshire, convened at the court of quarter sessions on 
29 October 1734, recommended that Robert Dundas922, their sole representative 
in parliament, concur in promoting bills to secure the independence of parlia-
ment and the right of election. These petitioners also recommended that Dundas 
to act in a fashion 'agreeable to the sentiments of those' who 'have chosen [him] 
as their mouth in parliament'923 - an undeniable requirement of reciprocation. 
The independent freemen of Coventry, eager to 'restore our constitution, and re-
trieve the honour of Great Britain', on the other hand, recommended, 'in the most 
pressing manner', the London instructions, described as 'dictates', for their rep-
resentatives' 'strict observation'924. Though refraining from challenging the prin-
ciple of free mandate as such, the justices of the peace, freeholders, and freemen 
of the said constituencies appeared to regard representatives, or at least their rep-
resentatives, as constituents' advocates in parliament. 

Most petitioners used, at least in the formal sense, humble verbs to influence 
the petitioned. Though humble, however, each of the verbs possessed different 
nuances and connotations. Some of the verbs demonstrate a more pronounced 
form of humbleness than others. In cases of pronounced humbleness, petitioners 
used verbs such as beg, hope, desire, implore, and beseech to emphasise their 

                                                 
921 Edinburghshire 1734 (#052), see also Sutherland 1740 (#076). 
922 As the representative for Edinburghshire (1722 - 1737), Dundas tended to oppose 

proposed duties. In 1725 - 1727, he opposed the introduction of the English malt tax 
into Scotland, defending the Glasgow magistrates accused of inciting rioting, encour-
aging the Edinburgh brewers to resist the duty, and blaming the governement for the 
violence. He opposed, according to Romney S. Sedgwick, 'a loyal address of the court 
of session [in 1727], proposing a counter-address against the malt tax'. Dundas op-
posed the re-introduction of the salt duty in 1732 and  supported the 'motion de-
signed to secure the outright rejection of the excise bill, instead of allowing it to be 
withdrawn' in 1733. HoP/Robert Dundas. 

923 Edinburghshire 1734 (#052). 
924 Coventry 1742 (#159), see also Plymouth 1763 (#239). The freeholders of Renfrew-

shire, a county constituency with a modest electorate of around 40 voters, 'recom-
mended, and expresly require[d]' their representative, Alexander Cuninghame, an 
Opposition Whig, to use obstructionist methods in parliament until the House of 
Commons agreed to restrict the number and influence of places and pensions. Ren-
frewshire 1739 (#061); HoP/Renfrewshire 1715 - 1754. According to Paula Watson, 
Cuninghame 'voted consistently against the administration till his death' in 1742. 
HoP/Alexander Cuninghame. The high sheriff, grand jury, gentlemen, clergy, and 
freeholders of Derbyshire, assembled at the assizes on 2 August 1740, used their peti-
tion to recommend, 'and insist upon it', that Lord Charles Cavendish and Nathaniel 
Curzon, their representatives in parliament, would use their 'utmost endeavours in 
the ensuing parliament, to promote a bill' to reduce the number of placemen. Derby-
shire 1740 (#088). At least Cavendish voted against the government on the place bill. 
HoP/Lord Charles Cavendish. 
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concerns. Uses of such verbs illustrate the most emblematic form of petitioning: 
humble and recognising the independence of the petitioned. However, humble 
verbs could also be humble in less pronounced manners, as argued in the second 
section of this sub-chapter. Request and recommend are the most obvious illustra-
tions of such verbs, constituting around 25 per cent of the uses of humble verbs. 
Although humble, uses of request and recommend demonstrate a different, less 
submissive form of humbleness. Uses of recommend in particular emphasised the 
petitioners' participative role in the spheres of high politics. Nonetheless, in both 
cases, the process remained rather unambiguous: petitioners petitioned, and the 
petitioned acted (if the petitioned considered petitioners' requests desirable). 
However, the use of humble verbs does not mean that petitioners abstained from 
using other practices to pressure the petitioned, as demonstrated in Chapter 5.4 
and, indeed, in Chapters 3 (Representing the Sense of the People: Petitioners Uses 
of Representative Claims) and 4 (Public Interest and Private Influence: Ideals and 
Counter-Ideals of Representation and Participation). 

5.3 Enjoiners and Requirers 

Though most of the verbs used in petitions elucidate the formal humbleness that 
tended to define the genre, petitioners could also use more imperative verbs to 
influence the conduct of the petitioned. Petitions containing such verbs, consti-
tuting around 20 per cent of the verbs in total, tended to attract the most criticism 
from the petitioners' opponents, as demonstrated in Chapter 6.4 (Procedural 
Constraints on Petitioning). Although a much smaller group of verbs (121 out of 
619), uses of imperative verbs also formed distinct patterns. First, petitioners pre-
ferred to use imperative verbs in petitions submitted to members of parliament. 
Those addressed to the House of Commons and the Throne, on the other hand, 
contained only one refeference to imperative verbs. Petitioners could argue that 
representatives ought to be dependent on constituents' sentiments and thus re-
gard themselves as entitled to regulate their conduct in the House of Commons. 
However, to impose such principles on the Throne and the House of Commons 
constituted a far more contentious path, as earlier noted. Second, the uses of im-
perative verbs occurred in temporal clusters. The share of imperative verbs sur-
passes their average share (19.6 per cent) only in 1733, 1739 - 1742, 1761 (due to 
the modest size of the sample), 1766 (idem), and 1772 - 1773 (idem). Over half of 
them (75 references) occurred in petitions from 1739 to 1742, as demonstrated in 
Figure 9 (The Incidence and Share of Imperative Verbs, 1721 - 1776). The modest 
use of imperative verbs in 1756, 1769 - 1770, and 1775 - 1776 is mostly a conse-
quence of the preponderance of addresses to the Throne, as demonstrated in Fig-
ure 1 (Incidence of Different Forms of Petitions, 1721 - 1776). 

Imperative verbs can be further divided into categories of suggestive and 
commanding verbs. In the first case, petitioners could use suggestive but ambig-
uous verbs such as instruct and direct. To instruct could, as noted in Chapter 6.4 
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(Procedural Constraints on Petitioning), refer to both imperative and non-imper-
ative discourses. It could be described as teaching, training, or bringing up925, all 
definitions emphasising the humble character of the verb, and as submitting in-
structions, a controversial concept in itself. However, it could also possess au-
thoritative connotations. Samuel Johnson, for instance, suggested that the verb 
could be defined as 'to inform authoritatively'926. The ambiguous character of the 
concept is also conspicuous in the verb's uses in petitions from 1721 to 1776. In-
stead of being used to plead or provide information to the petitioned, as most of 
the humble verbs, instruct tended to function as a stronger encouragement to act 
on issues petitioners regarded as urgent. In most cases, petitioners used the verb 
to provide clear and specific instructions on pressing matters927. It is, nonetheless, 
rather difficult to determine the specific nature of such encouragements. Petition-
ers' uses of instruct could be commanding, though that element is far from obvi-
ous in many cases. However, if petitioners had endeavoured to emphasise their 
deference, they might have been better served by verbs such as hope, desire, and 
recommend.  

 

                                                 
925 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735. 
926 Johnson 1768. The Craftsman, too, suggested that instructing could be something less 

humble than providing information. In January 1733, the paper argued that 'it is the 
undoubted privilege of Englishmen to petition the parliament, and apply to and even 
instruct their representatives, when they apprehend their interests, or liberties are 
concern[e]d'. Although still ambiguous, the use of the word 'even' suggest that in-
structing could be, in one form or another, something imperative. GM January 
1733/Cr 27 January (no. 343), see also GM December 1741/Cr 18 December 1742 (no. 
860). 

927 St Mawes 1740 (#077); Middlesex 1741 (#095); Dumfriesshire 1741 (#117); Hereford-
shire 1756 (#194); Leominster 1756 (#197); Southwark 1766 (#249); Newcastle upon 
Tyne 1769 (#277); Westminster 1769 (#283); Middlesex 1769 (#291); London 1769 
(#293); Westminster 1770 (#327); Canterbury 1772 (#342); Bristol 1772 (#345); Canter-
bury 1773 (#353); London 1775 (#381); Middlesex 1775 (#396). 
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Figure 9 The Incidence and Share of Imperative Verbs, 1721–1776. 

Expect is another borderline case. Although containing strong imperative conno-
tations, it could also be used in non-commanding ways. It could, for instance, be 
used to demonstrate petitioners' confidence in representatives' future conduct, 
functioning as proof of petitioners' good faith in their representatives. The bur-
gesses and inhabitants of Westminster, for instance, expected their representa-
tives, Lord Viscount Perceval and Charles Edwin, to oppose scehemes to protect 
the late administration from prosecution and defend their constituents from 'an-
ticonstitutional servitude' in 1742. The petitioners further assured their represent-
atives that the petition did not stem from 'the least distrust of [their representa-
tives'] virtue and abilities'.928 In other cases, the non-imperativeness of the verb 
becomes evident only from the general tone of the petition. The petitioners 
praised their representatives' 'honest and disinterested conduct in parliament'929 
and 'faithful discharge of that important trust ... that has been reposed in 
[them]'930 before claiming to expect them to continue their endeavours to pro-
mote desirable measures931. It is evident that in such cases, petitioners abstained 
from commanding the petitioned. Instead of functioning as orders, petitioners 
used the verb to declare their confidence in the representatives' conduct. In most 

                                                 
928 Westminster 1742 (#157), see also Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Cheshire 1740 (#084); 

Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); Reading 1742 (#125). 
929 Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082), see also Cheshire 1740 (#084); York 1741 (#099); Chester 

1741 (#110); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); London 1741 (#123); Reading 1742 (#125); 
Flintshire 1742 (#137); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); Westminster 1742 (#157). 

930 Flintshire 1740 (#080). 
931 Flintshire 1740 (#080); Aberdeenshire 1740 (#082); Cheshire 1740 (#084); York 1741 

(#099); Chester 1741 (#110); Tewkesbury 1741 (#120); London 1741 (#123); Reading 
1742 (#125); Flintshire 1742 (#137); Edinburgh 1742 (#151); Westminster 1742 (#157). 
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of such cases petitioners based their reasoning on their representatives' earlier 
conduct in parliament. 

Despite the sporadic gestures of deference, most uses of expect contain im-
perative connotations. The corporation of St Albans, a borough under the influ-
ence of the Duchess of Marlborough932, a staunch opponent of Robert Walpole933, 
reminded William Grimston and John Merrill934 that the petitioners had chosen 
them 'to be [their] representative[s] in parliament ... the highest trust [constitu-
ents could] repose' in them; 'in return for so great a confidence', the petitioners 
expected them to resist the excise scheme in 1733. By acting against the proposed 
excise duties, the representatives would demonstrate their opposition to the 'en-
tire subversion of our ancient constitution'935. Though presenting their claim in a 
positive light - opposing the proposed duties providing the representatives an 
opportunity to prove their love for the constitution - it could also be interpreted 
from a different perspective. Supporting the duties would, according to the logic 
of the corporation, signify representatives' willingness to sacrifice the constitu-
tion. The bailiffs and magistrates of Lichfield declared, much in the spirit of St 
Albans, that the 'nation cries aloud for justice, and is entitled to it', claiming that 
the loss of Minorca had dishonoured the 'British flag' in 1756. Hence, the peti-
tioners expected their representatives to 'afford [their] utmost assistance in bring-
ing in justice' those responsible for the disaster.936 The corporation of Colchester, 
on the other hand, claimed to 'hope, nay, ... expect' compliance from their repre-
sentatives in opposing the proposed excise duties in 1733, thus recognising that 
humble verbs, such as hope, differed from imperative ones937. Such uses of the 
verb illustrate the imperative connotations of expecting. Instead of offering as-
surances of petitioners' good faith in the petitioned, petitioners used the verb to 
restrict their political latitude. They claimed to assume that the petitioned acted 
as anticipated, but, in fact, also endeavoured to increase the pressure on repre-
sentatives to act as petitioned. 

                                                 
932 HoP/St Albans 1715 - 1754; Langford 1975, 53 - 54. 
933 Although initially allies, the Duchess and Walpole developed a bitter rivalry during 

the 1720s. She encouraged the opposition against the excise scheme in 1733 and ac-
tively opposed the administration in the general election of 1734, then continuing to 
oppose Walpole's influence even after his fall in 1742. According to the private corre-
spondence, the Duchess noted in 1741 - 1742 that 'I find that those who can judge 
very well, think that Sir Robert cannot fail of being punished; and I wish it may go as 
far as he deserves, not out of any malice or revenge, but because I really think the 
constitution cannot be recovered, without some example being made. No govern-
ment can be so bad as it has been.' Harris 1991, 236 - 238, 265 - 269, 297 - 300, 306 - 
308, 316 - 319, 329 - 333; Colburn 1838, 212; Gerrard 1994, 93. 

934 Merrill, recommended to the Duchess by William Pulteney, the leader of the Patriot 
Whigs and one the founders of the Craftsman, voted against bringing in the tobacco 
bill, whereas Grimston, often at odds with the Duchess, voted in favour of the propo-
sition. Due to Grimston's refusal to support one of the Duchess' grandsons at the by-
election in 1730, the Duchess joined forces with the corporation to oust him at the 
general election in 1734. Merrill, on the other hand, did not stand in the election and 
died of gout in December 1734. HoP/John Merrill; HoP/William Grimston; HoP/St 
Albans 1715 - 1754; GM/November 1733. 

935 St Albans 1733 (#035), see also Rye 1733 (#039); London 1741 (#124). 
936 Lichfield 1756 (#186), see also Woodstock 1733 (#041). 
937 Colchester 1733 (#046), see also Cupar 1739 (#063); Bridgewater 1739 (#065); London 

1741 (#124). 
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Insist, on the other hand, belongs to the category of commanding verbs. In 
a similar manner as expect - used, among its other functions, to proclaim petition-
ers' confidence in the petitioned - insist also had a rather specific function: to em-
phasise the need for urgent action. Dictionarists defined the verb as 'to stand 
much upon, to urge, to be instant'938, 'not to recede from terms or assertions', and 
'to persist in'939. The emphasis on urgency is also present in petitions. The princi-
pal inhabitants of Gloucester, concerned about the consequences of the excise 
scheme in 1733, claimed that 'the importance compels us to insist [our]' repre-
sentatives, 'according to the trust reposed' in them, to use their 'utmost efforts in 
discouraging' attempts to put them 'under the bondage thereof'940. The burgesses 
and freeholders of Nottingham claimed, much in the same spirit, that their 'an-
cient rights and privileges are ... declining'. Hence, the petitioners 'insist[ed] upon 
[their representatives'] assistance' in promoting the opposition bill for limiting 
the scale and influence of placemen in 1739941. The mayor, aldermen, and capital 
burgesses of Truro, on the other hand, insisted in 1740 that Kelland Courtenay 
and Robert Trefusis, both of them representing the Cornish constituency from 
1734 to 1741942, attended the ensuing session of parliament and used their 'utmost 
efforts' to restrict the number of placemen and shorten the duration of parlia-
ments943. Both Courtenay and Trefusis voted in favour of the bill in 1740944. Peti-
tioners tended to represent their grievances as given truths, assuming that the 
petitioned shared their postulates. Instead of persuading the petitioned that such 
grievances threatened the nation, petitioners insisted them to act upon their pos-
tulates. 

Insist could also be used in more imperative manners. Petitioners could rec-
ommend, 'and insist upon it', that representatives use their 'utmost endeavours' 
to regulate places and pensions945 and to 'require and insist' that members of par-
liament to oppose bills and schemes that endangered the trade of the nation946. 
Others 'entreat[ed], insist[ed] and require[d]' that representatives obstruct the 
proceedings of parliament until the House of Commons agreed to further scruti-
nise the alleged crimes of the previous administration947. However, one of the 
most incisive demonstrations of imperative uses of insist occurred in the petition 

                                                 
938 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735. 
939 Johnson 1768. 
940 Gloucester 1733 (#033). Benjamin Bathurst, representing Cirencester, Gloucester, and 

Monmouth during his parliamentary career spanning from 1713 to 1768, voted 
against bringing in the tobacco bill. Charles Selwyn, a loyal supporter of the admin-
istration during his tenure as a representative for Gloucester, was absent from the di-
vision. HoP/Benjamin Bathurst; HoP/Charles Selwyn; GM/November 1733. 

941 Nottingham 1739 (#064), see also Huntingdonshire 1740 (#072). The bill was, eventu-
ally, defeated by a margin of 16, as noted in Chapter 4.1 (Petitions and the Collective 
Interest). 

942 HoP/Truro 1715 - 1754. 
943 Truro 1740 (#081). 
944 HoP/Kelland Courtenay; HoP/Robert Trefusis. 
945 Derbyshire 1740 (#088), see also London 1739 (#057); York 1739 (#066); Stamford 

1740 (#094); Coventry 1741 (#108); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#132); Dorset 1742 (#147); 
Westminster 1769 (#283); London 1773 (#360). 

946 London 1741 (#124), see also London 1739 (#057); Worcester1742 (#143). 
947 Worcester 1742 (#143). 
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from Lichfield in 1742. The constituents and citizens of Lichfield, concerned 
about the conspiracies to protect Walpole from prosecution, begged leave to re-
mind their representatives, George Venables Vernon and Lister Holte, of their 
earlier instructions and to further insist that the representatives observed them. 
Furthermore, the petitioners praised the London instructions948, 'desir[ing] and 
insist[ing] upon' Venables Vernon and Holte to pursue the 'dictates' of the in-
structions from the 'grand metropolis'.949 Though the representatives of Lichfield, 
both of them Tories, supported the opposition950, there is little doubt of the im-
perative character of petitioners' use of the verb insist. The petition demonstrates 
that the use of imperative verbs cannot be reduced to opposition constituencies 
commanding pro-administration members of parliament. Many opposition-
minded corporations and constituencies submitted petitions containing impera-
tive verbs to representatives supporting the opposition in parliament. 

Uses of verbs such as require and enjoin, on the other hand, represent the 
most imperative form of verbs in petitions. The first cluster of such verbs oc-
curred in 1739 - 1742, as petitioners used them to urge their representatives to 
oppose the administration951. During the turbulent period, petitioners started to 
require their representatives to promote opposition bills in more pressing man-
ners. The corporate actors of Carmarthen, for instance, requested their repre-
sentative, Arthur Bevan, a steadfast supporter of the administration952, to 'enjoin 
and require' him to assist opposition representatives in parliament in 1739953. Pe-
titioners from Cupar, part of the Perth Burghs, required John Drummond, an-
other supporter of the government954, to observe their instructions on reducing 

                                                 
948 A probable reference to London 1742 (#153). 
949 Lichfield 1742 (#144). 
950 HoP/Lichfield 1715 - 1754; HoP/George Venables Vernon; HoP/Lister Holte. 
951 Opposition members of parliament, too, could use similar notions in parliament. 

During the debate on the Place Bill (1740), cherished by the Country Opposition and 
supported by numerous petitions, Lord Gage declared that 'I shall add but one rea-
son more, why I shall be for this bill, and that is, because I am required so by my con-
stituents, who, I think, have a right to direct those that represent them'. In order to 
increase the pressure on those representatives opposing the bill, Lord Gage further 
noted that 'I am not ashamed to own, that the instructions I have in my pocket, will 
weigh with me, and do not in the least doubt but that those gentlemen, who oppose 
this bill, will find the weight of theirs in their pockets'. Cobbett 1739 - 1741 (HoC) 
380/Thomas Gage (Tewkesbury). Even if entirely possible that Lord Gage did, in-
deed, receive instructions from his constituents in Tewkesbury (as suggested by 
HoP), the said instructions are not among those studied in this thesis. The following 
year, however, the principal burgesses and freemen of Tewkesbury instructed Gage 
to support further measures to restrict the scale of places and pensions and repeal the 
Septennial Act. The instructions, also commending Gage for his conduct in parlia-
ment, was exclusively addressed to the opposition representative; containing no ref-
erences to John Martin, the newly elected pro-administration representative. 
HoP/Tewkesbury 1715 - 1754; HoP/John Martin; Tewkesbury 1741 (#120). 

952 HoP/Arthur Bevan. 
953 Carmarthen 1740 (#070), see also London 1739 (#057); Ayrshire 1739 (#062); Bridge-

water 1739 (#065); York 1739 (#066); York 1739 (#066); Middlesex 1740 (#071); Lon-
don 1740 (#075); Somerset 1740 (#086); Renfrewshire 1741 (#098); Oxfordshire 1741 
(#114); London 1741 (#124); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131); Southwark 1742 (#146); 
Coventry 1742 (#159). 

954 HoP/John Drummond. 
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the amount of placemen and restoring annual parliaments955. In addition to being 
requiring representatives to further opposition bills, petitioners also used the 
verbs to require representatives to impede the administration endeavours in par-
liament. The dean of guild, merchants, incorporations, and other inhabitants of 
Dundee required John Drummond, Dundee also being part of the Perth Burghs, 
to make the passing of opposition bills 'previous steps to the voting' in favour of 
bills of supplies956. Petitioners from Somerset, assembled at the assizes in 1740, 
enjoined Thomas Horner, one of their representatives957, 'according to the ancient 
usage of parliament', to refuse to give his assent to bills of supplies 'until the 
grievance abovementioned [minister's influence on members of parliament] be ... 
redress[e]d'958. The confident use of imperative verbs demonstrates the increas-
ing confidence of the Patriot Opposition in 1739 - 1742. Although weakened by 
the excise crisis, losing ground in the general election of 1734, albeit only mod-
estly if compared to the opposition expectations959, the opposition started to gain 
momentum in 1738 - 1739 due to the hostilities with Spain. The public, encour-
aged by the opposition, demanded war, and Walpole's reluctance to wage it 
would eventually develop into a crisis of more general nature, ending his prem-
iership in 1742.960 

Though uses of require and enjoin became rarer after the 1740s, petitioners 
continued to use the verbs on a sporadic basis. However, in contrast to 1739 - 
1742961, the later uses of tended to focus on more legitimate and less divisive is-
sues. Petitioners in 1739 - 1742 aspired to transform the political culture, mainly 
by altering the composition of the House of Commons and increasing constitu-

                                                 
955 Cupar 1739 (#063). According to Nicholas Rogers, 'the rash of Instructions from the 

Scottish shires and burghs, from Angus, Aberdeen, Ayrshire, the Cupar burgh in 
Fife, and Sterling, were probably associated with Argyll's defection from the Court 
and the collapse of the Walpole-Ilay connection'. Rogers 1989, 243. 

956 Dundee 1739 (#068). 
957 Their other representative, William Wyndham, a staunch Jacobite and the parliamen-

tary leader of the Tories, had died two months earlier. HoP/William Wyndham. 
958 Somerset 1740 (#086), see also London 1739 (#057); Renfrewshire 1739 (#061); Ayr-

shire 1739 (#062); Bridgewater 1739 (#065); Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131), Worcester 
1742 (#143). 

959 The Craftsman certainly approved, and even encouraged, the use of such verbs in 
1742. The paper argued that 'if you have a right to elect a representative; if you have 
a right to give instructions after what manner you will be served, you have a right, 
likewise, to enjoin, I had like to have said, command your said representative, to ap-
pear in your behalf'. GM December 1741/Cr 18 December 1742 (no. 860). For the elec-
toral impact of the excise scheme, see Dickinson 1984, 50 - 51; Langford 1975, 124 - 
150, 170 - 171; Langford 1992, 32; Wilson 1998, 128. Linda Colley has, however, ar-
gued that the 'extent to which Walpole's decline was predetermined by 1734 should 
not be over-stressed'. Even if 'his majority had been reduced, but so too had the op-
position's effectiveness'. Colley 1982, 222 -223. 

960 O'Gorman 2006, 83 - 85; Hayton 2002, 64 - 65; Dickinson 1984, 54 - 57; Langford 1975, 
148 - 150; Dickinson 1994, 62, 68, 208 - 212; Langford 1992, 54 - 57; Wilson 1998, 140 - 
153, 163 - 165. 

961 And in 1733 when the mayor, magistrates, and inhabitants of Wareham 'intreat[ed] 
and require[d]' their representatives to 'attend diligently and oppose strenuously this 
proposition [the excise scheme] in every step it shall take in the House'. Wareham 
1733 (#029). 
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ents' influence on their representatives. However, in 1756 the constituents of Le-
ominster962 enjoined their representatives to use their 'utmost vigour' to protect 
Britain from its foreign enemies963, and the citizens of Bristol964 'to search deep 
into the ... causes of these calamities [the loss of Minorca]'965. The 'numerous 
meeting' of the grand jury and other principal inhabitants of Southwark, assem-
bled at their town hall on 13 January 1766, 'require[d] and intrust[ed]' Joseph 
Mawbey and Henry Thrale to use their 'best endeavours in parliament' to regu-
late the price of provisions966. Most of the differences regarding the post-1740s 
uses of require and enjoin can be explained by the divergent circumstances in 
parliament during the different decades. Whereas the 1730s and 1740s became 
defined by the partisan struggle against Walpole and his administration, peti-
tioners during the 1750s and 1760s focused on less partisan issues, such as en-
deavouring to protect the nation from foreign threats and alleviate the distresses 
of the poor. With that said, even though less combatant and controversial, the 
post-1740s uses of require and enjoin remained, at least in principle, as imperative 
as the earlier uses of the verbs. 

Although the verbs discussed in this sub-chapter constitute only a fifth of 
the total amount of verbs used in the studied petitions, the share of imperative 
verbs is surprisingly high. Instead of emphasising deference, petitioners using 
such verbs tended to portray representation as a reciprocal process. However, 
the category of imperative verbs also contained significant variation; some of the 
verbs contained more imperative nuances and connotations than others. Verbs 
such as instruct and direct, for instance, could be used in both imperative and non-
imperative manners. Instructing could mean both commanding and informing 
members of parliament of petitioners' sentiments. In other cases, the imperative-
ness is more evident. Uses of insist, for instance, tended to function as indications 
of petitioners' despair, urging the petitioned to act as suggested. In the most pro-
nounced cases, petitioners used verbs such as require and enjoin. Instead of offer-
ing propositions or requesting the petitioned to recognise their concerns, peti-
tioners used these verbs to submit orders. Most of the methods petitioners used 
to urge, pressure, and command parliament, members of parliament, and the 
Throne consisted of implicit means, as argued in the preceding chapters. How-
ever, the uses of imperative verbs demonstrate that such endeavours could also 
be performed in more pronounced manners. Instead of being independent, as the 
dominant interpretation of representation asserted, petitioners treated their rep-
resentatives as servants. By undermining the independence of these representa-
tives, they also challenged the sovereignty of parliament. 

                                                 
962 A relatively open constituency of around 500 constituents paying scot and lot. 

HoP/Leominster 1754 - 1790. 
963 Leominster 1756 (#197). 
964 Being one of the largest constituencies in Britain. Its electorate consisted of around 

5,000 freemen and freeholders. HoP/Bristol 1754 - 1790. 
965 Bristol 1756 (#208), see also Devon 1756 (#180); London 1756 (#216). 
966 Southwark 1766 (#249). 
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5.4 Petitioners' Indirect Means of Influence 

One could argue, on the basis of the verbs used in petitions, that around 20 per 
cent of the petitions from 1721 to 1776 contained imperative connotations and 
suggestions of some sort. However, such an interpretation overemphasises the 
humbleness of the petitions. Uses of verbs provide an intriguing insight into pe-
titioners' pronounced perceptions on the representative relationship but ulti-
mately demonstrate only one feature petitioners used to define representation. 
In addition to verbs, petitioners also used other discursive methods to pressure 
and command the petitioned, most of which remained more implicit than the 
uses of imperative verbs, the most pronounced method of imposing orders on 
members of parliament. However, petitions also contained pronounced asser-
tions regarding the legitimation of parliament and the substance of representa-
tion. Petitioners could, for instance, argue that parliament gained its privileges 
from the people967, a claim that could be used to legitimise popular interventions 
and even represent the 'voice of the people' as 'the voice of God'968. Those inter-
ested in petitioners' perceptions on representation cannot ignore such assertions. 

Petitions regarding the restoration of triennal parliaments, for instance, 
tended to contain assertions emphasising the reciprocality of representation. 
Most petitioners submitting such petitions emphasised representatives' depend-
ence on people out-of-doors, including petitioners from Bedford969 arguing in 
1734 that representatives 'ought [to] ... have a natural dependance on the peo-
ple'970. Petitioners from Denbighshire, castigating the influence of placemen and 
septennial parliaments in 1741, described triennal parliaments as the surest 
method to prevent electors and their 'representatives ... to become strangers to 
each other'971 in their petition, submitted to Watkin Williams Wynn, a Tory mem-
ber of the Cycle of the White Rose, a secret society of Welsh Jacobites972. Instead 
of electing members of parliament on triennal basis, as after the enactment of the 

                                                 
967 Norfolk 1769 (#299), see also Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Middlesex 1770 (#320). 
968 Cirencester 1753 (#174). See also BC/Pr 5 August 1753. J.A.W. Gunn has suggested 

that 'the expression vox populi became - for a time, at least - less current and was re-
placed by a host of expressions closer to modern political vocabulary' after 1734. 
Gunn 1983, 273. 

969 Like the mayor, bailiffs, burgesses, common council, and freemen of Bedford, a con-
stituency under the influence of the Duke of Bedford, an opponent of Walpole. 
HoP/Bedford 1715 - 1754. After the fall of Walpole in 1742, Bedford joined the ad-
ministration, gaining a post in the admiralty and serving as the secretary of state 
from 1748 to 1751. As the leader of his namesake faction, the Bedford Whigs, the 
duke became the lord lieutenant of Ireland in 1756 and the lord privy seal in 1761. 
See, for instance, Langford 1992, 27, 187, 194 - 195, 206, 223 - 224, 233, 374 - 375. 

970 If parliaments were triennal, the petitioners argued, it would be 'highly probable that 
a member's actions would, in the first year, be influenced by gratitude, in the last, by 
expectation. And when a gentleman in trust is so happily situated, there is little rea-
son to doubt but his conduct, in the intervening year, would have a just regard to 
once, or both of those popular engagements.' Bedford 1734 (#053). 

971 Denbighshire 1741 (#096). 
972 HoP/Watkin Williams; HoP/Denbighshire 1715 - 1754. 
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Triennial Act in 1694, imposing restrictions on the King's right to dissolve parlia-
ment973, the enfranchised constituents had been choosing their representatives 
on septennial basis since the enactment of the Septennial Act in 1716. Long par-
liaments, petitioners argued, endangered the liberties of the British constituents. 
Septennial parliaments could, according to the freeholders of Aberdeenshire in 
1741, encourage 'the delegates of the people', a controversial reference to mem-
bers of parliament974, to 'become their tyrants, or betray them to those that are so, 
and therefore frequent course ought to be the fountainhead'975. Others described 
septennial parliaments as 'an innovation as dangerous as this constitution ever 
suffer[e]d' as it made 'a trust of such importance irrevocable for more than half 
the computed term of life'976, depriving electors the right to reject representatives 
that 'from motives destructive of freedom, deviate from the principles that alone 
recommended them to their constituents'977. Resistance against the Septennial 
Act functioned as one of the defining characteristics of the Patriot Opposition. 
Besides deeming it against the revolutionary settlement, and thus unconstitu-
tional, the country opposition also represented it as dangerous to the very being 
of parliament. Walpole, it was argued, used the act to frustrate the will of the 
people, increasing the cost of contested elections (and, therefore, the impact of 
corruption) and restricting the influence of electors on the conduct of parliament. 
Aiming to re-establish the constitutional order, and to oust the Whigs of corrup-
tion from the administration, the country opposition championed the restoration 
of triennal, or even annual, parliaments.978 

Because electors, often referred to as the people, provided parliament its rai-
son d'etre through the practice of elections, petitioners often emphasised their de-
pendence on their representatives. In order to do so, many petitioners empha-

                                                 
973 Due to the act, the period between the Triennial Act and the Septennial Act wit-

nessed as many as 10 general elections. O'Gorman 2006, 36 - 37; Jupp 2006, 86. For the 
arguments used to overturn the act, replacing triennal parliaments with septennial 
ones, see Knights 2005, 360 - 375. 

974 The British tended to refer to members of parliament as representatives. Delegates, 
on the other hand, could be interpreted as a reference to the Dutch model of repre-
sentation, as demonstrated in Chapter 6.3 (Protecting the Independence of Parlia-
ment). 

975 Aberdeenshire 1741 (#112). 
976 The exact meaning of the notion by the high sheriff and grand jury of Oxfordshire re-

mains unclear. Jeremy Black has noted that the life expectancy at birth increased 
from around 30 years in the 1680s to 42 by the 1750s. Black 2008, 13. It is rather safe to 
assume that the number was even higher in the case of enfranchised actors, being 
wealthier and of higher social standing than the people in general. Although a signif-
icant portion of one's life, seven years did not constitute 'more than half the com-
puted term of life' in 1741. It is, of course, possible that the petitioners referred to the 
period during which the enfranchised actors were actually entitled to vote. 

977 Oxfordshire 1741 (#114). The magistrates and town-council of Aberdeen, praising the 
conduct of the opposition in parliament, feared that the 'delegation for seven years of 
so important a trust, as that of representative in parliament ... is of the most danger-
ous consequence to liberty, as the nation may be ruin[e]d before it can be resum[e]d 
by the people'. Aberdeen 1741 (#113). 

978 O'Gorman 2006, 79 - 80; Langford 1975, 101 - 104; Dickinson 1977, 186 - 188; Royle & 
Walvin 1982, 14; Skinner 1974, 97 - 98, 125; Jupp 2006, 64, 68, 98; Dickinson 1994, 198 - 
201. 
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sised the importance of that trust. The principal inhabitants of Gloucester, oppos-
ing the proposed duties in 1733, insisted that their representatives oppose at-
tempts to subjugate them 'under the bondage' according 'to the trust reposed' in 
them979. The electors of Bath, on the other hand, represented themselves as 
obliged to remind their representatives980 of 'the importance of the charge' their 
electors had trusted them981. The corporation of St Albans similarly declared that 
the borough had chosen Lord Viscount Grimston and John Merrill 'to be [their] 
representative[s]', this being 'the highest trust' constituents could repose in them, 
and hence, 'in return for so great a confidence', anticipated them to 'have a con-
stant regard for the interest' of the nation and that of borough of St Albans in 
particular982. According to the corporation of St Albans, protecting the interest of 
the nation, and that of the borough, meant opposing the duties the administration 
prepared in 1732 - 1733. 

As constituents had placed their highest trust in their representatives, peti-
tioners expected them to embrace their petitions and instructions. The high sher-
iff and grand inquest of Lancashire, praising their representatives' conduct in 
parliament in 1740983, represented submitting instructions as their obligation, 
their representatives' obligation being to follow such instructions984. Others, such 
as the citizens of Bristol in 1756, encouraged their representatives to 'speak in 
parliament the language of [their] constituents'985 - an euphemism for observing 
their instructions. Petitioners could also claim to assume that their representa-
tives desired petitions and instructions from them, as in the case of the petition 
from the principal inhabitants of Gloucester in 1733; their representatives could 
only anticipate and 'desire our sentiments and instructions'986, the petitioners 
claimed. Petitioners submitted such instructions to members of parliament re-
gardless of their political affiliation, earlier compliance, and benign behaviour in 
parliament. Although commending their earlier conduct, petitioners sometimes 
emphasised the importance of communicating 'these our thoughts [to their rep-
resentatives], as a rule for [their] conduct in the ensuing session of parliament'987. 

                                                 
979 Gloucester 1733 (#033), see also Rye 1733 (#039). The citizens of London, as the peti-

tioners described themselves, noted that constituents had 'elected [representatives] to 
serve [them] in parliament', thus considering it proper to remind their representa-
tives of the duties attached to 'the great confidence'. London 1741 (#124). 

980 George Wade and Philip Bennet, both of them steadily supporting the administra-
tion. As one of the representatives for Shaftesbury (1734 - 1735, 1738 - 1741), Bennet 
had abstained from the divisions on the Convention of Pardo in 1739 and the place 
bill in 1740. General Wade, the commander-in-chief in Scotland from 1724 to 1740, on 
the other hand, missed, according to R.S. Lea, only one of the recorded divisions in 
1716 - 1746. HoP/Philip Bennet; HoP/George Wade; HoP/Bath 1715 - 1754. 

981 Bath 1741 (#102). 
982 St Albans 1733 (#035), see also Sudbury 1733 (#030). 
983 The representatives had, according to the petitioners, 'resist[ed] that flood of corrup-

tion and court influence, which for many years has prevail[e]d, and almost over-
spraed the land'. 

984 Lancashire 1740 (#085). Petitioners could also represent instructing as 'a right 
founded in the very nature of [constituents and representatives] mutual connections'. 
Plymouth 1763 (#239). 

985 Bristol 1756 (#208). 
986 Gloucester 1733 (#033). 
987 Montgomeryshire 1742 (#131). 
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In ideal circumstances, petitioners claimed, representatives informed their con-
stituents of the issues parliament deliberated on; the constituents, in turn, in-
formed their representatives of their sentiments on these issues. Such formula-
tions could contain commanding connotations, but in most cases such encour-
agements functioned as a method to inform the petitioned of petitioners' senti-
ments. 

Others emphasised the consequences of observing their desires and recom-
mendations. Such discourses tended to focus either on the propitious conse-
quences of compliance or on the more obliging aspects of representation. In the 
first case, petitioners could, like the corporation of Monmouth under their com-
mon seal in 1741, requesting their representative to oppose places and pensions 
and septennial parliaments, represent their 'sentiments and requests' as the sen-
timents of 'every true Briton'. If Lord Charles Noel Somerset988, their representa-
tive in parliament, 'pleased to give them a due attention', it should put them 'un-
der the strongest obligation'989; a de facto promise to support his re-election990. 
The independent electors of Honiton, on the other hand, assured that as long as 
Henry Reginald Courtenay, their opposition-minded representative991, sup-
ported 'the general advantage' of the nation, he could count on 'the esteem and 
friendship of us', his 'most humble and obedient servants'992. The corporation of 
London, requesting their representatives to prosecute Walpole in a similar man-
ner as the petitioners from Honiton, promised that the 'vigorous prosecution of' 
petitioners' propositions ensured the representatives 'the lasting favour and af-
fection of this great metropolis'993. Some of such discursive practices contained 
more imperative connotations than others. Buckinghamshire petitioners, the au-
thors of one of the more suggestive petitions in 1740, recommended - 'as far as 
[the representatives] regard our opinion and favour', a clear indication of peti-
tioners' seriousness - that their representatives further legislation protecting 

                                                 
988 ‘A most determined and unwavering Jacobite’ representing both Monmouthshire 

(1731 - 1734) and Monmouth (1734 - 1745) during his tenure in parliament. Both he 
and his brother, then the Duke of Bedford, supported the Jacobite cause in 1745, en-
couraging the French to support the Jacobite invasion and the Stuart restoration. He 
succeeded his brother, becoming the fourth Duke of Bedford in 1745. HoP/Lord 
Charles Noel Somerset; Black 2004, 87. 

989 Monmouth 1741 (#119), see also Nottingham 1742 (#133); Stirling 1742 (#134); Lich-
field 1742 (#144); Southwark 1742 (#146); Hereford 1742 (#158); Essex 1756 (#179); 
Huntingdonshire 1756 (#195). 

990 Even though Monmouth remained an uncontested constituency from 1690 to 1818 
(with the exception of the general election of 1715). HoP/Monmouth 1690 - 1715; 
HoP/Monmouth 1715 - 1754; HoP/Monmouth 1754 - 1790; HoP/Monmouth 1790 - 
1820. 

991 Courtenay, a Tory, opposed the administration in every recorded division. Their 
other representative, William Yonge, the secretary at war and a fervent supporter of 
Walpole and his administration appears to have not received a similar petition from 
the independent electors of Honiton. HoP/Henry Reginald Courtenay; HoP/William 
Yonge; Cruickshanks 1984, 26 - 27. 

992 Honiton 1742 (#139), see also Tewkesbury 1741 (#120). 
993 London 1742 (#153), see also Sudbury 1733 (#030); Ripon 1733 (#034); Huntingdon-

shire 1740 (#072); Reading 1753 (#175). 
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members of parliament from undue influences994. The corporate actors of Stam-
ford, on the other hand, recommended that William Noel and John Proby, both 
of them Tories995, complied in reducing the amount of placemen if the represent-
atives desired to maintain their 'love and esteem'996. Promises of praise and 
recognition functioned as positive incentives to act as petitioners requested. Pur-
suing such requests, the petitioners often claimed, benefitted both the petitioners 
and the petitioned. 

Some addresses to the Throne contained similar promises of praise and de-
votion. Most of such cases occurred in 1769 - 1770, during the crisis on Wilkes' 
seat, and contained more controversial formulations than most addresses to the 
Throne. The freeholders of Buckinghamshire, claiming that sinister forces in pol-
itics endeavoured to overturn constituents' right to free elections, enshrined in 
Magna Charta and the Bill of Rights, implored the King to intervene. In removing 
the causes of petitioners' grievances, and thus securing the 'continuance of [their] 
fundamental rights', the King would ensure 'the grateful hearts of an united peo-
ple'.997 Other petitioners defending Wilkes and the freeholders of Middlesex used 
rather similar conceptualisations, claiming that assuaging the 'afflictions of mil-
lions of [his] subjects' would secure him the 'grateful acclamations' of his entire 
people998 and the 'blessings of [the] grateful millions'999. As in the case of petitions 
submitted to members of parliament, petitioners endeavoured to convince the 
petitioned - in this case, the King - that compliance would secure him praise from 
petitioners and those petitioners claimed to represent. The King, of course, did 
not depend on constituents' favours and acceptance as representatives did, at 
least in principle, but that did not prevent petitioners from using similar practices 
to persuade him. 

In the second case, petitioners emphasised the more obliging aspects of rep-
resentation. The mayor, grand jury, and electors of Liskeard, a constituency of 
around 30 enfranchised freemen1000, described representatives' compliance as 

                                                 
994 The Buckinghamshire petitioners declared that 'since the bills of this kind, which 

have been hitherto unsuccessfully attempted, are only so many melancholly proofs of 
the necessity of them, we think it the more incumbent upon us to declare our unani-
mous sentiments, that whoever, upon the late enormous increase of placemen in par-
liament, does not promote any bill or bills tending to the lessening so growing and 
dangerous an evil, will be justly responsible to the latest posterity for every other 
grievance, mischief and publick dishonour, which, in future times, according to the 
course of human affairs, must attend the corruption of parliaments, and the impunity 
of male-administration.' Buckinghamshire 1740 (#074), see also Lancashire 1740 
(#085). 

995 During the 1734 general election, Noel and Proby had used harsh means of pressure 
to prevent Savile Cust from gaining one of the seats in Stamford. In addition to the 
financial pressure, Noel and Proby had 'led their riotous mob in person ... and made 
a formal attack upon Mr. Cust's house', provoking his friends to 'discharge a shower 
of stones at them'. Around 30 people suffered injuries from the incident. HoP/Stam-
ford 1715 - 1754; HoP/John Proby; HoP/William Noel. 

996 Stamford 1740 (#094), see also Worcester 1742 (#142). 
997 Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265), see also Cornwall 1769 (#263); Exeter 1769 (#275); Bris-

tol 1769 (#281); London 1773 (#350). 
998 Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#315). 
999 Middlesex 1770 (#320). 
1000 HoP/Liskeard 1715 - 1754. 
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'the best proof of [their] earnest desire to serve us, and induce us ... to entrust our 
liberties in [their] hands for the future' in 17401001. Compliance, the Cornish peti-
tioners argued, functioned as a sort of guarantee; representatives ought to prove 
themselves honourable to gain the trust of their constituents. Others chose to un-
derline that representatives could be deprived of that trust. The general meeting 
of the independent freemen of Coventry, requesting their representatives to use 
their utmost endeavours to punish Walpole and his confederates in 1741, prom-
ised to serve as their 'most humble servants' as long as the representatives acted 
in favour of the public good1002. In 1742, the independent freemen used similar 
claims to convince the Earl of Euston and William Grove1003, claiming that ob-
serving their instructions would demonstrate the representatives' eagerness to 
act as 'patriots'1004. In both cases, petitioners emphasised the conditional nature 
of representation. However, some petitioners used even more demanding for-
mulations to emphasise their argument. The grand jury and other inhabitants of 
Leominster, a constituency famous for its venality1005, described representatives' 
compliance as the sole means to obtain 'the future approbation and esteem of 
us'1006. The general meeting of the free citizens of Rochester, on the other hand, 
declared that their representatives' conduct around reducing the duration of par-
liaments enabled them 'to judge of [their] regard for our essential interests' and, 
therefore, whether the representatives would be 'intitled to our future favour'1007. 
Though such petitioners often abstained from asserting that constituents ought 
to control their representatives' conduct in parliament as such, their language 
contained obvious suggestions of the potential consequences of refusing to ob-
serve their petitions. 

Petitioners could also use pronounced criticism of representatives' past be-
haviour to influence them. The freeholders of Merionethshire, a county constitu-
ency represented by the Vaughans of Corsygedol from 1701 to 1768, both of them 
Tories1008, criticised William Vaughan for being absent during the division on the 
Hanoverian troops in 1742, thus depriving his constituents of their voice in par-
liament. The freeholders used their petition to remind Vaughan that they, being 

                                                 
1001 Both Richard Eliot and Charles Trelawny were supporters of the Prince of Wales, 

voting against the administration until the fall of Walpole in 1742. At least Eliot 
voted for the place bill in 1740, as the mayor, grand jury, and voters of Liskeard had 
requested. Both representatives were re-elected in 1741 without contest. HoP/Rich-
ard Eliot; HoP/Charles Trelawny; Liskeard 1740 (#078), see also Sudbury 1733 (#030) 
and Worcester 1742 (#143). 

1002 Coventry 1741 (#108). 
1003 The petitioners praised the conduct of William Grove, a Tory voting against the ad-

ministration in all recorded divisions. Even though abstaining from directly criticis-
ing the conduct of Lord Euston, who had been absent from the vote on the Conven-
tion of Pardo and had supported the administration on the place bill, the petitioners 
used implicit means to pressure him. HoP/William Grove; HoP/George Fitzroy; 
HoP/Coventry 1715 - 1754. 

1004 Coventry 1742 (#159). 
1005 HoP/Coventry 1715 - 1754. 
1006 Leominster 1743 (#163). 
1007 Rochester 1772 (#341). 
1008 HoP/Merioneth 1715 - 1754; HoP/Merioneth 1754 - 1790; HoP/Richard Vaughan; 

HoP/William Vaughan. 
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his constituents, possessed the right to expect their representative's attendance at 
the debates and divisions in parliament, according to 'all the ties that can engage 
an honest man'.1009 Others criticised their representatives' past conduct but also 
provided them with a path to redemption. By observing petitioners' recommen-
dations, representatives could restore their confidence in them. The dean of 
guild, merchants, incorporations, and other inhabitants of Dundee, for instance, 
claimed in 1739 that their representative, John Drummond, a steadfast supporter 
of the government from 1730 to 17401010, had consciously opposed his constitu-
ents' desires. However, the petitioners also declared their readiness to provide 
him with an opportunity to 're-establish [himself] in the good opinion of [his] 
constituents' by supporting the place bill and restoration of triennal parlia-
ments.1011 The mayor, sheriffs, and burgesses of Carmarthen criticised Arthur 
Bevan, a steady proponent of the administration1012, for supporting the Conven-
tion of Pardo in 1739, a settlement 'disagreeable to ... the nation in general, and ... 
to us in particular'. However, like the Dundee petitioners, the corporate actors of 
Carmarthen encouraged their representative to support the place bill, restoring 
and 'preserv[ing] a sinking nation from immediate ruin', to 'retrieve their 
love'.1013 Complaints on representatives' past conduct represent one of the most 
common forms of criticism in petitions. However, such petitions could also con-
tain promises of redemption. Instead of claiming that representatives had an ob-
ligation to observe petitioners' requests, the petitioners implicated that represent-
atives could restore their constituents' confidence in them. 

Some petitioners used selective criticism and commendations to pressure 
their representatives. Although petitioners could commend only one of their rep-
resentatives because of the other's poor health, as in the case of the petition from 
New Woodstock in 17331014, most of such petitions contained commendations for 
one of the representatives and criticism for the other. The general meeting of the 
independent freemen of Coventry, for instance, commended William Grove, an 
opposition-minded Tory1015, in 1741, praising his 'true patriot zeal and behaviour 
for the honour and service' of the nation and claiming to 'entertain not the least 
doubt or suspicion of [his] perseverance at this important juncture'. However, the 
petitioners also criticised their other representative, Lord Euston. They con-
demned him for being absent from the division on the Convention of Pardo in 
1739 and voting against the place bill in 17401016, expressing hope that he would 
demonstrate 'a just abhorrence' of 'the source of these grievances' in the future1017, 
an obvious reference to Walpole and his administration. The grand jury and other 

                                                 
1009 Merionethshire 1743 (#162), see also Ayrshire 1738 (#062). 
1010 HoP/John Drummond. 
1011 Dundee 1739 (#068). 
1012 Despite his support for the administration, Bevan voted against the excises in 1733. 

HoP/Arthur Bevan. 
1013 Carmarthen 1740 (#070). 
1014 Woodstock 1733 (#041), see also Somerset 1763 (#240). The elections in New Wood-

stock were strongly influenced by the Duchess of Marlborough. HoP/New Wood-
stock 1715 - 1754. 

1015 HoP/William Grove. 
1016 HoP/George Fitzroy. 
1017 Coventry 1741 (#108), see also Coventry 1742 (#159). 
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inhabitants of Leominster used similar means to commend Robert Harley, a Tory 
voting against the administration1018, for his 'conduct and strict attendance in 
parliament' and his 'zeal for the public service'. The petitioners also requested 
that their other representative, Capel Hanbury, a supporter of the administra-
tion1019, join 'the true patriots' in parliament. Although claiming that his 'conduct 
in parliament hath not hitherto been agreeable to our sentiments', petitioners of-
fered him a chance to redeem himself by supporting the opposition endeavours 
to reduce the amount of places and pensions and restore triennal parliaments.1020 
In contested constituencies petitioners' praise of one of their representatives, and 
the criticism of the other, could prove to be decisive, even though petitioners' true 
influence on elections varied from case to case. 

One of the most critical applications of selective criticism occurred in the 
petition submitted by the corporation of Worcester in 1742. The petitioners, en-
deavouring to restore the secret committee to inquire the crimes of Walpole and 
his past administration, claimed to have had 'great hopes' for Thomas Winning-
ton, one of their representatives. But instead of acting as promised, Winnington 
had, according to the petitioners, 'deviated from the principles ... [petitioners] 
thought to be the rule of [his] actions'1021. Unless pursuing their instructions, the 
petitioners claimed, his endeavours to be re-elected would be 'vain' - a clear and 
obvious threat. But the most ferocious criticism in the petition focused on the 
other representative, Samuel Sandys. He had followed William Pulteney into op-
position in 1725, soon becoming second-in-command to the Whigs in opposition. 
In February 1741, Sandys had presented a motion of no confidence on Walpole. 
Although once the favourite of the opposition, petitioners accused him of be-
trayal. Sandys had once been one of the most strident opponents of the admin-
istration, producing 'so solemn declarations, against evil ministers, and their un-
due influence', accusing them of corruption and the abuse of public funds, but 
had, according to the petitioners, embraced the first occasion for 'getting into 
place'. Sandys had, indeed, conducted a 'political volte-face' in 1742, voting in 
favour of the Septennial Act and against the revival of the secret committee1022. 
His deception, the petitioners claimed, had deprived the nation of the justice he 
had once claimed to champion. But petitioners also claimed to hope that their 
representatives changed their behaviour and joined 'the real and true patriots ... 

                                                 
1018 HoP/Robert Harley. 
1019 HoP/Capel Hanbury. 
1020 Leominster 1743 (#163), see also St Mawes 1740 (#077) and Portsmouth 1764 (#246). 
1021 Although speaking and voting with the opposition until 1729, Winnington spent 

most of his career in parliament defending Walpole and his administration. 
HoP/Thomas Winnington; Cruickshanks 1984, 26 - 27; Black 2004, 69 - 71. 

1022 Sandys soon became the chancellor of the Exchequer, holding the post until Decem-
ber 1743, and the cofferer of the Household, a post he enjoyed until December 1744. 
HoP/Samuel Sandys; Cruickshanks 1984, 32 - 33; Turkka 2007, 34 - 44. In this sense, 
Sandys' career resembled that of his mentor, William Pulteney. Like Sandys, 
Pulteney had been one the most vocal supporters of the opposition after 1725. After 
the fall of Walpole, however, he surprised his allies by shielding the former premier 
from further inquiries and prosecution. Pulteney also joined the cabinet in 1742. 
HoP/William Pulteney; Gerrard 1994, 12; O'Gorman 2006, 87 - 88; Langford 1992, 185 
- 189. 
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in this important crisis'; observing the London instructions1023 and restoring the 
secret committee to inquire Walpole, among other things, could serve as demon-
strations of their regret.1024 Sandys and Winnington, however, refused to observe 
petitioners' instructions. Winnington continued to protect Walpole, retaining his 
post as the cofferer of the household and becoming paymaster general in 1743. 
Sandys, on the other hand, continued to serve as the chancellor of the exchequer, 
gaining peerage in 1743. Unlike Winnington, re-elected to represent Worcester 
after his appointment to office in 1743, Sandys abstained from electoral politics 
after being appointed as the cofferer of the household in December 1743, 'never 
again playing a significant part in politics' according to Romney R. Sedgwick.1025 

Petitioners could also use indirect means to influence the decisions of par-
liament. During the crisis on Wilkes' seat in 1769 - 1770, for instance, petitioners 
used addresses to the Throne to increase the pressure on parliament and mem-
bers of parliament; encouraging the King to use his prerogatives against the par-
liament., as demonstrated in Chapter 2.2 (English Tradition of Petitioning). In 
order to strengthen their argument for the dissolution, the supporters of Wilkes 
used pamphlets and the press to encourage actors out-of-doors, and freeholders 
in particular, to submit such addresses. One Wilkite actor, using the pseudonym 
of A Citizen of London, encouraged 'all the sons of liberty [to] associate, and unite 
strongly in defence of their laws, and ancient constitution ... in order to petition 
the Throne for redress of grievances'. The author also underlined that 'you have 
the noble petition of the county of Middlesex printed in all the papers; read it 
over and over again'.1026 Another article, published in the name of John Freeman, 
encouraged 'the public meetings of the electors be called in every part of the king-
dom, let humble addresses be prepared, and let your grievances be carried in a 
dutiful and submissive manner to the foot of the Throne, to be beloved King and 
father of us all'. Although emphasising the humble mode of petitioning, the 
Wilkite author also explicitly instructed such meetings to 'supplicate his Majesty 
to change the present malignant ministry, who have abused the power delegated 
to them, and to dissolve a parliament, whose repeated breached of trust have 
rendered them contemptible and odious to the whole nation'.1027 Pamphlets and 

                                                 
1023 A reference to London 1742 (#153). 
1024 Worcester 1742 (#143). The corporation of guardians of Worcester submitted a coun-

ter-petition, criticising the original petition of being of 'so assuming, so menacing, 
and so indecent a nature'. The counter-petitioners claimed that most of the represent-
atives' constituents disapproved the petition. Instead of criticising their repre-
senttives, the counter-petitioners praised their conduct in parliament. Worcester 1742 
(#142). 

1025 HoP/Worcester 1715 - 1754; HoP/Thomas Winnington; HoP/Samuel Sandys. 
1026 The author also claimed that 'the counties and the honest uncorrupt cities and bor-

oughs will follow the glorious example set them by the freeholders of Middlesex, and 
the livery of London'. In order to fulfill their patriotic duty, it was claimed, the read-
ers ought to 'proceed upon no business whatever till your petition is read on the 24th 
instant; you have a right to demand it, and be not diverted by trick or chicane'. 'If you 
postpone it', he further insisted, 'you are betrayers of your own most essential rights 
and liberties'. BC/MJCL 6 - 8 June 1769. 

1027 BC/MJCL 24 - 27 June 1769. Such articles could be addresses to specific groups of 
electors and freeholders, usually encouraging such actors in places such as Middle-
sex, Kent, Westminster, and Southwark, or to the public in general. See also 
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the press had, of course, been used to promote petitioning during earlier crises 
and controversies. Model petitions, too, had been used to promote and influence 
petitioning outside London at least in 1733, 1739 - 1742, and 1763. However, the 
use of such means reached an unprecedented scale during the crisis on Wilkes' 
seat. Often emphasising the scale of both petitions and subscriptions, the Wilkites 
mounted a highly organised petitioning campaign against the parliament1028. 

During the crisis petitioners tended to emphasise the importance of constit-
uents' right to choose their representatives. Petitioners described the freedom of 
election as the 'first principle of the constitution'1029 and 'our most essential, our 

                                                 
BC/MJCL 30 May - 1 June 1769; BC/WEPLI 24 - 27 June 1769; BC/LC 27 - 29 June 
1769; LlEP 11 - 14 August 1769; BC/MJCL 24 - 26 August 1769; BC/MJCL 22 - 24 Au-
gust 1769; BC/LlEP 25 - 28 August 1769; BC/WEPLI 26 - 29 August 1769; BC/NB 28 
August 1769; BC/MJCL 19 - 22 August 1769; BC/GNDA 28 August 1769; BC/LC 26 - 
29 August 1769; BC/SJCBEP 26 - 29 August 1769; BC/GNDA 2 October 1769; 
BC/MJCL 5 - 7 October 1769; BC/NB 28 October 1769; BC/MJCL 9 - 12 September 
1769. 

1028 Papers and pamphlets were, indeed, used throughout the eighteenth century to en-
courage the reading publics, and others, to petition. Civis Westmonasteriensis, for in-
stance, encouraged the readers of the London Evening Post to 'unite with one heart 
and voice, in petitioning the parliament next session for the repeal of that act [Jewish 
Naturalisation Act], which has justly given us so much cause of uneasiness, and by 
so doing preserve our religion, laws and liberties entire TO LATEST POSTERITY'. 
BC/LEP 2 August 1753. An author in the Lloyd's Evening Post, on the other hand, as-
serted in 1758 that 'I hope they [the people] will not be silent upon so momentous an 
affair' and that 'they will not be forgetful of their duty, nor be afraid to express them-
selves with that honesty, openess and freedom, as becomes the vigilant and resolute 
subjects of a wise and gracious King'. BC/LlEP 9 - 11 October 1758. But such exhorta-
tions, and the use of the press in general, became far more common after 1768, 
Wilkes and his supporters using papers (and, to a lesser extent, pamphlets) to organ-
ise a national petitioning campaign. One of his supporters, writing in the Middlesex 
Journal or Chronicle of Liberty in June 1769, encouraged 'all the sons of liberty [to] asso-
ciate, and unite strongly in defence of their laws, and ancient constitution this sum-
mer; in order to petition the Throne for redress of grievances'. 'Proceed upon no busi-
ness whatever', the author continued, 'till your petition is read on the 24th instant; 
you have a right to demand it, and be not diverted by trick or chicane'. BC/MJCL 6 - 
8 June 1769. See also BC/MJCL 30 May - 1 June 1769; BC/MJCL 24 - 27 June 1769; 
BC/MJCL 24 - 27 June 1769; BC/MJCL 24 - 26 August 1769; BC/MJCL 19 - 22 August 
1769; BC/LlEP 25 - 28 August 1769; BC/SJCBEP 26 - 29 August 1769; BC/WEPLI 26 - 
29 August 1769; BC/LC 26 - 29 August 1769; BC/GNDA 28 August 1769; BC/NB 28 
August 1769; BC/MJCL 9 - 12 September 1769; BC/MJCL 11 - 14 November 1769; 
BC/SJCBEP 14 - 16 November 1769; BC/LlEP 15 - 17 November 1769; BC/MJCL 25 - 
28 November 1769; BC/PS 12 December 1769; BC/LEP 29 - 31 March 1770; BC/W 31 
August 1771; An Address to the Electors 1739/45 - 46 (T128373); A Letter to a Mem-
ber of This New Parliament 1742/63 - 64 (T63003); A Modest Address to the Com-
mons of Great Britain 1756/31 - 32 (T81155); An Alarm to the People of England 
1757/31 - 32 (T21165). The Wilkesite campaign in the press also influenced the later 
petitioning campaigns. For a detailed analysis of the role of the press during the last 
decades of the eighteenth century, see, for instance, Hannah Barker's Newspapers, Pol-
itics, and Public Opinion in Late Eighteenth-Century England (1998). Barker has, among 
other things, described how members of parliament became increasingly engaged in 
publishing their speeches in the press. Barker 1998, 17 - 22. 

1029 Surrey 1769 (#271), see also Devon 1769 (#273); Westminster 1769 (#284); Southwark 
1769 (#289); Middlesex 1769 (#292); Worcestershire 1769 (#295); Essex 1769 (#298); 
Norfolk 1769 (#299); Northumberland 1769 (#301); Surrey 1770 (#314); Newcastle 
upon Tyne 1770 (#316); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 (#320); Westminster 
1770 (#326). For generic claims of breaching the constitution, see, for instance, 
Gloucestershire 1769 (#268); Somerset 1769 (#269); Exeter 1769 (#275); Westminster 



210 
 

dearest privilege'1030. The right 'of free election, and true representation' became 
characterised as 'the great, original, and fundamental right of the subject'1031, the 
'most sacred and inestimable privilege of Britons'1032, and 'the best birth-right, the 
noblest inheritance of an Englishman'1033. In order to strengthen their arguments, 
some of the Wilkite petitioners legitimised their claims by referring to the Bill of 
Rights, stating that 'elections of members of parliament ought to be free', and 
Magna Charta, declaring that a 'judgement of his peers' alone could disseize a 
freeman 'his freehold, or liberties, or customs'1034. Accusations of breaching the 
constitution represented one of the most common opposition arguments during 
the eighteenth century, used by opposition actors from Pulteney and Bolingbroke 
to Wilkes and the radicals defending the colonists1035. In most cases, it remained 
a saturated concept1036, a mere slogan that united detached groups and discon-
tented actors. In 1769 - 1770, however, it gained a rather specific meaning and 
function. 

                                                 
1769 (#284); Norfolk 1769 (#299); Surrey 1770 (#314); Liverpool 1770 (#317); York-
shire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 (#320); London 1770 (#323). 

1030 Herefordshire 1770 (#330). 
1031 Norfolk 1769 (#299), see also Berwick-upon-Tweed 1769 (#278). 
1032 Wiltshire 1769 (#274), see also Liverpool 1769 (#279); Northumberland 1769 (#301); 

London 1770 (#286); Morpeth 1770 (#292). 
1033 Kent 1769 (#267), see also Exeter 1769 (#275); Southwark 1769 (#288). 
1034 Cornwall 1769 (#263), see also Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265). Besides accusing James 

II of 'violating the freedom of election of members to serve in parliament', the Bill of 
Rights (1689) also declared 'that election of members of parliament ought to be free'. 
A Guide to the Knowledge of the Rights and Privileges of Englishmen 1757/77 - 79 
(T61073). In the case of Magna Charta, on the other hand, petitioners appeared to re-
fer to what is commonly known as Chapter 40 (though an abundance of different 
versions were published and circulated throughout the eighteenth century). One ver-
sion, published as a pamphlet in 1769, states that 'the body of a freeman be not taken, 
or imprisoned, nor that he be disseized, nor outlawed, nor exiled, nor any way de-
stroyed. Nor that the King pass upon him, or imprison him by force, but only by the 
judgment of his peers, or by the law of the land.' A History and Defence of Magna 
Charta 1769/163 (T130225).  

1035 For Wilkes and those defending the colonies against the coercive measures by the 
British parliament, the constitution represented the rights and privileges that made 
Englishmen free. As in the case of the anti-Walpolean opposition, such actors, too, 
represented the conduct of the administration as something that endangered the very 
nature of being English. Whereas the administration had deprived the freeholders of 
Middlesex their constitutional right of choosing their representatives, the coercive 
measures against the colonies would deprive the brethren in America their privi-
leges, granted to them by their heritage. See, for instance, Dickinson 1977, 176 - 182; 
Royle & Walvin 1982, 22. 

1036 Michael Freeden has described such concepts as super-concepts. Using the concept of 
democracy as an example of super-concepts, Freeden has argued that 'it acts as a host 
to a number of additional concepts that also have a separate and recognizable social 
and historical life of their own'. He also notes that 'the conceptual history of democ-
racy cannot be divorced from the conceptual histories of its components' - something 
that is also evident in the case of the concept of constitution. Freeden 2017, 121 - 122, 
see also 126 - 127. They can also be discussed in terms of Ernesto Laclau's notion of 
empty signifiers. Laclau has argued that 'order', for instance, 'has no content, because 
it only exists in the various forms in which it is actually realized, but in a situation of 
radical disorder 'order' is present as that which is absent; it becomes an empty signi-
fier, as the signifier of that absence'. 'In this sense', he continues, 'various political 
forces can compete in their efforts to present their particular objectives as those 
which carry out the filling of that lack'. Laclau 2007, 44. 
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In addition to claims of endangering the constitution, petitioners also criti-
cised parliament's decision to undermine the reciprocation of representation. In 
such cases, petitioners emphasised that representatives' seats in parliament had 
been 'created on purpose to guard the sacred rights of ... constituents'1037 and that 
the 'privileges of the House of Commons ... [had been] established for the good 
of the people'1038. But instead of protecting constituents' rights and privileges and 
the interest of the people, representatives had chosen to become conquerors; the 
House of Commons - the electors of Westminster, assembled at Westminster Hall 
on 28 March 1770, argued - had become a self-electing institution, 'assuming to 
themselves a right of chusing, instead of receiving a member' and 'transferring to 
the representative' a right that 'belonged to the constituent'1039. Other petitioners 
concluded that by barring John Wilkes from entering parliament, thus disabling 
him from representing the will of the Middlesex electors, members of parliament 
had acted in 'opposition to the voice of the real electors'1040, hence creating a de-
plorable situation of 'r[epresentative]s of the people [being] in opposition to the 
people'1041. A betrayal of that magnitude, the gentlemen of Devon argued in their 
address, submitted to the Throne in 1769, deprived Middlesex 'of its privilege of 
representation' and, in a broader sense, 'cancelled and destroyed' the 'fundamen-
tal relation between the elector and the elected'1042. Such argumentation differed 
from other discourses regarding the representative relationship in two particular 
ways. First, the petitioners insisted that the dissolution of that relationship 
stemmed from the decision of the House of Commons. Instead of criticising the 
decisions of individual representatives, petitioners castigated the institution of 
parliament. Second, restoring the confidence in parliament required an interven-
tion from the King. Parliament had become incapable of solving the crisis it had 
created. 

In order to resolve the crisis regarding the legitimacy of parliament, peti-
tioners requested the Throne to intervene. Most petitioners begged the King to 
enforce rather specific measures. First, petitioners urged him to dismiss his min-
isters, a rather common opposition demand throughout the eighteenth-cen-
tury1043. This demonstrates the endurance of discourses emphasising the influ-
ence of evil advisors, discussed in detail in Chapter 4.2.1 (Enemies of the People). 

                                                 
1037 Exeter 1769 (#275). 
1038 Essex 1769 (#298). 
1039 Westminster 1770 (#326), see also Kent 1769 (#267); Essex 1769 (#298); Canterbury 

1769 (#303); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 (#320). 
1040 Wells 1769 (#304), see also Somerset 1769 (#269); Berwick-upon-Tweed 1769 (#278); 

Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297). 
1041 Yorkshire 1770 (#318), see also Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Middlesex 1770 (#320). 
1042 Devon 1769 (#273), see also Southwark 1769 (#288); Northumberland 1769 (#301). 

The corporation of London argued in 1770 that 'representatives of the people are es-
sential to the making of laws; and there is a time when it is morally demonstrable 
that men cease to be representatives'. 'That time is now arrived', the petitioners con-
cluded; 'the present House of Commons do not represent the people'. London 1770 
(#322), see also Middlesex 1770 (#322). 

1043 Although formally serving the Crown rather than parliament, as earlier noted, the 
opposition usually treated ministers as ones accountable to both of them. Opposition 
actors, and those in parliament in particular, tended to portray the accountability to 
the two institutions either as of being of the same root or as mutually aligned. Bad 
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Dismissing his ministers and other advisers, the petitioners claimed, would ena-
ble the King to restore the 'confidence to [his] government both at home and 
abroad'1044. Second, petitioners also requested that the Throne dissolve the par-
liament the 'people [could] no longer place a confidence' in1045, a feature that dis-
tinguished the petitions from those submitted during the other crises. In such 
cases, petitioners implored the King, 'as the great guardian of the liberties of this 
free nation'1046, to dissolve the present parliament, thus enabling the people to 
elect representatives that 'guard[ed] the honour' of the Throne and 'support[ed] 
the rights of the people'1047. The Crown, of course, possessed the formal right to 
dissolve the parliament1048. But regardless of being entitled to do so, the petitions 

                                                 
ministers, it was commonly claimed, betrayed the trust of both the Crown and parlia-
ment. Rather than criticising the King's choice of ministers as such, or challenging his 
right to choose his servants, the opposition actors claimed to protect his interests. 

1044 Cornwall 1769 (#263), see also Buckinghamshire 1769 (#265); Somerset 1769 (#269); 
Middlesex 1769 (#292); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297); Norfolk 1769 (#299); Sur-
rey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#315); Middlesex 1770 (#320); London 
1770 (#322); London 1770 (#323); London 1770 (#324); Westminster 1770 (#325); 
Westminster 1770 (#326). In several cases, petitioners represented the King as the sole 
source of 'justice and goodness' the people could depend on for redress. Worcester 
1769 (#296), see also Kent 1769 (#267); Surrey 1769 (#271); Bristol 1769 (#281); West-
minster 1769 (#284); London 1769 (#294); Wells 1769 (#394); Newcastle upon Tyne 
1770 (#316). 

1045 Somerset 1769 (#269), see also Kent 1769 (#267); Berwick-upon-Tweed 1769 (#278); 
Westminster 1769 (#284); Yorkshire 1769 (#285); Southwark 1769 (#288); Southwark 
1769 (#289); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#297); Essex 1769 (#298); Norfolk 1769 
(#299); Northumberland 1769 (#301); Wells 1769 (#304); Derbyshire 1770 (#313); Sur-
rey 1770 (#314); Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 (#315); Newcastle upon Tyne (#316); Liv-
erpool 1770 (#317); Yorkshire 1770 (#318); Middlesex 1770 (#320); London 1770 
(#322); London 1770 (#323); London 1770 (#324); Westminster 1770 (#325); Westmin-
ster (#326); Durham 1770 (#332); London 1773 (#350). 

1046 Westminster 1769 (#284). Some petitioners used more pressing formulations to urge 
the King to act. The mayor, freemen, freeholders, and inhabitants of Exeter, for in-
stance, portrayed themselves as incapable of imagining 'that our prayer, which is the 
prayer of millions, can be rejected, or disregarded; but animated by the benign idea 
of our King, which long since was impressed upon our hearts, we will wait in full 
confidence of receiving that constitutional relief, which alone is adequate to the un-
natural treatment we have received from the deputies of the people'. Like most peti-
tioners during the crisis on Wilkes' seat, the petitioners from Exeter requested their 
King to intervene and correct the errors made by the parliament. (#275). The corpora-
tion of London, on the other hand, refused to believe, regardless of the futile fate of 
their earlier addresses, that the King could 'fligth the desires of [his] people, or be re-
gardless of their affection, and deaf to their complaints'. The London petitioners fur-
ther claimed that as the King, 'both in honour and justice, is obliged ... to preserve 
them [the constitution and 'liberties of this realm'] according to the oath made to 
God, and [his] subjects at [his] coronation', he ought to dismiss his ministers and dis-
solve the parliament. London 1770 (#322). 

1047 Yorkshire 1770 (#318), see also Yorkshire 1769 (#285) and Newcastle upon Tyne 1770 
(#316). 

1048 William Blackstone, describing dissolution as 'the civil death of parliament', asserted 
that it could be dissolved in three particular ways. First, and most importantly, it 
could be dissolved 'by the King's will', as 'the King has the sole right of convening the 
parliament, so also it is a branch of the royal prerogative, that he may (whenever he 
pleases) prorogue the parliament for a time, or put a final period to its existence'. 'If 
nothing had a right to prorogue or dissolve a parliament but itself', he continued, 'it 
might happen to become perpetual'. In order to constrain parliament from becoming 
perpetual, and assuming unconstitutional functions, Blackstone considered it 'ex-
tremely necessary that the Crown should be empowered to regulate the duration of 



213 
 

requesting the King to use his prerogative caused an outrage of gargantuan scale. 
Whereas the Wilkite petitioners argued that such an intervention would restore 
the will of the people, the majority of the House of Commons interpreted the 
petitions as challenges on the sovereignty of parliament1049.  

To conclude, petitioners endeavouring to influence and control the conduct 
of the petitioned could both encourage and oblige the recipients of their petitions. 
In the first case, petitioners promised that by complying with their petition, the 
petitioned would gain praise and esteem from their constituents and, as in the 
case of parliament and the Throne, the people in general. Others emphasised the 
obligations of the petitioned. In such cases, petitioners tended to emphasise that 
representatives gained their privileges from the people, a reference to the popu-
lar consent of representation. Some of them, on the other hand, combined differ-
ent means of persuasion. Petitioners could, for instance, criticise representatives' 
earlier conduct, refer to their obligations to observe petitioners' requests, and 
promise redemption if the representatives agreed to change their conduct. This 
sub-chapter also demonstrates that rather than forming strict categories of hum-
ble and imperative petitions, many petitions contained both humble and imper-
ative elements of some sort. Petitions containing humble verbs, such as hope and 
desire, could also contain suggestive and, in certain cases, even imperative no-
tions. Most addresses urging the King to dissolve parliament during the crisis on 
Wilkes' seat also contained humble verbs and deferential discourses, although 
their authors endeavoured to use them to restrain the influence of the parliament. 
Instead of imposing demands on the Throne, petitioners endeavoured to use the 
King to restrict the influence of a hostile parliament and to defend the idea of 
parliament from a false parliament. 

                                                 
these assemblies, under the limitations which the English constitution has pre-
scribed'. Second, parliament could be dissolved due to the death of the reigning 
Monarch. Although common during earlier times, it had become, according to Black-
stone, an uncommon practice to dissolve the parliament in such cases. Third, 'parlia-
ment may be dissolved or expire by length of time'. After the enactment of the Sep-
tennial Act in 1716, for instance, parliament usually became dissolved in a cycle of 
seven years. Prior to the enactment of the Triennial Act, Thomas Erskine May noted, 
'there was no constitutional limit to the continuance of a parliament but the will of 
the Crown'. Blackstone 1771 (1), 187 - 189; May 1844, 36 - 37; O'Gorman 2006, 41; 
Jupp 2006, 110. 

1049 Critics could claim that such demands were steps towards the chaos of the civil war 
and that of the English republic, comparing Wilkes and his allies to Cromwell (and 
even Nero, another anti-hero). John Wesley, the founder of Methodist theology, 
claimed in 1770 that the Wilkite agitation could produce consequences 'exactly the 
same as those of the like commotions in the last century'. First, he claimed, 'the land 
will become a field of blood: many thousands of poor Englishmen will sheath their 
swords in each others bowels'. 'Then', Wesley continued, 'either a commonwealth 
will ensue, or else a second CROMWELL', as noted in Chapter 6.4 (In Defence of the 
Constitution). 
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5.5 Replies from the Petitioned 

Besides submitting petitions to parliament, members of parliament, and the 
Throne, petitioners also received replies from the receivers of their petitions. In a 
number of cases, such replies became public, often published alongside the peti-
tions in papers and pamphlets. In order to understand repliers' perceptions of 
representation and the right to petition, this sub-chapter focuses on their replies. 
The sub-chapter is based on 65 replies (211 published copies)1050; most of them 
from members of parliament (46) and, in a number of cases, from the Throne. 
Such replies could be submitted either to petitioners themselves or to actors, in 
most cases the head of the corporation, whom the petitioned requested to com-
municate their replies to the petitioners. Despite some being recorded speeches 
given from the Throne, most of the replies were submitted in the form of letters. 
The sub-chapter also includes a number of replies from petitioners, submitted 
after receiving replies from the petitioned. Though most of the petitioned re-
frained from articulating their opinions on petitions, petitioners, and petitioning 
in public, the studied corpus of replies enables us to take a glimpse into the sen-
timents of at least some of them. Most members of parliament might have pre-
ferred to be as independent as possible, but the studied replies indicate that some 
representatives expected, or at least claimed to expect, their constituents to sub-
mit petitions and, in some cases, outright orders. In this sense, the replies func-
tion as concrete demonstrations of dialogue.  

Most replies from the petitioned can be characterised as favourable and 
compliant. In such cases, the petitioned tended to describe petitioners' commen-
dations and compliments as a 'great satisfaction'1051; declaring their gratitude for 
the 'high sense of the honour [petitioners] had done [them]'1052. Members of par-
liament could also claim to be honoured to receive petitions and instructions 

                                                 
1050 Appendix 2 contains a full list of the replies. It also contains basic information re-

garding their senders and recipients. 
1051 Coventry 1741 (#108a1), see also Plympton Erle 1763 (#238a1). For generic commen-

dations see, for instance, Colchester 1733 (#046a1); Hereford 1741 (#105a1); Anglesey 
& Beaumaris 1742 (#126a1); Reading 1753 (#175a1); Bath 1760 (#224a1); Bath 1760 
(#224a2); Devon 1763 (#226a1); Cullompton 1763 (#227a1); Worcestershire 1763 
(#228a1); Herefordshire 1763 (#229a1), Herefordshire 1763 (#229a2); Ilchester 1763 
(#234a1); Cornwall 1763 (#237a1); Somerset 1763 (#240a1); Honiton 1763 (#245a1); 
Yorkshire 1764 (#247a1); Yorkshire 1764 (#247a2); Coventry 1766 (#253a1); Coventry 
1766 (#253a2); York 1769 (#286a1); Yorkshire 1769 (#287a1); Yorkshire 1769 (#305a1); 
Yorkshire 1770 (#319a1); Yorkshire 1770 (#319a2); Westminster 1770 (#328a1); Honi-
ton 1771 (#334a1); Carmarthenshire 1771 (#339a1); Canterbury 1772 (#348a2). 

1052 Portsmouth 1764 (#246a1). Representatives could be present in the meetings that re-
solved to submit such commendations to them. They could also take part in organis-
ing and authoring petitions to parliament and the Crown. Peter Jupp has noted, 
while discussing petitions regarding different branches of trade, that 'local MPs were 
[often] aware of such an initiative and may have even suggested it'. Petitions were, 
indeed, often criticised for being, allegedly, authored by opposition members of par-
liament. Instead of representing the true sense of the people, they voiced the ambi-
tions of discontented opposition politicians. Dickinson 1984, 54 - 57; Jupp 2006, 73 - 
74; Dickinson 1994, 208 - 212; Gunn 1983, 77 - 78; Knights 2005, 136; Loft 2016, 21. 
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from their constituents1053, often encouraging petitioners to approach them in the 
future1054. Thomas Geers Winford and Edward Cope Hopton, both of them op-
position-supporting Tories1055, assured the corporation of Hereford that 'it is our 
ardent desire to redress' the grievances the corporation had emphasised in their 
petition in 17411056; their 'interests are our attention ... and approbation, our in-
nocent ambition'1057. Such notions are also evident in the replies to the corpora-
tion of Reading in 1753. John Dodd, a Court Whig and one of the three candi-
dates1058, promised the corporation that he would use his 'utmost endeavours' to 
repeal the Jewish Naturalisation Act if elected1059. Charles Fane, an Opposition 
Whig representing Tavistock from 1734 to 17471060, on the other hand, claimed to 
hope that the 'apprehensions and alarms' the act had caused would induce future 

                                                 
1053 Hereford 1741 (#105a1); Reading 1753 (#175a1); Canterbury 1772 (#342a1). Some re-

pliers, however, criticised petitioners' tone and encouraged them to submit courteous 
petitions. Repliers could claim that instructions, although in general 'agreeable to our 
sentiments',  contained 'some passages ... that are either too obscure, offensive, or im-
proper at this juncture' to be published, thus judging 'it prudent to postpone the pub-
lishing of them' until petitioners 'are pleased to put them in an easier dress'. Angle-
sey & Beaumaris 1742 (126a1). Others recognised petitioners 'right to complain', but 
encouraged them to champion their 'just complaints with calmness'. Charles Kemys 
Tynte, one of the Somerset representatives in 1763, claimed that a petition 'pen[ned] 
with a proper constitutional spirit, and signed by honest men will do honour to the 
person that presents it; and I sincerely believe will give great weight in obtaining a 
repeal of this disagreeable and partial law'; a reference to the excise duties on cider 
and perry. Somerset 1763 (#240a1). 

1054 Herefordshire 1763 (#229a2), see also Westminster 1741 (#122a1). 
1055 HoP/Thomas Geers; HoP/Edward Cope Hopton; HoP/Hereford 1715 - 1754. 
1056 The mayor, aldermen, and citizens of Hereford criticised the influence corruption 

and bribery had on elections. They also criticised 'the betraying the true interest of 
our county; imbezzling or misapplying the public treasure; the extension of the laws 
of excise; the neglect of our trade, and exposing it to depredations; the discouraging 
of our woollen manufacture, or suffering it to decline; the inaction of our fleets and 
armies, at a time when they should be vigorously employed in a just war'. Hereford 
1741 (#105). 

1057 Hereford 1741 (#105a1), see also Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126a1); Cirencester 
1753 (#174a1); Cirencester 1753 (#174a2); Reading 1753 (#175a1); Reading 1753 
(#175a2); Reading 1753 (#175a3); Devon 1763 (#226a1); Cullompton 1763 (#227a1); 
Worcestershire 1763 (#228); Herefordshire 1763 (#229a1); Ilchester 1763 (#234a1); 
Cornwall 1763 (#237a1); Plympton Erle 1763 (#238a1); Plymouth 1763 (#239a1); 
Plymouth 1763 (#239a2); Somerset 1763 (#240a1); Honiton 1763 (#245a1); Yorkshire 
1764 (#247a2); Coventry 1766 (#253a1); Yorkshire 1769 (#305a1); Yorkshire 1770 
(#319a1); Yorkshire 1770 (#319a2); Honiton 1771 (#334a1); Carmarthenshire 1771 
(#339a1); Rochester 1772 (#341a1); Canterbury 1772 (#342a1); Bristol 1772 (#345a1); 
Bristol 1772 (#345a2); Canterbury 1772 (#348a1); Canterbury 1772 (#348a2). 

1058 John Dodd lost the election by one vote: William Strone received 324 votes, Charles 
Fane 296 votes, and Dodd 295 votes. Dodd, however, became a member of parlia-
ment for Reading after the death of Strode in November 1755. He continued to repre-
sent Reading until his death in February 1782. HoP/John Dodd; HoP/Reading 1754 - 
1790. 

1059 Reading 1753 (#175a1). In some cases, repliers implied that their compliance de-
pended on the content of the petition. Members of parliament could, for instance, 
promise to 'act conformable' as the petitioners' propositions 'are so agreeable to our 
sentiments'.Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126a1), see also Bristol 1769 (#282a1); York 
1769 (#286a1); Bristol 1772 (#345a2). 

1060 An Opposition Whig with close connections to the Duke of Bedford. HoP/Charles 
Fane. 
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parliaments to abstain from even debating the naturalisation of Jews1061. The 
prevalence of favourable replies should not, however, be seen as a demonstration 
of representatives' acceptance of petitions and petitioners' claims in general. The 
studied replies concern only a fraction of petitions and represent only a modest 
part of the total number of replies and correspondences from 1721 to 1776. It is 
also more than likely that compliant replies were relayed to publishers more of-
ten than the less receptive replies. 

Replies from the Throne could contain similar commendations. As most ad-
dresses to the Throne included some sort of humble assurances of allegiance, as 
demonstrated in Chapter 5.2, the replies and responses also tended to contain 
reciprocal notions of benevolence. George II, for instance, praised the corporate 
actors for their 'care and concern for the trade' of London in 1730, further assuring 
that the London petitioners could depend on his compliance1062. However, most 
of the favourable replies from the Throne became submitted to petitioners con-
cerned about the disastrous loss of Minorca in 1756. In such cases, the King com-
mended petitioners' affectionate attachment to his person and government1063 
and asserted that he had 'the firmest reliance on the affectionate assurances' from 
them1064. In order to assuage their fears and concerns, George II assured petition-
ers of his 'utmost care and vigilance' for maintaining 'the honour of the nation, 
and the commerce of [his] subjects'1065 and achieving a 'safe and honourable 
peace'1066. Such replies demonstrate a rather traditional form of responding to 
typical addresses: gentle replies to humble addresses. 

However, despite being favourable in general, repliers used different ra-
tionales to legitimise their compliance. Most emphasised either the constitution 
and the common good or constituents' sentiments. In the first case, members of 
parliament presented the contitution as their reason for observing the recommen-
dations submitted to them; petitioners' desires and requests were represented as 
necessities for protecting, or restoring, the constitution. George Savile and Edwin 
Lascelles, both from distinguished Yorkshire families1067, promised the high sher-
iff and grand jury, defending Wilkes and the freeholders of Middlesex1068, to op-
pose measures that endangered 'the right of free election' and 'true representa-
tion' as long as the petitioners permitted them to 'hold the important trust' of 
representing them in parliament1069. Lord Perceval, representing Westminster 
and Dingle in the Irish House of Commons1070, similarly claimed that the sole 

                                                 
1061 Reading 1753 (#175a3). 
1062 London 1730 (#027a1). 
1063 London 1756 (#218a1); London 1756 (#219a1); London 1760 (#223a1). 
1064 London 1756 /#219a1). 
1065 London 1756 (#218a1), see also London 1756 (#219a1) and London 1760 (#223a1). 
1066 London 1756 (#218a1), see also London 1760 (#223a1). 
1067 Savile was independent-minded, though also closely connected to the Marquess of 

Rockingham. Lascelles, on the other hand, maintained an attachment to Rockingham 
through Savile, who had chosen Lascelles to stand with him in Yorkshire. 
HoP/George Savile; HoP/Edwin Lascelles; HoP/Yorkshire 1754 - 1790. 

1068 Yorkshire 1769 (#305). 
1069 Yorkshire 1769 (#305a1), see also Bath 1760 (#224a1); Yorkshire 1764 (#247a2); Bristol 

1772 (#345a1). 
1070 HoP/John Perceval. 
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motives directing his conduct in parliament 'are the preservation of the constitu-
tion of my country, the security of the present royal family upon the Throne, and 
the common liberty of Europe'1071. Others promised to pursue measures that 
'shall appear to us most conducive to [our happy constitution and the liberties of 
the people'1072. The precise nature of such assertions, of course, varied from case 
to case. Some appeared to regard the constitution as an unproblematic, even apo-
litical, justification. Others, most evident in the case of Lord Perceval, as demon-
strated below, pledged to protect the constitution - even if it meant dismissing 
the desires of his constituents. 

In the second case, repliers emphasised the importance of their constituents' 
sentiments. In such cases, representatives could claim that their constituents' 'in-
terests are our attention' and their 'approbation, our innocent ambition'1073. 
George Yonge, one of the leading opponents of the excise duties in Devon1074, 
claimed in 1764 that 'I feel an additional motive for continuing in the same prin-
ciples and the same conduct, from the hopes of [gaining petitioners'] future con-
fidence'1075. Henry Bathurst, representing Cirencester in parliament and serving 
as the attorney-general for the Prince of Wales in 17531076, assured his constitu-
ents that they could depend on him, as he had 'the highest regard for [their] sen-
timents'; thus promising to 'assist in procuring a repeal of so much of the late act 
as is in favour of the Jews'1077. Some repliers, on the other hand, emphasised the 
importance of the trust the petitioners had placed in them. In such cases, the pe-
titioned could proclaim that 'I should act a part very unbecoming the relation I 
bear to them [constituents], and full of ingratitude after the singular and repeated 
favours they have conferred on me, if I had not the most earnest desire to comply 
on every occasion with their wishes, and to obey their commands'1078 - a strong 
indication that the representative recognised representation as a reciprocal pro-
cess. William Grove, an opposition-minded Tory representing Coventry from 
1741 to 17611079, for instance, portrayed himself as incapable of acting in opposi-
tion to his petitioners' desires. As the petitioners had used their 'free choice' to 
place him 'in this honourable station', Grove promised them that he would use 
his utmost endeavours to repeal the Septennial Act, restrict the influence of place-
men and pensioners, and punish Robert Walpole for his alleged crimes.1080 Be-
sides describing the position of member of parliament as a symbol of the highest 
trust in politics, the representatives recognised their dependence on the senti-
ments of their constituents. As constituents had placed their confidence in them, 
the representatives had an obligation to defend their interests. 

                                                 
1071 Westminster 1741 (#122a1). 
1072 Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#277a2), see also Plymouth 1763 (#239a1). 
1073 Hereford 1741 (#105a1). 
1074 HoP/George Yonge. 
1075 Honiton 1764 (#245a1), see also Plymouth 1763 (#239a2). 
1076 HoP/Henry Bathurst. 
1077 Cirencester 1753 (#174a1), see also Yorkshire 1769 (#287a1). 
1078 Plymouth 1763 (#239a2), see also Honiton 1764 (#245a1); Yorkshire 1769 (#287a1); 

Yorkshire 1769 (#305a1); Yorkshire 1770 (#319a2); Honiton 1771 (#334a1). 
1079 HoP/William Grove. 
1080 Coventry 1741 (#108a1). 



218 
 

Some of the replies contained references to both discourses. In such cases, 
the repliers tended to represent the constitution and petitioners' desires as com-
patible objectives. William Grove, portraying himself as 'devoted to [both his 
constituents'] service and the good of [his] country' in 1741, promised to cham-
pion the requests of the general meeting of the independent freemen of Coventry: 
'I know of no means more effectual for the service of both, than those [the peti-
tioners] have lately represented to me'1081. Rather than recognising the potential 
tensions and contradictions, the repliers represented the constitution and peti-
tioners' sentiments as congruent. In this sense, the assertions resemble petition-
ers' requests to promote both their private interests and those of the nation, as 
demonstrated in Chapter 4.1 (Petitions and the Collective Interest). But even 
though most of the repliers combined the discourses in a rather nonchalant man-
ner, some of the representatives provided petitioners with a more detailed ac-
count on their sentiments on the subject. George Savile and Edwin Lascelles, rep-
resenting Yorkshire, a constituency under the influence of the Marquess of Rock-
ingham1082, appeared to recognise the Janus-faced character of representation. In 
their reply to the petition submitted by the sheriff and grand jury of the county, 
used to protest the treatment of John Wilkes in 1769, the representatives prom-
ised, as 'trustees for the people', to defend their rights and, as 'members of the 
legislature', to protect the constitution and promote measures 'tending to main-
tain good order of government, and to insure and to encrease the quiet, the hap-
piness, and the freedom of the subject'1083. As in other cases, the congruence of 
the objectives depended on the definitions given to concepts such as right, happi-
ness, and freedom of the subject. It is more than safe to assume that those opposing 
Wilkes and his cause did not perceive the Yorkshire petition as a declaration sup-
porting the good order of government.  

Most of the repliers recognised petitioners' right to submit instructions. 
Some even agreed that constituents possessed the right to submit orders and 
commands to those representing them in parliament. Velters Cornewall, a Tory 
representing Herefordshire from 1722 to 17681084, praised 'the instructive part of 
[his petitioners'] epistle', promising that 'their orders shall always be sincerely 
obeyed'1085. Cornewall, of course, had nothing to fear. Like most actors in Here-
fordshire, one of the cider counties, Cornewall opposed the excise duties that the 
gentlemen, clergy, and freeholders of the county had criticised in their petition 
submitted on 6 June 1763. Lord Barrington, the treasurer of the navy and one of 
the representatives for Plymouth1086, a constituency in Devon, a cider county, 
similarly argued that 'I should act a part very unbecoming the relation I bear to 
[the petitioners], and full of ingratitude after the singular and repeated favours 

                                                 
1081 Coventry 1741 (#108a1), see also Plymouth 1763 (#239a1). 
1082 HoP/Yorkshire 1754 - 1790. 
1083 Yorkshire 1769 (#287a1). 
1084 HoP/Velters Cornewall; Dickinson 1977, 185. 
1085 He further argued that 'it is a maxim in all wise states, to take the first occasion of re-

pealing any law totally distasteful to the community; of this we have a recent in-
stance in the Jew Bill; and one or two similar examples are, methinks, enough for a 
century'. Herefordshire 1763 (#229a2). 

1086 HoP/William Wildman Barrington; Wilson 1998, 233. 
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[the petitioners] have conferred on me, if I had not the most earnest desire to 
comply on every occasion with their wishes, and to obey their commands'1087. 
John Calcraft, a representative for Rochester and supporter of Lord Chatham1088, 
on the other hand, declared in 1772 that 'it shall be [his] utmost endeavour, by an 
independent conduct in parliament, to merit the future good opinion of [his] fel-
low citizens, whose commands I shall ever be ready to receive and obey'1089. 
However, even in such cases the repliers' formulations concerned their private 
decisions. Rather than describing a precise doctrine, or arguing in favour of the 
imperative mandate of representation, representatives emphasised their per-
sonal willingness to observe such commands. It is, therefore, more than challeng-
ing to assess if the representatives considered members of parliament in general 
as obliged to observe such commands. 

Discourses on representatives' duties and obligations contained similar no-
tions of stern but ambiguous imperativeness. Besides describing themselves as 
petitioners' 'faithful and obedient servants'1090, a common convention used both 
in petitions and replies, representatives also emphasised their duties and obliga-
tions. George Pocock, an admiral representing Plymouth from 1760 to 17681091, 
assured the mayor and corporation of the borough, who submitted a petition 
against the excise duties on cider and perry in 1763, that 'the obligations' under 
which he laboured made him 'attentive to what [his] constituents please to think 
are their true and particular interest'. Furthermore, Pocock insisted that he re-
tained 'the highest sense of the repeated favours [his constituents] have done 
[him]'.1092 Richard Milles, on the other hand, emphasised representatives' duties 
in his response to the citizens and freemen of Canterbury, urging their represent-
atives to support the motion to shorten the duration of parliaments in 1772. 
Milles, having voted in favour of the said motion, claimed that 'it will always be 
[his] inclination, as it is [his] duty, to pay a due and respectful deference to the 
sentiments of [his] constituents'1093. In both cases, members of parliament empha-
sised the importance of reciprocation, even suggesting that constituents ought to 

                                                 
1087 Plymouth 1763 (#239a2), see also Hereford 1741 (#105a1); Devon 1763 (#226a1); 

Plympton Erle 1763 (#238a1); Honiton 1764 (#245a1). 
1088 HoP/John Calcraft. 
1089 Rochester 1772 (#341a1), see also Somerset 1763 (#240a1) and Yorkshire 1770 

(#319a1). 
1090 Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126a1), see also Colchester 1733 (#046a1); Hereford 

1741 (#105a1); Coventry 1741 (#108a1); Reading 1753 (#175a2); Reading 1753 
(#175a3); Bath 1760 (#224a2); Cullompton 1763 (#227a1); Worcestershire 1763 
(#228a1); Herefordshire 1763 (#229a1); Ilchester 1763 (#234a1); Cornwall 1763 
(#237a1); Plympton Erle 1763 (#238a1); Plymouth 1763 (#239a1); Honiton 1764 
(#245a1); Portsmouth 1764 (#246a1); Yorkshire 1764 (#247a1); Yorkshire 1764 
(#247a2); Coventry 1766 (#253a1); Coventry 1766 (#253a2); Newcastle upon Tyne 
1769 (#277a1); York 1769 (#286a1); Yorkshire 1769 (#287a1); Yorkshire 1769 (#305a1); 
Yorkshire 1770 (#319a1); Yorkshire 1770 (#319a2); Westminster 1770 (#328a1); Honi-
ton 1771 (#334a1); Carmarthenshire 1771 (#339a1); Rochester 1772 (#341a1). 

1091 HoP/George Pocock. 
1092 Plymouth 1763 (#239a1), see also Anglesey & Beaumaris 1742 (#126a1); Reading 1753 

(#175a2); Plympton Erle 1763 (#238a1); Portsmouth 1764 (#246a1). 
1093 Canterbury 1772 (#342a1), see also Coventry 1741 (#108a1); Anglesey & Beaumaris 

1742 (#126a1); Cirencester 1753 (#174a1); Newcastle upon Tyne 1769 (#277a1); York 
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possess the privilege of controlling their representatives' conduct in parliament. 
However, discourses on representatives' duties and obligations did not contain 
pronounced assertions of imperative mandate as such. Instead, repliers tended 
to emphasise their personal eagerness to observe petitioners' orders and com-
mands. 

Members of parliament could also use replies to assert their independence 
from their constituents. The case of the Colchester petition of 1733 is one of the 
most incisive illustrations of representatives' pronounced refusal to observe pe-
titioners' requests. The corporation of Colchester urged both their representatives 
to act against the proposed excise duties on tobacco and wine, describing the ex-
cise scheme the administration endeavour to introduce as dangerous to parlia-
ment and the constitution1094. But one of their representatives, Samuel Tufnell, a 
consistent supporter of the administration1095, refused to renounce the scheme 
before the introduction of the actual bills. Tufnell assured the corporation of his 
support of the trading interest, claiming that 'I have ever thought [trade] a matter 
of such consequence, as to deserve the more immediate care of the representa-
tives of a trading people'. As a supporter of the trading interest, he could never 
approve a scheme that would undermine it. If the proposed duties would endan-
ger trade, the constitution, and the liberties fo the people, as the petitioners 
claimed, he promised to oppose them. However, if the proposed duties would 
encourage fair traders, reduce frauds, enable the government to reduce the na-
tional debt, or 'give ease to those branches of trade which are most burdensome 
to our poor manufacturers', as Tufnell believed, he, as well as the corporation of 
Colchester, ought to support them. He insisted that 'acting upon these principles, 
and upon this foundation, I can have no reason to doubt the continuance of [the 
corporation's] favour'.1096 Despite receiving further criticism from the corpora-
tion1097, Tufnell voted in favour of the proposed duties, as did Stamp Brooksbank, 
the other representative for Colchester1098. Though neither Tufnell nor Brooks-
bank contested the Colchester seats in the general election in 1734, both became 
representatives for pro-administration constituencies during the 1740s1099. 

Some repliers used even more pronounced formulations to assert their in-
dependence from the petitioners. Although receiving an approving petition from 
the burgesses and inhabitants of Westminster in 1741, Lord Perceval, the father 

                                                 
1769 (#286a1); Yorkshire 1769 (#287a1); Yorkshire 1770 (#319a1); Westminster 1770 
(#328a1); Carmarthenshire 1771 (#339a1). 

1094 Colchester 1733 (#046). 
1095 HoP/Samuel Tufnell. 
1096 Colchester 1733 (#046a1). 
1097 Tufnell's argumentation did not convince the corporation. The mayor of Colchester 

replied to Tufnell, claiming to have the 'authority to assure you, that nothing in your 
answer has in the least altered our thoughts'. He further claimed that if Tufnell de-
cided to 'vote for a bill of the nature, even in the shape you seem to be pleased with, 
or in any other', he should not 'expect our approbation, since we are fully convinced 
that all excise laws are destructive to trade, innovations on our antient rights, and al-
togehter inconsistent with the true interest of a free people'. 'The spacious pretence of 
serving the fair trader can no longer amuse us', the mayor concluded. Colchester 
1733 (#046a2). 

1098 Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1308 - 1314. 
1099 HoP/Samuel Tufnell; HoP/Stamp Brooksbank. 
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of Spencer Perceval, the future prime minister1100, decided to use his reply to de-
scribe his reasons for maintaining his independence from his constituents. He 
claimed that his conduct in parliament was guided by his zeal to protect the con-
stitution and defend the House of Hanover, both principles he had never con-
cealed from his constituents. He praised the 'independent voice' of the petitioners 
but also hoped that his constituents would recognise that 'I ought to be independ-
ent there [in the House of Commons]'; if his constituents' sentiments differed 
from their 'true interests', he would oppose the first to protect the second.1101 De-
spite being elected as an opposition candidate, Perceval became a supporter of 
the government after the fall of Walpole in 1742. His independent conduct en-
raged both his constituents and the opposition.1102 Other representatives, too, 
produced similar assertions, although most of them contained less detailed ac-
counts than the letter from Lord Perceval in 1741. Charles Fane, a supporter of 
the Duke of Bedford and a candidate to become a member of parliament for 
Reading1103, promised the corporation, opposing the Jewish Naturalisation Act 
in 1753, that if elected, he would do his utmost to repeal the act. However, Fane 
also hoped that his constituents would permit him to act as 'a free agent'.1104 As-
sertions emphasising representatives' independence did not mean that the repli-
ers intended to act in opposition to petitioners' requests. Charles Fane, for in-
stance, promised to act as petitioners' requested. However, they could also func-
tion as an indication of representatives' stubborness, as the case of Lord Perceval 
demonstrates. 

But the most critical replies did not come from members of parliament, but 
from the Throne. Replies from the Throne started to gain critical undertones after 
the politicisation of addresses during the crisis on Wilkes' seat in 1769 - 1770. Such 
notions are most evident in the replies to the London addresses. The corporation 
of London submitted three distinct addresses to the Throne in 17701105, urging 
the King to dismiss his ministers and dissolve the parliament, as demonstrated 
in earlier chapters. In his replies, the King asserted his readiness to 'receive the 
requests, and to listen to the complaints' of his subjects but also noted that 'it gives 
me great concern' that the corporation had been 'so far misled as to offer me an 
address and remonstrance' he regarded as 'disrespectful to me, injurious to [his] 
parliament, and irreconcileable to the principles of the constitution'. He also em-
phasised his endeavour to refrain from infringing on the privileges of the other 
branches of the balanced constitution, thus securing his subjects the rights and 

                                                 
1100 HoP/Spencer Perceval. 
1101 Lord Perceval further asserted that 'when I differ from your sentiments, I shall do it 

with great reluctance, and then only when I am convinced that your true interests 
must extort it from me'. 'In such a case the crime is equal', he claimed, 'to flatter pop-
ularity, or to court power'; 'it becomes me to respect both; but it is my duty to follow 
neither, beyond those limits which the circumstance of time, prudence, necessity, and 
the publick safety can alone determine'. Westminster 1741 (#122a1), see also Bristol 
1769 (#282a1). 

1102 HoP/John Perceval. 
1103 HoP/Reading 1754 - 1790, HoP/Charles Fane. 
1104 Reading 1753 (#175a3). 
1105 It also submitted two similar addresses in 1771 and 1773.  
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privileges the people of Britain had 'called [the House of Hanover] to defend'.1106 
Despite the recurrent addresses, the King asserted that his 'sentiment on that sub-
ject continue the same'1107. Though addresses to the Throne represent the most 
humble sub-genre of petitions, replies from the Throne contained more disap-
proving notions than those from members of parliament. 

The replies to the three London addresses in favour of reconciliation in 1775 
contained similar notions. As in 1770, the King confirmed his readiness to receive 
'dutiful petitions' from his subjects, and even observe 'reasonable requests' from 
them, but refused to honour the requests from the corporation of London as long 
as some of his American subjects continued to challenge the privileges of the Brit-
ish parliament. He further argued that 'I owe it to rest of my people, of whose 
zeal and fidelity I have had such constant proofs, to continue and enforce those 
measures by which alone their rights and interests can be asserted and main-
tained'.1108 In the case of the second address, the King even declared his 'utmost 
astonishment' in finding his 'subjects capable of encouraging the rebellious dis-
position ... in some of [his] colonies in North America'. In contrast to the petition-
ers requests, he confirmed his support for his parliament and promised to pursue 
its recommendations 'for the support of the constitutional rights of Great Brit-
ain'.1109 The presentation of one of the addresses, too, caused discord. At the or-
ders of the petitioners, the sheriffs of London had approached the King at St 
James's to enquire the details on the ensuing reception of addresses; the King, in 
turn, had informed them that such addresses are to be received at the Levee. 
Sheriff Plomer, requested to present the address in person, informed the King 
that the petitioners had decided not to present the address unless he would 'be 
pleased to receive it sitting on the Throne', inducing the King to note that 'I am 
ever ready to receive addresses and petitions - but I am the judge where'. The 
response from the King, on the other hand, prompted the petitioners to declare 
that he 'is bound to hear the petitions of his people, it being the undoubted right 
of the subject to be heard, and not a matter of grace and favour'.1110 The responses 

                                                 
1106 London 1770 (#322a1), see also London 1770 (#324a1) and London 1771 (#335a1). 
1107 London 1770 (#324a1), see also London 1770 (#323a1). The corporate actors of Lon-

don also submitted a similar address in 1771, receiving a rather similar response 
from the King. George III portrayed himself as concerned of seeing his subjects re-
vive, 'in such reprehensible terms, a request, with which, I have repeatedly declared, 
I cannot comply'. London 1771 (#335a1). In 1773, he declared that 'I have the satisfac-
tion to think that my people don't doubt of my readiness to attend to their com-
plaints, or of my ardent desire to promote their happiness, which I cannot more ef-
fectually do, than by refusing every attempt to sow groundless jealousies among 
them'. He also declared that the 'petition is so void of foundation, and is besides con-
ceived in such disrespectful terms, that I am convinced you do not seriously imagine 
it can be complied with'. London 1773 (#350a1). 

1108 London 1775 (#374a1), see also London 1776 (#457a1). 
1109 London 1775 (#376a1). 
1110 BC/LC 4 - 6 July 1775; BC/LEP 4 - 6 July 1775; BC/LlEP 5 - 7 July 1775; BC/PA 6 July 

1775; BC/PA 7 July 1775. Steve Poole has noted that until the reign of William IV, 
'the rules governing the presentation of addresses and petitions to the King at the 
levee were actually far from clear'. Due to the procedural incoherence, conflicts re-
garding the presentation of petitions were far from being unprecedented. Poole 2000, 
30 - 31, 38 - 39. 
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to the London addresses in 1770 and 1775 represent the most critical form of re-
plies during the studied period. But such replies and addresses also demonstrate 
that the relationship of the petitioners and the King could, at times, be more tor-
tuous than is often assumed. 

Numerous actors discussed petitions in parliament, pamphlets, and papers. 
However, in most cases, the debaters consisted of actors other than the receivers, 
or the submitters, of the petitions. The replies, on the other hand, provide insight 
into the sentiments of the petitioned. While modest in term of numbers, the re-
plies studied in this sub-chapter demonstrate that at least some representatives 
embraced petitioners' desires, requests, and even commands. Many repliers em-
phasised the importance of petitioners' sentiments and the trust their constituents 
had placed in them. Others portrayed recognising petitioners' concerns and ob-
serving their requests as their duties and obligations as representatives. In both 
cases, repliers, most of them representatives, embraced notions emphasising the 
reciprocal nature of representation, something that many petitioners, too, had 
emphasised in their petitions. But claiming that such repliers espoused theories 
based on the imperative mandate of representation is an overstatement. Rather 
than being demonstrations of articulated theories on representation, most of the 
repliers' assertions concerned their private choices and preferences. Nor should 
representatives' decisions be understood as indications of general compliance; 
though finding common ground on certain issues, the petitioned could also dis-
agree on other matters. Nevertheless, the replies demonstrate that many receiv-
ers of petitions recognised the importance of petitioning. 
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Publicised petitions, as well as petitioners, often attained fierce criticism. This 
chapter, in contrast to the earlier chapters, focuses on those actors that opposed 
and criticised petitions. Due to its focus, the chapter utilises different sets of 
sources than most of the preceding chapters, focusing on debates that occurred 
in parliament, press, and pamphlets. The reason for the different focus is simple; 
petitions, apart from counter-petitions, focused on defending and legitimising 
petitions and petitioning. The utilisation of different sorts of sources, on the other 
hand, enables one to also understand the dissenting perceptions of petitioning. 
This chapter demonstrates that the critics of petitions used three distinct dis-
courses to delegitimise petitions and counter pressure from actors out-of-doors. 
In most cases, the criticism on petitions focused on (1) petitioners' disrespectable 
character, (2) the independence of parliament, and (3) the need to preserve the 
balanced constitution. Most actors used different combinations of the above-
mentioned discourses, but in order to distinguish discursive and conceptual pat-
terns, these discourses are scrutinised in separate sub-chapters. 

The chapter is divided into four thematic sub-chapters. The first sub-chap-
ter (Mobs, Multitudes, and the Scum of the Earth) focuses on the criticism on 
petitioners' ethos and character. In such cases, the critics tended to represent pe-
titioners as deluded dupes, often accusing them of tumultuous conduct. The sec-
ond and third sub-chapters, on the other hand, scrutinise critics' use of the inde-
pendence of parliament as a counter-argument against petitions. The second sub-
chapter (Protecting the Independence of Parliament) focuses on the pronounced 
assertions of independence, and the third one (Procedural Constraints on Peti-
tioning) on the procedural arguments used to protect its privileges. In both cases 
the critics emphasised the importance of parliament, defending its right to delib-
erate and legislate. The fourth sub-chapter (In Defence of the Constitution), on 
the other hand, focuses on counter-arguments emphasising the established order 
of politics and the constitutional balance. In such cases, the critics could accuse 

6 PROTECTING PARLIAMENT AND  
THE CONSTITUTION: THE CRITICS  
OF PETITIONS AND PETITIONING 
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petitioners and proponents of popular interventions of promoting democratic 
and ochlocratic principles, thus challenging the established form of government. 
Some of the these discourses gained more references than others, but each of 
them played a significant role in the process of delegitimising petitioners' and 
their proponents' arguments. 

6.1 Mobs, Multitudes, and the Scum of the Earth 

Critical notions and comments on petitioners' status and conduct formed one of 
the most common forms of criticism on petitions. Petitioners, and the proponents 
of petitions, tended to represent their petitions as the true sentiments of con-
cerned constituents. Petitioners could also claim to act on behalf of recognised 
institutions (corporations, assizes, court of quarter sessions) and respected ab-
stractions (the people, the trading interest, the common interest, and past and 
future generations), as demonstrated in Chapter 3 (Representing the Sense of the 
People: Petitioners Uses of Representative Claims). Opponents of petitions, on 
the other hand, often focused on challenging the claims emphasising petitioners' 
reputation and the rectitude of their intentions. Critics used both qualitative and 
quantitative arguments to counter the claims. Qualitatively, the opponents criti-
cised petitioners' and their supporters' character and intentions, claiming that 
most petitions gained their support from disreputable actors. Quantatively, they 
focused on challenging the scale of petitions and subscriptions. Such criticism 
became more frequent after the (re-)emergence of mass-petitions in 1769 - 1770, 
as demonstrated  in Chapter 3.2 (Petitioners and Subscribers). In both cases, the 
critics focused on undermining the claims that petitions represented the true 
voice of the people. 

Rather than being genuine concerns of respectable constituents, petitions 
were described as complaints from the hoi polloi, who were incapable of under-
standing high politics. Most opponents either criticised the status of the petition-
ers themselves or represented the masses as incapable of governing due to their 
inclination of being misled and used for sinister purposes. In the first case, critics 
undermined petitioners' character. In such cases, petitioners and the proponents 
of their petitions were characterised as 'inconsiderable persons'1111. George 

                                                 
1111 Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 857 - 858/William Pulteney (Middlesex). See also Cobbett 

1765 - 1771 (HoC) 884 - 886/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis); Cob-
bett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696 - 697/George Onslow (Surrey); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock); The False Alarm 1770/43 - 44 (T88127); An 
Eigth Letter to the People of England 1770/97 - 98 (T82445); An Impartial Enquiry 
into the Late Conduct of the City of London 1733/16 - 18 (T57527). Thomas De Grey, 
the brother of William De Grey, the attorney-general from 1766 to 1771, claimed that 
the signatories of the Wilkite petition from Westminster were 'not men of dignity or 
consequence'. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk); 
HoP/Thomas De Grey; HoP/William De Grey. Horatio Walpole, a pro-administra-
tion representative for Norwich, similarly argued that he had 'never met with one 
who could be called a gentleman that found fault with the [Jewish  Naturalisation] 
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Onslow, the son of Arthur Onslow, the speaker of the House of Commons from 
1727 to 17611112, for instance, criticised the Wilkite petition from Westminster in 
17701113 due to the absence of subscriptions from 'gentlemen' and 'men of prop-
erty'1114. Petitioners and their supporters were also described as 'base-born' peo-
ple1115 and referred to as the 'populace'1116 and 'multitude'1117. The author of the 
An Address to Junius, a pro-administration pamphlet accused the Wilkites of ma-
nipulating the 'unthinking multitude with obsolete names, and surd, unmeaning 
sounds'1118. Charles Jenkinson, criticising Wilkes and his supporters in the House 

                                                 
Act' of 1753. Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 153/Horatio Walpole (Norwich);HoP/Hora-
tio Walpole. For refutations of such claims, see, for instance, Cobbett 1774 - 1777 
(HoC) 187/George Hayley (London); Observations on Public Liberty, Patriotism, 
Ministerial Despotism, and National Grievances 1769/27 - 28 (N10108); The Crisis 
1770/28 - 29 (N27870); The Livery-Man 1740/5 (N3338). 

1112 HoP/George Onslow. 
1113 To which exact petition De Grey referred to, remains unclear. He asserted that of the 

25,000 'respectable inhabitants, many of them of the first distinction, two only, in the 
rank of gentleman, could be found to countenance the petition'. De Grey also claimed 
that the chairman of the meeting was a bookseller. It is possible that he referred to 
Westminster 1769 (#284), an address submitted to the King on the issue of Wilkes in 
the name of the 'electors of the city and liberty of Westminster'. Most copies of the 
Westminster petition were published between early November and early December. 
De Grey, on the other hand, criticised the petitioners on 9 January 1770. The said 
Westminster petition was also one of those emphasising the scale of subcriptions, a 
feature constantly criticised by the opponents of petitions. According to various re-
ports, the petition was signed by 4,216 - 5,137 actors, usually described as electors, as 
noted in Chapter 3.2.4 (Subscripions and the Emphasis on Scale). 

1114 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696 - 697/George Onslow (Surrey), see also Cobbett 1765 - 
1771 (HoC) 695 - 696/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk). Onslow emphasisedd the absence 
of 'freeholders of any class' in particular. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/George 
Onslow (Surrey), see also 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 815 - 816/Earl of Sandwich. Richard 
Rigby, a vociferous supporter of the administration, however, argued that 'the major-
ity, even of this class [of freeholders], is not better than an ignorant multitude, whom 
it is absurd, in the highest degree, to suppose capable of deciding upon a question, 
about which the best lawyers, and the ablest men in this House, are still divided'. 
Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock); HoP/Richard Rigby. 

1115 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 695 - 696/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk). William Yonge de-
scribed the opponents of the Jewish Naturalisation Act as 'the lowest sort of people, 
who never form any opinion from their own judgment'. Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 
159/William Yonge (Honiton). See also Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 815 - 816/Earl of 
Sandwich; Seasonable Expostulations with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/30 - 
31 (T1105). 

1116 Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 153/Horatio Walpole (Norwich); BC/PA 14 November 
1769; Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/32 - 33, 41 (T53010); An 
Eigth Letter to the People of England 1770/97 - 98 (T82445). For more general uses of 
the concept, see, for instance, Ihalainen 2010, 71, 76 - 77, 99 - 101, 106, 324, 366; 
Knights 2005, 285. 

1117 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 691/Charles Jenkinson (Appleby); Cobbett 1771 - 1774 
(HoC) 149 - 150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 
718/Lord North (Banbury). See also An Address to Junius 1770/17 - 18 (T11110); An 
Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/9 (N007621); An Impar-
tial Enquiry into the Late Conduct of the City of London 1733/16 - 18 (T57527). The 
concept of multitude remained a popular (pejorative) characterisation of the people 
throughouth the eighteenth century. Ihalainen 2010, 366; Gunn 1983, 274 - 275; 
Knights 2005, 285 - 286. 

1118 An Address to Junius 1770/17 - 18 (T11110), see also An Impartial Answer to the 
Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/9 (N007621) and BC/PA 14 November 1769. 
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of Commons in 1770, denounced the dependence on 'popular opinion' and 'pop-
ular voice'. If 'the authority of this House [would] depend upon the popular opin-
ion', Jenkinson declared, 'scarce any laws would be regarded'; 'all laws, in their 
immediate effects, are restraint and inconvenience, and the multitude never con-
sider remote advantages'.1119 Such characterisations became used to emphasise 
petitioners' ineptitude. Far from being capable of informing parliament, mem-
bers of parliament, and the Throne of the true state of affairs, the absence of ed-
ucation and the dependence on the necessities of life made the petitioners and 
their supporters susceptible to improper influences. 

Critics also used stronger characterisations to criticise petitioners and their 
supporters. In such cases, the criticised actors became described as a 'mob'1120, a 
'rabble'1121, and as the 'scum of the earth'1122. The Daily Courant, a pro-administra-
tion paper defending the excise scheme in 17331123, described certain sections of 
the petition-supporting populace as the 'rabble, the very rifraff and scum of the 
streets'1124. Nathaniel Polhill, the author of Reflections on the Present Conduct of the 
Populace, a pro-administration pamphlet defending the same scheme as the Daily 
Courant, noted that 'although the right of petitioning belongs to the meanest sub-
ject in the kingdom, our caballing gentlemen should distinguish between peti-
tioning, and rioting, or insulting'. 'Must our parliament' and members of parlia-

                                                 
1119 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 690 - 691/Charles Jenkinson (Appleby). Earl of Sandwich 

claimed that such actors became inclined to petition 'either by the general pressures 
of poverty, the want of an immediate meal, or the future hopes of some better estab-
lishment'. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 815 - 816/Earl of Sandwich, see also An Impar-
tial Enquiry into the Late Conduct of the City of London 1733/36 - 37  (T57527). 

1120 Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC)/William Yonge (Honiton); Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 
- 150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 717 - 718/Lord North 
(Banbury); Reflections on the Present Conduct of the Populace 1733/25 - 26 
(T102099). For uses of similar characterisations in other contexts during the eight-
eenth century, see, for instance, Ihalainen 2010, 72, 99 - 101, 366, 446; Knights 2005, 
200, 305. 

1121 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 703 - 705/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe 
Regis); Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 - 150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst); Cobbett 
1765 - 1771 (HoC) 695/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk); BC/Public Advertiser 14 Novem-
ber 1769; GM April 1733 /DC 17 April 1733; The False Alarm 1770/43 - 44, 52 - 53 
(T88127); An Impartial Enquiry into the Late Conduct of the City of London 1733/16 
- 18 (T57527). For similar uses of the concept of rabble, see also Ihalainen 2010, 144, 
275 - 276, 446; Knights 2005, 305. 

1122 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk), see also The False Alarm 
1770/47 (T88127) ('the meanest and grossest of the people') and BC/PA 20 November 
1770 ('brutish, vicious, and evil-minded'). 

1123 Founded in 1702, Jeremy Black has described the Daily Courant as the 'first succesful 
daily paper'. Like the other Walpolean papers, the Daily Courant was subsidised by 
the administration. The Committee of Secrecy, inquiring Walpole's use of public 
funds during the period from 1731 to 1741, concluded in 1742 that the prime minister 
had, in the words of Michael Harris,  used over 50,000 pounds 'on the production 
and distribution of newspapers and pamphlets'. Besides buying papers and paying 
authors, Walpole used the Post Office to distribute pro-administration publications, 
reducing expenses and increasing their penetration. Harris 1984, 197 - 202; Black 
2001, 9, 28, 37; Downie 1984, 178 - 180; Harris 1996, 16 - 17; Langford 1975, 22 - 23; 
Downie 1987, 119 - 123. 

1124 GM April 1733/DC 17 April 1733. 
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ment observe 'the dictates of a mob, or else endanger life or limb?', the pro-ad-
ministration pamphleteer further inquired.1125 Critics could also claim that peti-
tioners' reprehensible conduct derived from the inebriate habits of the rabble. 
Lord North, who would become the prime minister less than three weeks later, 
accused the proponents of Wilkite petitions of exalting 'the drunken ragamuffins 
of a vociferous mob ... into equal importance with men of the coolest judgement, 
the best morals, and the greatest property in the kingdom'1126. Samuel Johnson, 
on the other hand, attributed the opposition success in collecting signatures to 
Wilkite petitions to the combination of 'ale and clamour', claiming that thereafter 
'nothing is remembered [of the petition] ... but that it spoke in much of fears and 
apprehensions'1127. The absence of status and affluence might have been inter-
preted as incompetence in the minds of petitioners' critics, but such attributes 
remained less incriminating than the malicious conduct of the mob.  

For most parts of the eighteenth-century, members of parliament used more 
restrained characterisations to criticise petitioners and their supporters. How-
ever, uses of pejorative conceptualisations started to gain ground even in parlia-
ment after the (re-)emergence of mass-petitions in 1769. One of the most explicit 
illustrations of this change occurred during a debate on the Wilkite petitions in 
1770. Thomas De Grey, the pro-administration representative for Norfolk1128, ac-
cused the opposition actors of exploiting 'the senseless clamours of the thought-
less and the ignorant, the lowest of the rabble, who naturally abhor all govern-
ment'. He further claimed that the Westminster petition1129 carried signatures 
only from 'the scum of the earth' and the 'refuse of the people'.1130 John Glynn, 

                                                 
1125 Reflections on the Present Conduct of the Populace 1733/25 (T102099). 
1126 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 717 - 718/Lord North (Banbury). William Yonge, the sec-

retary at war and member of the privy council in 1736, attributed the opposition to 
the Septennial Act to 'the mob, I mean such as have no business with elections, de-
sir[ing] the repeal of this law, because they would then have an opportunity of get-
ting drunk, committing riots, and living idly, much oftener than they have at 
present'. Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 453 - 454/William Yonge (Honiton); HoP/Wil-
liam Yonge. For similar arguments in other parliamentary debates, see Ihalainen 
2010, 71 - 72. 

1127 The False Alarm 1770/40 - 42 (T88127), see also An Impartial Enquiry into the Late 
Conduct of the City of London 1733/18 (T57527) and Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 703 - 
705/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis). 

1128 According to Brian Hayes, De Grey supported, in most cases, the administrations of 
Rockingham, Grafton, and North. He supported the government on the Middlesex 
election dispute in 1769. In 1771, he voted in favour of the imprisonment of Brass 
Crosby, the member of parliament for Honiton and one of the most ardent support-
ers of Wilkes. Brass was committed to the Tower for supporting the printers publish-
ing parliamentary debates. HoP/Thomas De Grey; HoP/Brass Crosby. 

1129 A probable reference to Westminster 1769 (#284), as earlier noted. 
1130 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 695 - 696/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk), see also Cobbett 

1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696 - 697/George Onslow (Surrey) and Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock). George Onslow defended De Grey's notion. 
Onslow claimed that many of his constituents, when signing the Surrey petition (a 
probable reference to Surrey 1769 [#314]), 'knew no more what they were about than 
this table, [laying his hand upon the table before him] and I never will consent to the 
House of Commons joining with the people against the House of Commons'. Cobbett 
1765 - 1771 (HoC) 697/George Onslow (Surrey). Thomas Howard, a Tory occasion-
ally supporting Grenville, on the other hand, described the Surrey petitioners as 'sen-
sible men' in general. 'If the hon[ourable] gentleman', he continued, 'had said that 
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the chairman of the Society of Gentlemen Supporters of the Bill of Rights1131, the 
most notable of the Wilkite pressure groups1132, interrupted De Grey's speech, 
accusing him of 'an offence against the people of this free kingdom', insisting that 
the 'privileges of the people of this country do not depend upon birth and for-
tune'1133. De Grey's accusations illustrate the increasing frustration in parliament. 
Members of parliament, it appears, regarded the (re-)emergence of mass-peti-
tions, some of them undermining the independence of parliament, as most of 
those submitted in defence of John Wilkes, more intimidating than most contro-
versies regarding petitioning. 

Others criticised the people out-of-doors for being susceptible to opposition 
influences. Critics described supporters of petitions as credulous1134 and de-
luded1135, thus prone to becoming dupes1136 and 'fools led on by knaves'1137. A 

                                                 
they did not know what they did when they chose him for their representative, his 
assertion would probably have found more credit'. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
697/Thomas Howard (Malmesbury); HoP/Thomas Howard. 

1131 Glynn, a Unitarian, had been one of the candidates in one of the infamous Middlesex 
elections in 1768. He continued to represent the county in parliament from 1768 to 
1779. HoP/John Glynn; Langford 1992, 381, 386. 

1132 Founded in 1769, the SSBR soon became the leading tool of the Wilkite radicals. 
Whereas the earlier Wilkite campaigns had focused on defending the person of 
Wilkes, thus lacking a systematic program, the campaigns organised and encouraged 
by the SSBR emphasised the importance of parliamentary reforms, ranging from 
shorter parliaments to the redistribution of seats. The movement, however, started to 
disintegrate in 1771. John Horne Tooke, Richard Oliver, James Townshend, John 
Sawbridge, and other prominent figures within the movement left the SSBR to found 
the Constitutional Society, a rival organisation. After the split the movement started 
to wither in a more general manner. By the time of Wilkes' election to parliament in 
1774, the Wilkite furore had largely been replaced by the concerns (and, indeed, radi-
calism) regarding the crisis in the colonies. Langford 1992, 529; Wilson 1998, 228 - 
230; O'Gorman 2006, 226; Dickinson 1977, 213 - 214; Royle & Walvin 1982, 19 - 20; 
Dickinson 1994, 235 - 236, 242. 

1133 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/John Glynn (Middlesex). After the intervention De 
Grey, appeared to soften his stance. According to Cobbett's Parliamentary History of 
England, De Grey 'explained himself, and said, that he meant only, that those who 
had signed the petition were not men of dignity and consequence; that their chair-
man was no other than a bookseller'. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/Thomas De 
Grey (Norfolk). 

1134 Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/41 (T53010); BC/PA 14 No-
vember 1769; An Address to the People of England 1770/23 - 25 (T165926); Cobbett 
1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 718/Lord North (Banbury). See also An Impartial Answer to 
the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/9 - 12 (N007621). 

1135 BC/PA 14 November 1769; An Address to Junius 1770/17 - 18 (T11110); An Impartial 
Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/9 - 12 (N007621); BC/Public Ad-
vertiser 18 July 1769. 

1136 BC/PA 14 November 1769; Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/41 
(T53010). For opposition refutations of such claims, see Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
698 - 699/George Savile (Yorkshire) and Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 760 - 761/Wil-
liam Dowdesell (Worcestershire). See also Reflections on the Present Conduct of the 
Populace 1733/1 - 2 (T102099). 

1137 GM March 1733/LJ 10 March 1733 (no. 715). The London Journal accused opposition 
actors of 'put[ting] words into their mouths; like parrots, they repeat, and then, like 
sheep, follow their leaders'. GM February 1733/LJ 10 February 1733 (no. 711). Owen 
Ruffhead, a pro-administration pamphleteer, on the other hand, expressed his aston-
ishment on how the people 'should be still so blind to their interest, as not to perceive 
that these men only use them as a ladder, to reach preferment; and that when they 
have gained the topmost round, they will spurn at them, and requite them, as they 
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pro-administration pamphleteer, addressing 'the people of England', proclaimed 
in 1770 that the 'hearts [of the people] are in general good' and their 'designs and 
intentions ... not bad'. At the same time, the people remained 'too good natured' 
and 'credulous', often 'led astray too easily by any artful man who will tell [them] 
a plausible tale'.1138 Another pro-administration author argued in 1769 that 'the 
deluded, misled populace', deprived 'of the proper means of information' and 
used as 'the dupes of crafty and designing politicians', 'are rather objects of pity, 
than resentment'1139. Henry Pelham, defending the naturalisation of Jews in 1753, 
similarly insisted that the 'poor people have been misled' but 'deserve at least our 
compassion'1140. Rather than being malicious as such, petitioners and their sup-
porters were characterised as naive and ingenuous. But such qualities also pre-
cluded them from directing the decisions of the House of Commons. John Willes, 
the attorney-general in 1734, argued against the dependence on instructions as 
actors in boroughs, cities, and counties 'are very liable to be mis-led, and may 
often be induced to give instructions directly contrary to the interest of their 
country'1141. 

In most cases, critics accused opposition actors of three distinct forms of 
misleading. Misrepresentation of information constituted the first form of such 
accusations. In such cases, critics blamed the organisers of petitions of misrepre-
senting the opposed legislation and debates in parliament to encourage discon-
tent out-of-doors1142. Horace Walpole, the brother of Robert Walpole1143, the 
prime minister from 1721 to 1742, claimed in 1753 that the Jewish Naturalisation 
Act had encountered only insignificant opposition until it became 'misrepresent-
ed' to the people out-of-doors1144. After the enactment of the act, Jacobites and 

                                                 
have formerly done for their madness and folly'. Considerations on the Present Dan-
gerous Crisis 1763/41 (T53010). 

1138 An Address to the People of England 1770/23 - 25 (T165926). 
1139 BC/PA 14 November 1769. For similar arguments in different contexts, see, for in-

stance, Ihalainen 2010, 72 - 73; Gunn 1983, 16; Knights 2005, 113, 152, 279 - 286; Loft 
2016, 16. Mark Knights has demonstrated how a Whig pamphleteer, possibly Daniel 
Defoe, complained in 1716 'that whenever an 'honest, well-meaning people' were in-
fatuated and misled, it always 'proceeded from some popular word, misunderstood 
by those who make the most use of it, and are most noisy in its defence'. 'Anyone 
who has observed the rise and progress of certain words, put into the mouths of a de-
luded populace for these last ten years', the pamphleteer continued, 'will agree with 
me that this is that case at present'. Knights 2005, 285. 

1140 Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 144 - 145/Henry Pelham (Bramber). 
1141 Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 434 - 435/John Willes (West Looe). William Wyndham, 

the parliamentary leader of Tories and a close ally of Lord Bolingbroke, replied to 
Willes by claiming that 'for though the people of a county, city or borough may be 
misled, and may be induced to give instructions which are contrary to the true inter-
est of their country, yet I hope he will allow, that in times past the Crown has been 
oftener misled; and consequently we must conclude, that it is more apt to me misled 
in time to come, that we can suppose the people to be'. Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 
455/William Wyndham (Somerset); HoP/William Wyndham; Cruickshanks 1987, 39 
- 41; Langford 1975, 57; O'Gorman 2006, 80. 

1142 Although often quoted and summarised by numerous editors and pamphleteers, the 
debates in parliament were, at least in principle, secret. Langford 1992, 705 - 706; 
Jupp 2006, 77 - 78, 206 - 207. The issue is discussed in detail in Chapter 1.5.3 (Parlia-
ment, Papers, and Pamphlets). 

1143 HoP/Horatio Walpole. 
1144 For the parliamentary process, see, for instance, Langford 1992, 224 - 225. 
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other opposition-minded miscreants started to incite 'enthusiasm' out-of-doors, 
rendering 'it in common prudence necessary to repeal the act that in itself is of 
no great importance to the nation'.1145 Charles Jenkinson, the lord of treasury 
from 1767 to 17731146, used similar assertions to delegitimise the Wilkite mass-
petitions in 1770. He claimed the people out-of-doors, eager to petition and pro-
test, could not function as 'judges of the motives that lead to' decisions in the 
House of Commons, as opposition actors informed them of 'but one side of the 
question' and 'misrepresent[ed]' the speeches of pro-administration representa-
tives1147. Critics could also accuse opposition actors of 'traduc[ing]' and deceiving 
people out-of-doors to support petitioners' clamours1148. Such accusations of mis-
representation illustrate a rather timeless form of criticism in the spheres of poli-
tics. Governments - regardless of time, place, and the composition of the admin-
istration - use such claims to delegitimise opposition claims. Proponents of peti-
tions also used such accusations to discredit administrations, as demonstrated in 
Chapter 4 (Public Interest and Private Influence: Ideals and Counter-Ideals of 
Representation and Participation). 

Second, organisers of petitions were accused of teaching the people to pro-
test. Instead of being genuine concerns of the people, the petitions contained ap-
prehensions that opposition actors had taught them to complain of. Critics also 
claimed that the people out-of-doors 'must have been taught to clamour against' 
the naturalisation act of 1753, as it 'had no good reason to clamour against' it1149, 
and characterised such incidents as 'false alarms'1150. Lord North similarly 
claimed in 1770 that if the people 'are disaffected, those trumpeters of sedition 
have produced the disaffection'. He further claimed that petitioners 'have been 
induced' to sign petitions they have 'never read, and [to] give countenance to 

                                                 
1145 Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 150 - 153/Horatio Walpole (Norwich). See also Cobbett 

1753 - 1765 (HoC) 144 - 145/Henry Pelham (Bramber) and Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
884 - 886/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 
(HoC)  714 - 715/Lord North (Banbury); Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 159/William 
Yonge (Honiton). Paul Langford has attributed its fall to a coalition of 'popular, patri-
otic, xenophobic Whiggism, and High Church Toryism'. Langford 1992, 224 - 225. See 
also O'Gorman 2006, 91. 

1146 HoP/Charles Jenkinson. 
1147 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 690 - 691/Charles Jenkinson (Appleby), see also Cobbett 

1765 - 1771 (HoC) 796/William De Grey (Newport/Cambridge University); Cobbett 
1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 718/Lord North (Banbury); Cobbett 1774 - 1777 (HoC) 
175/George Macartney (Ayr Burghs), Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 697 - 698/Richard 
Rigby (Tavistock); An Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/1 
- 3 (N007621); An Impartial Enquiry into the Late Conduct of the City of London 
1733/39 (T57527). 

1148 A Vindication of the Petition of the livery of the City of London 1769/3 (T11223); GM 
February 1733/LJ 10 February 1733 (no. 711); GM April 1733/DC 14 April 1733; The 
Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/31 (T63487); An Impartial Answer to 
the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/1 - 3, 52 (N007621); An Impartial Enquiry 
into the Late Conduct of the City of London 1733/39 (T57527), see also BC/PA 14 
November 1769; An Address to Junius 1770/17 - 18 (T11110); Free Thoughts on the 
Present State of Public Affairs 1770/12 (T16540); A Letter to the Common Council of 
the City of London 1764/5 - 7 (T38231). 

1149 Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 153/Horatio Walpole (Norwich), see also Cobbett 1753 - 
1765 (HoC) 153/Richard Lloyd (Maldon). 

1150 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 815 - 816/Earl of Sandwich. 
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complaints ... [they have] never heard [of]'1151. In order to strengthen the impact 
of their tactics, the critics claimed, petitioners and their supporters endeavoured 
to frighten 'the minds of the peacable' and 'inflame the passions' of the 'misguid-
ed' sections of the populace1152. In some cases, the critics used their personal en-
counters to delegitimise the opposition claims. Lord Clare, the vice-treasurer of 
Ireland, claimed in 1770 that 'I am just returned from a tour through most parts 
of this kingdom, and I hear of no complaints, no grievances, but from news-pa-
pers and grievance-mongers'1153. William Yonge, on the other hand, claimed to 
have travelled 'as far as the Land's End', around 300 miles from London and 140 
miles from Honiton, his constituency, during summer. 'I rise up to inform the 
House', he continued, 'that in all my travels I never met with one man of any 
consideration, who so much as mentioned this act for permitting the Jews to be 
naturalized'. This led Yonge to conclude that 'the clamour against it has been en-
tirely confined to the lowest sort of people, who never form any opinion from 
their own judgment'.1154 Such claims resemble the accusations of misrepresenta-
tion. In both cases critics accused petitioners and their proponents of deceit. But 
instead of focusing on the misrepresentation of bills and acts as such, as in the 
first case, critics accused them of teaching the people out-of-doors to complain. 

One of the more innovative conceptualisations regarding such discourses is 
the concept of petition-hunter. Richard Rigby, the paymaster of the forces and a 
close ally of the Duke of Bedford1155, attributed the large number of Wilkite peti-
tions to the 'petition-hunters'. Travelling 'from North to South, and from East to 
West', petition-hunters persuaded people of 'grievances which they do not feel, 
and apprehensions which they do not conceive'. 'I am persuaded that the people 
in general are content and quiet', Rigby claimed during the debate on the Address 
of Thanks to the Throne in 1770; further declaring that 'the name of a petition 
would never have been heard in more than three counties throughout the king-
dom' without the 'officious diligence of these incendiaries'1156. Like numerous 

                                                 
1151 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 718/Lord North (Banbury), see also Cobbett 1765 - 

1771 (HoL) 815 - 816/Earl of Sandwich and Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 682/Robert 
Nugent (Bristol); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock); GM 
April 1733/DC 17 April 1733; Free Thoughts on the Present State of Public Affairs 
1770/12 (T16540). If not based on true grievances, petitions could become dan-
gereous; 'foreign foes' and 'domestic enemies' could stir up 'a multitude to complain 
of [false] grievances', according to Jeremiah Dyson, the pro-administration repre-
sentative for Weymouth and Melcombe Regis. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 884 - 
886/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis). 

1152 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 703 - 705/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe 
Regis), see also Cobbett 1774 - 1777 (HoC) 880/William Innes (Ilchester). For counter-
arguments, see, for instance, Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 721 - 722/Edmund Burke 
(Wendover). For a more general example of the use of the concept, see, for instance, 
Gunn 1983, 174 - 175. 

1153 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 682 - 683/Robert Nugent (Bristol), see also Cobbett 1753 - 
1765 (HoC) 145/Henry Pelham (Bramber). For counter-arguments, see, for instance, 
Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 683 - 684/Charles Wolfran Cornwall (Grampound); Cob-
bett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 721 - 722/Edmund Burke (Wendover). 

1154 Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 159/William Yonge (Honiton). 
1155 HoP/Richard Rigby. 
1156 Petition-hunters, 'who have no way of making themselves of consequence but by dis-

tressing government', he continued, 'go round the country; meetings are advertised, 
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other critics, Rigby considered it impossible that the 'farmers and weavers in 
Yorkshire and Cumberland, should know, or take an interest in the Middlesex 
election of representatives in parliament'.1157 Similar forms of counter-arguments 
can also be found in other political cultures in Europe. Maartje Janse has demon-
strated how the critics in nineteenth-century Netherlands used similar argu-
ments to delegitimise petitioning campaigns. Johannes Bosscha, a conservative 
representative, criticised petitionnement, a concept deriving from the French pé-
titionnement and used to describe large-scale petitions in the Netherlands, in 1856, 
claiming that 'as much as I do respect the right of petition, so little do I respect a 
petitionnement'. According to Janse, Bosscha, and most other representatives, 
did not regard petitionnement as something that represented 'the will of the peo-
ple, but was rather the product of manipulative agitators and represented an il-
legitimate attempt to influence the true representatives of the people'.1158 Both 
petition-hunting and petitionnement, it was argued, were used to distort the oth-
erwise legitimate right to submit petitions. Rather than representing the true will 
of the people, petition-hunting and petitionnement manifested the private ambi-
tions of crafty and industrious men. 

Third, petitioners and their supporters could be accused of seditious prac-
tices. Critics accused such actors of agitation1159, propagation1160, sedition1161, and 
inflaming1162. The Daily Courant, a pro-administration paper, attributed petition-
ing to the use of 'false glosses and seditious harangues' in 1735 and John 

                                                 
speeches made, the parliament abused, government vilified, and the people in-
flamed; a petition ready drawn up is produced and read, and before the ferment sub-
sides, it is hawked about from on town to another, till a sufficient number of names 
are collected to make a shew, and then it is passed for the sense and act of the peo-
ple'. 

1157 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock). George Savile, the inde-
pendent-minded representative for Yorkshire, replied to Rigby by ridiculing his de-
scription of petition-hunters. 'I frankly acknowledge before this House, that I have 
appeared at several of the meetings that have been advertised, both in Yorkshire and 
elsewhere; but I deny that I ever hunted after petitions or petitioners'. He recognised 
that 'the annihilation, or even the diminution of the authority of this House by the 
people, will be a very great evil; but I cannot grant, that it is the greatest evil that can 
befal this nation'. 'I can tell him of a greater evil', he continued, 'and that is, the inva-
sion of the people's right by the authority of this House'. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
698 - 699/George Savile (Yorkshire). 

1158 Janse 2019, 510, 520 - 521. 
1159 An Earnest Address to the Worthy Independent Freeholders of the County of York 

1769/3 - 4 (T121482); Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 767 - 768/William Bagot (Stafford-
shire); BC/DC 20 January 1735; An Impartial Enquiry into the Late Conduct of the 
City of London 1733/35 - 37 (T57527). 

1160 Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 144 - 145/Henry Pelham (Bramber); Considerations on the 
Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/29 (T53010). 

1161 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock); Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 
144 - 145/Henry Pelham (Bramber); Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 121 - 122/Henry Pel-
ham (Sussex); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 704 - 705/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and 
Melcombe Regis); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717/Lord North (Banbury); BC/DC 20 
January 1735; GM 1733 337/DC 3 July 1733; Considerations on the Present Danger-
ous Crisis 1763/41, 47 (T53010); Reflections on the Present Conduct of the Populace 
1733/4 - 5 (T102099); An Address to the People of England 1770/16 (T165926); The 
False Alarm 1770/40 - 46, 52 (T88127); An Address to Junius 1770/25 - 26 (T11110). 

1162 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
796 - 797/William De Grey (Newport/Cambridge University); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 
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Shebbeare, a prolific author, hired by the North Administration1163, to the 'mani-
fest seduction of some designing men' in 17701164. Owen Ruffhead, previously 
the editor of Con-Test, a pro-Pitt paper criticising the administration of Newcas-
tle, and a prolific author1165, and the author of the Consideration on the Present 
Dangerous Crisis, a pro-administration pamphlet criticising the opposition out-of-
doors in 1763, declared that once 'a flame is ... raised, it quickly spreads from one 
to another'; an 'enraged' people is inclined to prefer 'the dictates of resentment' 
over 'the guidance of reason'1166. John Wesley, the father of Wesleyan theology 
and Methodism1167, similarly claimed that the opposition agitation tends to run 

                                                 
(HoC)  717/Lord North (Banbury); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 884 - 886/Jeremiah Dy-
son (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis); GM February 1733/LJ 10 February 1733 (no. 
711); Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/21, 41, 47 (T53010); An 
Eigth Letter to the People of England 1770/98 (T82445); Seasonable Expostulations 
with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/6 -7 (T1105); An Address to the People of 
England 1770/16 (T165926); Free Thoughts on the Present State of Public Affairs 
1770/15 (T16540); An Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/32 - 
33 (N007621); The False Alarm 1770/16, 38 - 39 (T88127). 

1163 Gunn 1983, 187, 247 - 248; Brewer 1976, 222; Wilson 1998, 184 - 185, 200 - 201, 241; 
Lutnick 1967, 16 - 17; Cohen 2004, 18; Sack 1999, 38, 55, 146, 200. 

1164 BC/DC 20 January 1735. For 'laboured harangue', see Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 703 - 
705/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis). See also Cobbett 1765 - 1771 
(HoC) 691/Charles Jenkinson (Appleby). 

1165 The editor of Con-Test, a pro-Pitt paper criticising the Newcatle administration, and 
a prolific author. Spector 2015, 20 - 21, 53, 68, 86 - 87, 127 - 128; Clark 2000a, 338. 

1166 Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/32 - 33 (T53010). 
1167 Besides an active preacher and theologian, Wesley was also highly involved in de-

bates on explicitly political issues. He was, among other things, loud in criticising no-
tions of popular sovereignty and the radical claims on behalf of the colonies. Paul 
Langford has described Wesley as 'an avowed High Churchman', his politics being 
'thoroughly conservative, even reactionary'. Langford 1992, 243 - 257, 270 - 276; Greg-
ory 2016, 147 - 178; Gunn 1983, 170 - 171; Wilson 1998, 241; O'Gorman 2006, 302 - 307; 
Black 2008, 138 - 141; Hempton 2002, 93 - 96. 
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'as fire among the stubble', eventually becoming an 'epidemic' among the peo-
ple1168. Supporters of petitions could also be accused of spiriting1169 and foment-
ing1170 and of the use of influence1171, arts1172 and 'pernicious designs'1173. Others 
accused the opposition actors of the use of 'hellish arts', 'diabolical' persever-
ance1174, and 'fomenting of strife and sedition' against the government1175. Such 
forms of criticism illustrate the different sides of the same argument. In each of 
the three cases, critics endeavoured to delegitimise petitioners' and their propo-
nents' means and intentions. Numerous actors, of course, used some sort of com-
binations of the described discourses. In most cases, the critics' accusations fo-
cused on a diverse but connected set of actors. Most opponents of petitions criti-
cised some sort of opposition actors, some of them in parliament and others out-

                                                 
1168 Free Thoughts on the Present State of Public Affairs 1770/33 (T16540). 
1169 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 691/Charles Jenkinson (Appleby), see also BC/PA 14 No-

vember 1769. 
1170 GM April 1733/DC 17 April 1733; An Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in 

a Letter 1770/9 (N007621); Reflections on the Present Conduct of the Populace 
1733/4 - 5 (T102099). 

1171 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/George Onslow (Surrey); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  
717 - 718/Lord North (Banbury); Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 
1763/21, 32 - 33 (T53010); The False Alarm 1770/52 (T88127); BC/DC 20 January 
1735; GM May 1741/DG 15 May 1741. 

1172 Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 121 - 122/Henry Pelham (Sussex); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 
(HoC) 696 - 697/George Onslow (Surrey); A Letter to a Member of Parliament 
1740/59 (N9879); GM September 1733/LJ 1 September 1733 (no. 740); BC/ PA 14 No-
vember 1769; GM April 1733/DC  17 April 1733. For uses of artifice, see The False 
Alarm 1770/16 (T88127); An Impartial Enquiry into the Late Conduct of the City of 
London 1733/ 37 - 38 (T57527); An Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a 
Letter 1770/9 - 10 (N007621); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 718/Lord North (Ban-
bury); Cobbett 1774 - 1777 (HoC) 175/George Macartney (Ayr Burghs); GM February 
1733/LJ 10 February 1733. For uses of artful, see BC/PA 14 november 1769; A Letter 
to the Common Council of the City of London 1764/13 - 14 (T38231); Considerations 
on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/32 - 33 (T53010); An Impartial Answer to the 
Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/3 - 4, 8 - 9 (N007621); The Rise and Fall of the 
Late Projected Excise 1733/31 (T63487); An Address to the People of England 
1770/23 (T165926); Cobbett 1774 - 1777 (HoC) 880/William Innes (Ilchester); Cobbett 
1733 - 1737 (HoC) 249/Henry Pelham (Sussex); Cobbett 1753 - 1765 (HoC) 153/Hora-
tio Walpole (Norwich). Even though in almost all of the studied cases used as a pejo-
rative concept, it could also be used in a more positive sense. The Craftsman, for in-
stance, claimed in the aftermath of the excise crisis that 'the true art of government 
consists in a general knowledge of mankind, and the particular disposition of the 
people to be governed'. 'This is the most glorious and solid foundation of power, in a 
free country', the paper concluded in 1733. GM August 1733/Cr 18 August 1733 (no. 
372). 

1173 BC/DC 20 January 1735, see also An Impartial Enquiry into the Late Conduct of the 
City of London 1733/37 - 39 (T57527); The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 
1733/31 (T63487); A Letter to the Common Council of the City of London 1764/13 - 
14 (T38231); Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/32 - 33 (T53010); 
An Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/9 - 10, 31 (N007621); 
BC/PA 20 November 1770; GM January 1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759). 

1174 BC/PA 14 November 1769. 
1175 Reflections on the Present Conduct of the Populace 1733/4 - 5 (T102099). 
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of-doors. Critics could, for instance, blame the 'trumpeters of sedition'1176, 'des-
picable mechanics'1177, 'the sulphur of the declared opposition'1178, 'never-failing 
confederates of the rabble'1179, 'hot-headed corporations'1180, the 'most florid ora-
tors'1181, and the 'emissaries' of the opposition'1182. Opponents could also criticise 
the 'conduct of the ringleaders of those seditious associations'1183, a reference to 
the SSBR, and the 'officious diligence of ... incendiaries'1184. In certain cases, critics 
even compared the organisers and supporters of petitions to John Cade, Robert 
Kett, Jack Straw, Wat Tyler, and Masaniello, all of them leaders of popular (and 
violent) revolts1185. Others focused on the agitation of opposition journalists, pa-
pers, and pamphlets. Nicholas Amhurst, the editor of the Craftsman, and Junius, 
the author of the Letters of Junius1186, for instance, became subjects of constant pro-

                                                 
1176 An Address to Junius 1770/25 - 26 (T11110). For 'infamous abettors of sedition', see 

Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock). For 'constant foment-
ers of sedition', see The False Alarm 1770/52 (T88127). 

1177 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk). For machinations, see A 
Letter to the Common-Council of London 1765/1 - 2 (N19488). For uses of mechanis-
tic concepts such as device, engine, and instrument, see, for instance, GM January 
1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759); GM March 1733/L J 10 March 1733 (no. 715); GM 
April 1733/DC 17 April 1733; Cobbett 1753 - 1765 142 - 143/Henry Pelham (Bram-
ber); The False Alarm 1770/5 - 6 (T88127); BC/PA 14 November 1769. 

1178 An Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/32 - 33 (N007621). 
1179 The False Alarm 1770/52 (T88127). 
1180 GM July 1733/DC 3 July 1733. For 'hot-headed poet', see Seasonable Expostulations 

with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/5 - 7 (T1105). 
1181 GM July 1733/DC 3 July 1733. For the 'Cicero of the day', see The False Alarm 

1770/41 - 42 (T88127) and for 'unmeaning jargon and ... eloquence', see An Address 
to the People of England 1770/23 - 24 (T165926). For references to sophistry, see 
BC/DC 20 January 1735; Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 718/Lord North (Banbury). 

1182 BC/DC 20 January 1735. 
1183 BC/PA 14 November 1769. 
1184 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock). 
1185 Some of the critics compared them to Henry Sacheverell and his supporters. GM 

April 1733/DC 17 April 1733; BC/DC 20 January 1735. Most of them were leaders of 
popular revolts. Jack Straw and Wat Tyler were, alongside John Ball, the popular 
leaders of the Peasants' Revolt of 1381. Provoked by taxes and other consequences of 
the black death and the Hundred Years' War, the rebels invaded and pillaged Lon-
don, targeting royal servants. John Cade, on the other hand, was the leader of his 
namesake rebellion in 1450. As the rebellion of 1381, Cade attempted to take London 
and overturn the government due to its perceived failures. Robert Kett, the leader of 
a Norfolk rebellion, named after him, led a revolt against enclosures in 1549. After 
the collapse of the rebellion, Kett was executed (as were most of the figures men-
tioned by the petitioners). But whereas most of the rebel leaders in question were of 
English origin, Masaniello was Italian, leading a revolt against the Habsburg rule in 
1647. He was mentioned by the Daily Courant on 17 April 1733, most likely drawing 
its inspiration either from the A Select Collection of Novels and Histories, published in 
1729 and containing the story of Masaniello, The Civil History of the Kingdom of Naples, 
published in 1723 and translated into English in 1729, or The History of the Rise and 
Fall of Masaniello, authored by Francis Midon and published in 1729 (and, afterwards, 
in numerous editions). A Select Collection of Novels and Histories 1729 (T72423); The 
Civil History of the Kingdom of Naples 1729 (T94250); The History of the Rise and 
Fall of Masaniello 1729 (T125465). 

1186 A series of letters published in 1769 - 1772 under the pseudonym of Junius, criticising 
both the administration and the court. Though often regarded as a radical (of some 
sort), at least by many of his contemporaries, Junius was also often critical of Wilkes 
and the SSBR. Despite intense speculation, ranging from Philip Francis to Wilkes 
himself, the identity of Junius remains unknown. Langford 1992, 381 - 382; Thomas 
1996, 126, 143 - 146; Bowyer 1995. 
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administration criticism1187. Such accusations emphasise critics' eagerness to af-
filiate supporters of petitions with fomenters of sedition and chaos. Opponents 
tended to focus on the influence of  caricatured actors. References to historical 
actors, in particular, became used to affiliate supporters of petitions to revolu-
tionaries. 

In addition to accusations of spreading misinformation and encouraging 
discontent, critics could accuse petitioners of promoting factious interests. As pe-
titioners and proponents of petitions, presenting their petitions as antidotes 
against the influence of parties and factions, as discussed in Chapter 4.2.2 (Odi-
ous Influences and Scandalous Schemes), their critics also represented them-
selves as the foremost opponents of parties and factious actors. Rather than man-
ifestations of the true sense of the people, petitions became charactersed as prod-
ucts of the 'emissaries of faction'1188 and a modest number of 'factious and dis-
contended people'1189. Lord North, soon to were the prime minister, criticised the 
'blast[s] of factious breath' and the 'influence, the promises, and threats of a jeal-
ous and restless faction', urging the people to petition for the dissolution of the 
parliament1190. Others used implicit references to parties and factions to delegit-
imise petitions and their supporters. Characterisations such as 'malecontents 

                                                 
1187 See, for instance, GM May 1741/DG 15 May 1741; An Address to Junius 1770 

(T11110). For generic criticism of pamphlets and the press, see, for instance, GM Feb-
ruary 1733/LJ 10 February 1733 (no. 711); GM April 1733/DC 17 April 1733; Cobbett 
1765 - 1771 (HoC) 703 - 705/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis); An 
Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/8 - 9 (N007621). 

1188 BC/PA 14 November 1769, see also A Letter to the Common Council of the City of 
London 1764/13 - 14 (T38231). For the 'influence of faction', see, for instance, Cobbett 
1765 - 1771 (HoC) 696/George Onslow (Surrey) and Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 
718/Lord North (Banbury). For generic references to faction, see Cobbett 1765 - 1771 
(HoC) 695 - 696/Thomas De Grey (Norfolk); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 885/Jeremiah 
Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis); Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 - 
150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst); GM May 1741/DG 15 May1741; BC/PA 14 No-
vember 1769; A Letter to the Common Council of the City of London 1764/17 - 18 
(T38231); The False Alarm 1770/52 - 53 (T88127). 

1189 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock), see also Cobbett 1765 
- 1771 (HoL) 815 - 816/Earl of Sandwich; BC/PA 20 November 1770; An Address to 
Junius 1770/12 - 13, 22, 30 (T11110). 

1190 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 718/Lord North (Banbury), see also Cobbett 1765 - 
1771 (HoC) 697 - 698/Richard Rigby (Tavistock); Cobbett 1774 - 1777 (HoC) 
186/Hans Stanley (Southampton); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 796 - 797/William De 
Grey (Newport/Cambridge University); An Impartial Enquiry into the Late Conduct 
of the City of London 1733/37 - 38 (T57527); GM April 1733 /DC 17 April 1733; GM 
January 1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759). For references to parties, see Cobbett 1765 - 
1771 (HoL) 815 - 816/Earl of Sandwich; GM May 1741/DG 15 May1741; GM July 
1733/DC 3 July 1733; A Letter to the Common Council of the City of London 1764/37 
(T38231); Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/21, 33 - 34, 46 - 47 
(T53010); An Impartial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/1 - 2 
(N007621). See also GM March 1733/LJ 10 March 1733 (no. 715) and BC/PA 14 No-
vember 1769. The Daily Courant, a pro-administration paper, underlined that the in-
fluence of factions could be destructive: 'the death of Socrates, the banishment of Cic-
ero, the destruction of great and flourishing empires have been owing to the incon-
siderate, ungovernable rage of the people, fomented by the most despicable instru-
ments'. GM April 1733/DC 17 April 1733. 
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design'1191, the 'malicious voice of disappointment'1192, and the 'feeble echoes of 
despodence and ambition'1193 functioned as implicit references to opposition ac-
tors and factions. Critics could also ridicule the opposition use of the concept of 
patriot1194. For the most part, opponents' criticism of factious actors and intentions 
resembles petitioners' and their proponents' pejorative references to parties and 
factions. Instead of championing the interest of parties, both proponents and op-
ponents represented themselves as actors defending the common good. 

In addition to criticising petitioners' status, the opponents could also focus 
on undermining petitions from a quantitative perspective. Actors criticising pe-
titions, both opposition and pro-administration ones, could, for instance, claim 
that the petitioning actors represented only an insignificant share of those on 
whose behalf they claimed to act. William Pulteney, the parliamentary leader of 
the Patriot Whigs, an anti-Walpolean faction1195, criticised the number of signa-
tures on a pro-government counter-petition, authored in 1738 to undermine the 
opposition endeavours to declare war on Spain1196. But although submitted in 
the name of those trading to Spain, Pulteney informed the House, its organisers 
managed to get a mere '5 or 6 merchants, and those I am informed were Roman 
Catholics, to sign it'.1197 William Hay, representing Seaford from 1734 to 1755 and 

                                                 
1191 GM January 1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759), see also GM July 1733/DC 3 July 1733; 

GM March 1733/LJ 10 March 1733 (no. 715); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 
718/Lord North (Banbury). 

1192 Seasonable Expostulations with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/18 - 19 (T1105), 
see also Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/32 (T53010); An Im-
partial Answer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/1 - 3 (N007621). 

1193 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 816/Earl of Sandwich, see also An Eighth Letter to the 
People of England 1770/ 97 - 98 (T82445); An Address to Junius 1770/22 (T11110); 
Seasonable Expostulations with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/6 - 7 (T1105); 
GM February 1733/LJ 10 February 1733 (no. 711). 

1194 GM May 1741/DG 15 May 1741; BC/PA 14 November 1769; An Impartial Answer to 
the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/32 (N007621); An address to Junius 1770/26 - 
27 (T11110); An Address to the People of England 1770/23 - 24 (T165926); The False 
Alarm 1770/38 - 39 (T88127). 

1195 HoP/William Pulteney. 
1196 Walpole had favoured peace from the beginning of his premiership in 1721, enabling 

him to focus on domestic issues and reduce the burden of taxation. In order to avoid 
war with Spain, which was harassing British merchants on the American seas, Wal-
pole was determined to resolve the situation by negotiating; introducing the Conven-
tion of Pardo to parliament in January 1739. In opposition to both popular and oppo-
sition demands, the treaty endeavoured to settle the dispute by (rather modest) fi-
nancial compensations. It was approved by parliament by 250 votes against 232. 
However, as the settlement grew even more unpopular during the course of the year, 
Walpole was eventually forced to declare war on Spain in October 1739. O'Gorman 
2006, 72, 82 - 84; Hayton 2002, 64 - 66; Cruickshanks 1984, 39 - 40; Dickinson 1994, 62, 
68, 210 - 212. 

1197 Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 857 - 859/William Pulteney (Middlesex). Similar argu-
ments also occurred during the debate on the clerical petition in 1772, requesting the 
House of Commons to relieve the petitioners from the subscription of the 39 Articles, 
the collection of principles defining the Anglican faith and the Church of England, 
articulated and established between 1536 and 1571. Besides its theological functions, 
it was also incorporated into numerous test acts, thus also used to exclude members 
of different religious groups and affiliations from holding public offices. Roger 
Newdigate, a fervent opponent of the Dissenters and one of the representatives for 
Oxford University from 1751 to 1780, described the number of the petitioners as 'light 
as dust in the balance'. HoP/Robert Newdigate; Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 
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supporting the administration in every recorded division during his tenure in 
parliament1198, used similar arguments against a petition on the Seamen's Bill in 
17411199. He claimed that 'it is in my opinion necessary that a petition in the name 
of the merchants of London should be subscribed by the whole number, for if 
only a few should put their names to it, how does it appear that it is any thing 
more than an apprehension of danger to their own particular interest'1200. Such a 
concern becomes 'more reasonable', he noted, 'when a petition is subscribed by a 
smaller number, who may easily be imagined to have partial views, and designs 
not wholly consistent with the interest of the public'.1201 Instead of representing 
the general opinion of their trades and professions, the petitions demonstrated 
their authors' private sentiments. Such information could not, according to the 
critics, determine the conduct of the House. 

The opponents of petitions could also focus on countering the claims that 
the petitions represented the voice of the people. Most of such arguments oc-
curred during large-scale petitioning campaigns, becoming a rather common 
form of criticism after the (re-)emergence of mass-petitions during the crisis on 
Wilkes' seat1202. Those criticising the organisers and supporters of Wilkite peti-
tions tended to emphasise the alleged deficiencies regarding the scale of both pe-
titions and subscriptions. During the debate on the Middlesex election in the 
House of Lords in February 1770, the Earl of Sandwich, then the postmaster gen-
eral1203, emphasised that only 13 out of the 40 counties in England had submitted 
a petition 'for a redress of grievances'. This, he asserted, 'requires no deep calcu-
lation, no abstract knowledge of numbers to tell that thirteen is not quite one 

                                                 
254/Roger Newdigate (Oxford University); Langford 1992, 524, see also Cobbett 1771 
- 1774 (HoC) 273/Lord North (Banbury). 

1198 HoP/William Hay. 
1199 The bill, officially known as the 'bill for the encouragement and increase of seamen, 

and for the better and speedier manning of his Majesty's fleet', endeavoured, accord-
ing to Cobbett's Parliamentary History of England, to empower justices of the peace 'to 
issue warrants to constables and headboroughs, to search by day or night for such 
sea-faring men as should conceal themselves within their respective jurisdictions'. 
'These searches', it was claimed, 'vested with authority to force open doors, in case of 
resistance; and encouraged to this violence by a reward for every seaman they 
should discover'. The most severe clauses were eventually dropped, and the bill was 
passed with amendments. The House of Commons had already rejected a bill of the 
same content in 1740, often referred to as the seamen's registration bill, regardless of 
Walpole's personal support for it. Despite the fierce criticism from the bills' contem-
poraries, Denver Alexander Brunsman, has represented the two bills as 'the most se-
rious attempts to end impressment until the 1830s'. Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 26 - 27; 
Brunsman 2013, 42; Langford 1992, 53. 

1200 Being an interest 'which perhaps the other part, their rivals in trade, may consider as 
an advantage, or at least regard with indifference'. 

1201 Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 139/William Hay (Seaford). 
1202 For more on the (re-)emergence of mass-petitions, see Chapter 3.2 (Petitioners and 

Subscribers). 
1203 The earl had followed the Duke of Bedford, then a close ally, to the administration 

after the fall of Walpole, serving under him in the admiralty board. He would even-
tually become the first lord of admiralty, holding the post in 1748 - 1751, 1763, and 
1771 - 1782. See, for instance, Langford 1992, 194 - 195, 223 - 224, 540; Wilson 1998, 
255 - 257. 
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third of forty, though it is roundly asserted, that the whole of the people of Eng-
land have petitioned'.1204 The author of An Address to Junius, a pamphlet used to 
criticise the Junius Letters, defending Wilkes and his supporters, similarly focused 
on delegitimising the Wilkite claims that the nation cried for justice. The pam-
phleteer proclaimed his particular scorn for Junius' claims that the Wilkites and 
their petitions represented the 'THE VOICE OF THE PEOPLE'. Instead of repre-
senting 'the united voice of the people', the Wilkite petitions manifested the sen-
timents of John Horne, Joseph Mawbey, Robert Bernard, Francis Blake Delaval, 
and 'a half a dozen of the same kidney', a group of oppositions actors the author 
of the pamphlet referred to as 'Wilkes's company of comedians'.1205 He further 
claimed that the petitions submitted to the King contained signatures from only 

                                                 
1204 He further claimed that when those 'led thither either by the general pressures of 

poverty, the want of an immediate meal, or the future hopes of some better establish-
ment' and those 'intimidated into' signing are excluded, 'we shall, even in these thir-
teen counties, find the number so lessened, as not to make up really a twentieth part 
of his Majestys's subjects'. 'Shall the supplications', he inquired, 'of so small a  num-
ber be considered as the general voice of the people?' Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 815 - 
816/Earl of Sandwich. See also Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)  717 - 718/Lord North 
(Banbury); Seasonable Expostulations with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/27 - 
28 (T1105); A Hint upon Instructions from the Electors to their Representatives in 
Parliament 1742/7 - 9 (T108445). Similar claims were used to delegitimise petitions in 
1681. Those criticising the addresses 'pointed out that they could not be representa-
tive of the nation since only 12 out of 52 counties, and 11 out of 250 boroughs, had 
presented them'. Knights 2005, 81. The Earl of Chatham, challenged such counter-ar-
guments in 1771, claiming that the critics 'have compared the number of counties, not 
the number of their inhabitants' and thus forgetting that the counties 'are not equally 
populous, and that the fifteen petitioning counties contain more people than all the 
rest of the kingdom, as they pay infinitely more land tax'. Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoL) 
219/Earl of Chatham. John Dunning, a member of parliament for Calne and a close 
ally of the Earl of Shelburne, responded to similar claims in 1771 by declaring that 
'the bulk of the people ... is not to be estimated by the extent of miles, or the multipli-
cation of counties'. 'The metropolis', he continued, 'contains in itself a sixth of our in-
habitants, and if we reckon the petitioners, by the more rational criterion of the land 
tax, we shall find that they exceed the supposed friends of the ministry in numbers, 
by so considerable a sum as 25,000l. a year'. Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 142 - 144/John 
Dunning (Calne). 

1205 'What are the several petitions from Middlesex, Westminster, Surry, and Essex, but 
the same petition of John Horne, Sir Joseph Mawbey, and others, drawn up in differ-
ent words?', the author asked. All of them central figures in the SSBR. John Horne 
Tooke, a priest, teacher, and a travelling tutor before his conversion to anti-ministe-
rial radicalism, was one of the most eager and active supporters of Wilkes and his 
cause. But in contrast to Horne Tooke, the other persons in question had all been, or 
still were, members of the House of Commons (Horne Tooke would eventually be-
come a representative for Old Sarum in 1801). Joseph Mawbey, for instance, repre-
sented Southwark from 1761 to 1774 (and, eventually, Surrey in 1775 - 1790), present-
ing Wilkes' petition to parliament in January 1769. Robert Bernard, representing  
Huntingdonshire in 1765 - 1768 and Westminster in 1770 - 1774, was one of those 
who had helped Wilkes to establish the SSBR. Francis Blake Delaval, on the other 
hand, had served as one of the representatives for Hindon (1751 - 1754) and Andover 
(1754 - 1768). Though a rather conventional member of parliament for most of his ca-
reer, he later became one of the strongest supporters of Wilkes. Whereas Horne 
Tooke, Delaval, and Bernard initially switched their support from the SSBR to the 
Constitutional Society, Mawbey continued to support Wilkes. HoP/Robert Bernard; 
HoP/Francis Blake Delaval; HoP/Joseph Mawbey; HoP/John Horne Tooke; Royle & 
Walvin 1982, 19 - 20; Wilson 1998, 341; Dickinson 1977, 213 - 214; Dickinson 1994, 235 
- 236; Gunn 1983, 309 - 310. 
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perhaps 'one hundreth part of the respectable freeholders in this kingdom'.1206 It 
has been estimated that the 27 pro-Wilkes petitions submitted between May 1769 
and January 1770 contained around 55,000 to 60,000 signatures. James E. Bradley 
has claimed that the number of signatures represented about one fifth of the total 
electorate.1207 

It might be tempting to conclude that the critics' argumentation illustrates 
their contemporaries' contempt of the common people. Many members of parlia-
ment, and other actors in the highest circles of society, indeed, rejected the influ-
ence of certain segments of people out-of-doors. However, numerous actors also 
regarded periods and incidents such as the English Republic, the Sacheverell Ri-
ots, and the anti-Hanoverian protests as ominous precedents of the deleterious 
impact of ochlocratic principles in action. Petitioners' contemporaries had genu-
ine fears that the constitution, and thus the established order of politics, could be 
overturned, as demonstrated in Chapter 6.4 (In Defence of the Constitution). It is 
thus far too simplistic to reduce the criticism of petitions to the critics' prejudices 
and apprehensions. Instead of being disparaged, opponents' claims ought to be 
seen as counter-reactions to petitioners' arguments. As petitioners and their sup-
porters used representative claims to legitimise their petitions, as demonstrated 
in Chapter 3 (Representing the Sense of the People: Petitioners Uses of Repre-
sentative Claims), their critics focused on undermining the credibility and sound-
ness of such claims. Rather than being or speaking on behalf of respectable actors, 
whose sentiments ought to be taken into account, the critics perceived - or con-
sidered it convenient to represent - the petitioners and their supporters as fac-
tious fanatics and drunken ragamuffins. The presentation of such claims and 
counter-claims formed a sort of dialogue between the supporters and opponents 
of petitions. 

6.2 Protecting the Independence of Parliament 

Critics often accused petitioners and their supporters of undermining the inde-
pendence of parliament. Instead of letting parliament and members of parlia-
ment protect the collective interest of the nation1208, petitioners were accused of 
endeavouring to subjugate them; transforming the servants of the nation into 
servants of their private ambitions. The critics tended to recognise representa-
tives' dependence on their constituents in elections, but maintained that members 

                                                 
1206 An Address to Junius 1770/12 - 13, 22 - 24, 25 - 30 (T11110), see also An Eighth Letter 

to the People of England 1770/ 97 - 98 (T82445); Seasonable Expostulations with the 
Worthy Citizens of London 1742/30 - 31 (T1105); GM February 1733/LJ 10 February 
1733 (no. 711). 

1207 Knights 2009, 46; Dickinson 1994, 242; Bradley 1986, 2 - 3; Rudé 1962, 105, 133 - 134. 
For the social composition of the supporters of Wilkes, see Phillips 2014, 256 - 257; 
Langford 1992, 377; O'Gorman 2006, 225 

1208 Critics' interpretations of such interests, of course, differed from those petitioners 
used to legitimise their claims, discussed in detail in Chapter 4.1 (Petitions and the 
Collective Interest). 
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of parliament became independent of the influence of 'our electors, at least in so 
far as regards our behaviour here [in the House of Commons]', after chosen to 
parliament1209. The author of An Address to the People of England, criticising the 
Wilkite petitioners requesting that the King dissolve the parliament, recognised 
constituents' undoubted right to profess their displeasure on the conduct of par-
liament. However, the pamphleteer, describing himself as an independent free-
holder from Middlesex, added that members of parliament, elected to protect the 
rights of the people, ought to 'act for themselves'. Dependence on their constitu-
ents, the pro-administration pamphleteer claimed, threatened to reduce mem-
bers of parliament to 'mere machines and lifeless instruments'1210, used to 'echo 
the voices of others'1211. Such reasoning sums up the sentiments of most of those 
accusing petitioners of undermining the independence of parliament. Rather 
than serving their constituents alone, members of parliament promoted the true 
interest of the nation. In order to do so, representatives ought to be independent. 

In order to emphasise the independence of parliament, critics underlined 
the importance of the concept of representative. True Lover of the People, the au-
thor of the popular A Letter to a Member of Parliament1212, criticised the opposition 
practice of referring to members of parliament as 'deputies, attornies1213, [and] 

                                                 
1209 Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 434 - 435/John Willes (West Looe), see also A Second Let-

ter to a Member of Parliament Concerning the Present State of Affairs 1741/16 - 18 
(N21193); Address to the Electors of Great Britain 1742/25 - 26 (T1981); A Letter to a 
Member of Parliament 1740/1 - 4 (N9879). 

1210 Although the concepts of machine and instrument, in the metaphorical sense, were not 
inherently pejorative concepts in the eighteenth-century spheres of politics, it is more 
than evident that the pamphleteer's use of them were. Instead of making use of their 
superior abilities, knowledge, and wisdom, discussed in detail in the previous sub-
chapters, the pamphleteer implied that the Wilkites endeavoured to make the mem-
bers of parliament the slaves of the people. Similar forms of mechanical metaphors 
are analysed in detail in Chapter 4.2.1 (Enemies of the People). 

1211 An Address to the People of England 1770/10 (T165926). For accusations of under-
mining the independence of parliament, see, for instance, Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 
1261/William Yonge (Honiton); A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament Con-
cerning the Present State of Affairs 1741/28 - 25 (N21193); Reflections upon a Pam-
phlet 1733/4 - 5 (T134031). 

1212 According to the Eighteenth Century Collection Online (ECCO), the pamphlet was pub-
lished in six editions in 1740. The five London editions were printed for T. Cooper at 
the Globe (Paternoster Row). The Dublin edition, on the other hand, was printed for 
and by George Faulkner (Essex Street). A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament, 
the sequel, was published in three editions in 1741, each printed for T. Cooper at the 
Globe. 

1213 Although not a common point of reference, representatives, too, could compare 
members of parliament to attorneys. Even if initially supporting the motion to bar 
Wilkes from representing Middlesex, George Yonge informed his fellow members of 
parliament on 25 January 1770 that he had changed his mind. During the debate 
Yonge, who had served as the lord of admiralty until then, challenged the commonly 
held principle that 'the act of delegation in the people of England to their representa-
tives ... is irrevocable'. He continued by claiming that 'upon every principle of consti-
tutional right, upon every principle of general society, it is revocable: and I say there 
is a moral necessity that it should be so'. In order to demonstrate his point, Yonge 
claimed that it was 'as necessary that the people should revoke their delegation, 
when their representatives betray the rights they were chosen to defend, as that an 
individual should revoke a warrant of attorney, when his substitute for the receipt of 
money converts it to his own use'. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 793 - 794/George 
Yonge (Honiton). 
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agents'. Instead of using such concepts, each of them mischaracterising the true 
essence of the British form of representation, the pro-administration pamphleteer 
championed the use of representative; a representative being one constituents au-
thorised to judge on behalf of themselves 'in certain matters for a certain time', as 
in the case of the House of Commons.1214 The True Lover of the People claimed 
that deputies, common in democracies such as the United Provinces, acted as 
'creatures, and absolute dependants on the people', subjected to positive com-
mands1215. Attornies and agents, on the other hand, 'are [not] ... equivalent to 
members [of the House of Commons]' as people could both authorise and de-
authorise them ad libitum.1216 Such features distinguished deputies, attornies, 
and agents from representatives. Once elected, members of the House of Com-
mons served a pre-determined term in parliament and could be de-authorised 
through elective means and elective means alone. Though elected to represent 
one of the 314 constituencies, representatives served the common good once in 
parliament. 

Critics often used references to the United Provinces to emphasise the pro-
digious nature of the British form government. The True Lover of the People, for 
instance, criticised uses of deputies, as demonstrated above, as it referred to the 
United Provinces, differing from Britain in its democratic form of government, 

                                                 
1214 A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/2 - 3 (N9879). The Daily Courant also criti-

cised the use of 'comissioners' in 1735. BC/DC 20 January 1735. For refutations of 
such claims, see, for instance, GM February 1741/CS 7 February 1741 (no. 209). 

1215 A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/3 (N9879); A Second Letter to a Member of 
Parliament 1741/14 - 18 (N21193). The Second Letter responded to a number of arti-
cles in the Common Sense, an opposition paper that had criticised the content of the 
First Letter. On 3 and 10 January, 1741 the Common Sense asserted that 'in shewing 
the difference betwixt Dutch deputies and English representatives, there are two mis-
representations: the Dutch deputies are not, and the English members certainly are 
creatures of the people in virtue of the constitution'. GM January 1741/CS 3 & 10 Jan-
uary 1741, see also GM February 1741/CS 7 February 1741 (no. 209). 

1216 A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/3 - 4 (N9879). Despite providing rather 
vague definitions, eighteenth-century dictionarists tended to agree with the pam-
phleteer's claims. Nathaniel Bailey, for instance, defined attorney (or atturney) as 'a 
person, as by consent, command, or request, takes care of another man's business in 
his absence, especially such as are employ[e]d for the management of law'. Agent was 
also defined as one acting as a substitute (of some sort). John Kersey, whose influence 
on the near-identical definition by Bailey is more than evident, defined an agent as 'a 
doer, a factor or dealer for another; a resident that manages the affairs of a prince or 
common-wealth in a foreign country'. Johnson also provided a rather similar defini-
tion; agent being 'a substitute; a deputy; a factor' or something 'that which has the 
power of operating'. Though often emphasising the rather specific nature of such ti-
tles, most commonly associated with the legal profession and diplomatic posts, the 
differences in regard to the concept of representative remain far less conspicuous than 
in the pamphlet in question. Bailey - and to a great extent, Kersey - defined a repre-
sentative as 'one who represents the person of another'. Johnson, on the other hand, 
insisted that a representative could be defined as 'one exercising the vicarious power 
given by another'. Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735; Johnson 1768. But despite the rather sim-
ilar definitions, it is more than likely that the pamphleteer's contemporaries recog-
nised the concepts' different connotations. References to members of parliament by 
the concept of attorney, or deputy, most certainly distinguished the said speech acts 
from more conventional references to parliamentary representation. 



244 
 

or 'popular government'1217. Great Britain, on the other hand, emphasised the im-
portance of balancing the different forms of government1218, as is demonstrated 
in Chapter 6.4. The States-General, the parliament of the United Provinces, was 
characterised as dependent on many subentities; rather than being sovereign, the 
parliament of the republic, residing in the Hague, had to observe the positive 
instructions from the provinces. In order to negotiate treaties, collect duties, raise 
troops, and legislate, the States-General needed 'the approbation of the states of 
each particular province'; requiring that actors in the provincial assemblies, too, 
managed to form a consensus. This meant the cities of the United Provinces, the 
'dernier resort of government', possessed 'a negative voice', enabling them to veto 
legislative measures in the States-General. Hence, instead of being representa-
tives in the British sense of the concept, the deputies in the States-General 'are [in 
fact] embassadors from seven independent' republics, the deputies in the prov-
inces being 'embassadors' of, de facto, sovereign cities.1219 

In order to legitimate their independence, those criticising petitions tended 
to emphasise representatives' acumen and prudence. Rather than being deputies, 
accountable to people out-of-doors, members of parliament defended the com-
mon good and the general interest of the nation. Due to their impartial character, 
members of parliament ought to determine the course of politics. The True Lover 
of the People, also the author of the A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament Con-
cerning the Present State of Affairs, emphasised that matters 'considered in one light 
[could] appear just and reasonable' but, once 'considered in other lights', could 
be 'found [to be] unfit, and impracticable'. In order to protect the nation, parlia-

                                                 
1217 Although a rather straightforward concept, it could be used in different manners in 

eighteenth-century Britain. It could function as a somewhat synonymous concept to 
democracy, but could also be used to describe the established tradition of parliamen-
tary representation. It became a steadily used concept in parliamentary debates by 
the 1740s. Ihalainen 2010, 73, 89 - 96, 101 - 102, 105 - 117, 149, 246 - 268, 328, 333, 454 - 
455. A Dutch version of the concept (volks-regeering) did not, according to Pasi 
Ihalainen, became common until the 1780s. In Sweden, on the other hand, it was 
commonly known either as folk-regering or folk-wälde. Ihalainen 2010, 12, 200, 223 - 
226, 237 - 238, 242. 

1218 A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/3 (N9879) and A Second Letter to a Mem-
ber of Parliament 1741/13 - 20 (N21193). The author of A Second Letter to a Member of 
Parliament asserted that 'though both we and the Dutch are free, yet our freedom is 
greater, and more extensive than their's, and this by reason of our constitution'. A 
Second Letter to a Member of Parliament 1741/19 (N21193). See also BC/DC 20 Janu-
ary 1735. 

1219 A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament 1741/14 - 18 (N21193). The London Jour-
nal similarly argued that in 'the United Netherlands' and Switzerland, 'every prov-
ince, city, or canton, making a distinct body, independent from any other, and exer-
cising sovereign power within itself, looks upon the rest as allies, to whom they are 
bound only by such acts as they themselves have made; and, when any new things, 
not comprehended in them, happent to arise, they oblige their delegates to given 
them an account of it, and retain the power of determining these matters to them-
selves.' GM December 1733/LJ 15 December 1733 (no. 755). See also GM July 
1733/DJ 7 July 1733. For refutations of such claims, see, for instance, The Right of 
British Subjects to Petition and Apply to Their Representatives Asserted and Vindi-
cated 1734/xxvii - xxix (T2968); GM January 1741/CS 3 & 10 January 1741; GM Feb-
ruary 1741/CS 7 February 1741 (no. 209); A Letter to a Member of This New Parlia-
ment 1742/8 (T63003). 
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ment, consisting of the 'fittest persons', considered matters from different per-
spectives, something that most critics considered petitioners of being incapable 
of.1220 Critics claimed that ministers defended 'the true interest of the people' in-
stead of consulting the popular sentiments1221 and that instructions, scrutinised 
in detail in Chapter 6.3, tended to suppress the 'consciences and judgment' of 
members of parliament, thus 'frustrat[ing representatives'] intentions of acting' 
for the common good1222. Even proponents of petitions tended to recognise the 
eminence of parliament. Lord Carteret, the leader of the opposition in the House 
of Lords, defending the petitions against the Convention of Pardo in 1739, pro-
claimed 'the legislature ... [are] the best judges' in securing the common rights of 
the nation1223. Such arguments emphasised the meritocratic features of the British 
constitution. First, critics implied that parliament consisted of actors of superior 
character. Second, the structure of parliament encouraged members of parlia-
ment to promote the common good. Rather than serving their constituents, rep-
resentatives served the nation. 

Members' of parliament acumen, the opponents of petitions claimed, ena-
bled them to enact strenuous but paramount measures. People out-of-doors, on 
the other hand, tended to oppose such measures. Parliamentarians could claim, 
as the prime minister during the debate on reviving the salt duty in 1732, that 
proposed duties tended to encounter opposition regardless of their specific 
terms. 'Journals of this House [of Commons]', he continued, contained numerous 
instances of petitions submitted against bills and duties of 'universal benefit to 
mankind'.1224 Charles Jenkinson, opposing the Wilkite petitions urging the King 
to dissolve the parliament in 1770, recognised that most legislative measures are 
'restraint[s] and inconvenience[s]' in regard to their immediate effects. 'The mul-
titude', the declared, 'never consider[s] remote advantages'. Dependence on 'the 
popular opinion' would render the House of Commons incapable of regulating 
'morals' and raising 'supplies for the support of government'1225. Hence, members 
of parliament ought to be 'superior to these false alarms', act as 'the real guardians 

                                                 
1220 A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament Concerning the Present State of Affairs 

1741/31 - 31 (N21193), see also The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/26 
- 32 (T63487). 

1221 A Letter to a Member of parliament 1740/35 (N9879), see also Cobbett 1733 - 1737 
(HoC) 435/John Willes (West Looe). For references to the 'collective wisdom of par-
liament', see Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 128 - 129/Robert Walpole (King's Lynn) and 
Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 133 - 134/Henry Pelham (Sussex). 

1222 A Hint upon Instructions from the Electors to their Representatives in Parliament 
1742/7 - 9 (T108445). 

1223 Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoL) 1045 - 1047/Lord Carteret. 
1224 Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 959 - 960/Robert Walpole (King's Lynn), see also The Rise 

and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/27 - 33 (T63487). 
1225 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 690 - 691/Mr Charles Jenkinson (Appleby), see also Cob-

bett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 132 - 134/Henry Pelham (Sussex); Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 
145 - 146/Charles James Fox (Midhurst); A Hint upon Instructions from the Electors 
to their Representatives in Parliament 1742/7 - 8 (T108445). 
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of the nation'1226, and defend the liberties of the people 'against the people them-
selves'1227. 

One of the most passionate speeches on the subject occurred in parliament 
during the debate on imprisoning Richard Oliver, the radical member of parlia-
ment for London1228. Charles James Fox, the lord of admiralty and one of the 
members for Midhurst in 17711229, used references to the independence of parlia-
ment to counteract the influence of radicals out-of-doors. Fox maintained that, 
according to the constitution, representatives are the sole 'revealers of the na-
tional mind' and 'the only judges of what ought to be the sentiments of the king-
dom'. Furthermore, Fox concluded that the eminence of members of parliament, 
'bound to promote [the] true interests [of the people] in preference to the dearest 
desires of [their] hearts, and the constitution', made them 'the sole arbiters' of 
people's interests. Rather than being the source of public enlightenment, popular 
influence could become a cause of precariousness in the spheres of politics; if 
attempting 'to invade the constitution', the people became 'the enemies of the na-
tion'. Hence, the pro-administration representative claimed that 'I stand up for 
the constitution, not for the people'; even if nine out of 10 resisted the administra-
tion, 'I shall at the same time insist, that [members of parliament] have higher 
obligations to justice, than to our constituents'1230. Although expressed in a rather 

                                                 
1226 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL) 816/Earl of Sandwich. 
1227 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 796 - 797/William De Grey (Newport/Cambridge Univer-

sity). 
1228 Oliver, a supporter of Wilkes and one of the founding members of the SSBR, serving 

both as an alderman and member of parliament for London, took part, alongside 
Wilkes and Brass Crosby, the lord mayor of London, in consciously defying parlia-
ment and its privileges in 1771. Oliver, under a plan devised by Wilkes, refused to 
obey the orders of parliament, participating in the process of releasing the printers 
that had published accounts on debates in the House. When asked to defend his con-
duct by the speaker of the House of Commons on 27 March, the defiant Oliver de-
clared that 'I know the punishment I am to receive is determined upon. I have noth-
ing to say ... I defy you'. He was committed to the Tower for the rest of the parlia-
mentary session. Thomas 1996, 125 - 139; HoP/Richard Oliver; Hoover 1953, 31; 
Dickinson 1977, 213 - 214. 

1229 During his early career in parliament, Fox was a steady supporter of the administra-
tion. However, after ceasing to attend the Treasury board and criticising Lord North, 
then the prime minister, in the House of Commons, Fox was dismissed from his post 
in the Treasury and soon became classed as an opponent of the administration. Fox's 
decision to abandon the ministry was influenced by his doubts regarding the admin-
istration's American policies; the death of his father (Henry Fox, then the Baron Hol-
land), a former member of parliament with close ties to the administration; and his 
personal dislike of Lord North. Influenced by other opposition members of parlia-
ment and the ideals of the American rebels, Fox would eventually become one of the 
most radical members of parliament. Johnson 1974; HoP/Charles James Fox. 

1230 He questioned people's abilities to understand 'the arcana of political rectitude' on 
subjects such as 'connections of kingdoms, the resources of national strength, [and] 
the abilities of ministers'. Hence, 'I pay no regard whatever to the voice of the people: 
it is our duty to do what is proper, without considering what may be agreeable: their 
business is to chuse us; it is our business to act constitutionally, and to maintain the 
independency of parliament: whether it is attacked by the people or by the Crown, is 
a matter of little consequence'. If, for instance, instructing 'us, their representatives, to 
introduce a democratical form of government', thus abolishing 'this mixed monarchy, 
which we celebrate as equally the pride and envy of the universe', 'should we act as 
good subjects to our King, or as faithful guardians to our country, if we complied 
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harsh manner, a habit that would continue to define his mode of oratory, the 
notions Fox voiced in the House during the debate on 25 March 1771 were by no 
means radical. A clear majority of the eighteenth-century members of parliament 
would have recognised the principles Fox formulated in his speeches: that par-
liament ought to be independent and that representatives ought to champion the 
interest of the nation instead of courting the sentiments of the people out-of-
doors. 

According to numerous opponents of petitions, dependence on the people 
out-of-doors could shatter the very design of parliament. Subordination to the 
people and petitions, the critics claimed, contradicted the essence of parliament, 
which combined the representation of the people, the deliberation of the prudent, 
and legislative effectiveness. If dependent on the people and petitions, opposi-
tion in parliament could use their 'myrmidons' out-of-doors, a reference to Achil-
les' soldiers, to force pro-administration representatives to support opposition 
schemes1231. The author of the Reflections upon a Pamphlet, defending the plans to 
transform the custom duties of tobacco and wine into excise duties in 1733, 
claimed that in complicated societies, each bill and act contradicted 'the private 
interest of some man'1232. If it abandoned the principle of greater good and, as a 
consequence, abstained from legislating, Britain would soon 'be reduced to the 
blessed state of a natural community'.1233 The author of the pamphlet described 
a conundrum that concerned, and still concerns, most legislative institutions. Alt-
hough, more or less, present in all societies, regardless of their specific form of 
government, the conundrum certainly was, and is, most influential in those in-
volving representative institutions. The eighteenth-century House of Commons 
might not have been as obsessed over the mantras of electoral accountability as 
most of the modern representative institutions, but early modern members of 
parliament also had actors and instances to keep pleased, as the electoral impact 
of the excise sceheme clearly exemplifies1234. Mercantile groups, whether organ-
ised on a geographic or by professional basis, could wield significant influence 
within cities and towns, as could those owning considerable portions of land 
within the boundaries of the constituency. 

                                                 
with so dangerous an advice?', Fox asked. Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 145 - 
150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst). 

1231 Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 - 150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst). John Willes, the 
attorney-general, defined such influence 'a most dangerous dependance', even 'more 
dangerous and of worse consequence than a dependance upon the Crown; for in a 
dependance on the Crown, I can see no longer as long as the interest of the Crown is 
made the same with that of the people, which every man must allow to be the case at 
present; whereas the people of any county, city, or borough are very liable to be mis-
led, and may often be induced to give instructions directly contrary to the interest of 
their country.' Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 434 - 435/John Willes (West Looe).  

1232 The pamphleteer stated that 'it is as impossible for the legislature to make a law 
agreeable to every man's opinion, as for a taylor to make a suit that shall fit every 
shape, or a cook to season a dish that shall please every palate'. 

1233 Reflections upon a Pamphlet 1733/4 - 5 (T134031), see also A Hint upon Instructions 
from the Electors to their Representatives in Parliament 1742/7 - 9 (T108445). 

1234 As noted in Chapter 5.3 (Enjoiners and Requirers). 
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Second, dependence on petitions would encourage people to submit even 
more petitions. Critics claimed that petitions could preclude parliament from be-
ing effective1235 and, if encouraged, function as a mechanism of conscious ob-
struction. The author of the A Seasonable Address to the People of London and Mid-
dlesex, a pro-administration pamphlet criticising the requests of the Wilkite peti-
tioners to dissolve the parliament, claimed that 'if parliament is to be dissolved 
at the request' of a modest number of counties and boroughs, there would be a 
good reason to presume a significant increase in 'such requests'1236. Although not 
a pressing problem during the studied period, later developments regarding pe-
titioning demonstrate that such arguments were not far-fetched. Due to the dras-
tic increase of petitions submitted to parliament1237, consuming vast amounts of 
parliamentary time and enabling radicals to influence the content of the debates 
in the House, members of parliament started to impose restrictions on petitioning 
in 1832 - 1842. Instead of being debated in the House, petitions were directed to 
a standing committee. The restrictions also prevented members of parliament 
from using the petitions to initiate debates on the petitioned subject.1238 A clear 
majority of the petitions studied in this thesis, too, arrived in clusters, as demon-
strated in Figure 2 (Incidence of Petitions and Published Copies, 1721 - 1776)1239. 
When combined with the fact that most petitions criticised the conduct of parlia-
ment, endeavouring to influence its proceedings, the concerns regarding the dan-
gers of unrestricted petitioning appear more than understandable. 

Critics' references to the independence of parliament and members of par-
liament epitomise one of their most important counter-arguments against peti-
tions or certain modes of petitioning. Based on established traditions and prece-
dents, most actors in the spheres of politics recognised the principle of represent-
atives' independence. Petitioners and proponents of petitions could, of course, 
challenge the precise implementation of that principle, and, at times, even the 
principle in itself, as demonstrated in Chapter 5 (Requests and Requirements: 
Petitioners' Perceptions on the Representative Relationship). Though most peti-
tioners and proponents of petitions recognised representatives' independence, 

                                                 
1235 Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 242/William Yonge (Honiton); Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 

249 - 251/Henry Pelham (Sussex); Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 1067/Henry Pelham 
(Sussex); Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 128 - 129/Robert Walpole (King's Lynn). 

1236 A Seasonable Address to the People of London and Middlesex 1770/27 (T122090). 
1237 Whereas it received 880 petitions in 1785 - 1790, parliament received 24,492 and 

70,369 petitions in 1827 - 1831 and 1837 - 1841, respectively. 
1238 Jupp 2006, 251 - 252; Leys 1955, 47 - 58; Fraser 1961, 207 - 211; Innes 2005, 117 - 118, 

121. Parliament also imposed restrictions on petitioning meetings in 1795 and 1819 to 
curb the influence of radicals. The act of 1819 prohibited meetings called to consider 
petitioning on 'any public grievance, or upon any matter or thing relating to any 
trade, manufacture, business or profession, or upon any matter in church or state' un-
less, in the words of Joanna Innes, 'summoned by the authorities specified in the pre-
vious act, or confined to inhabitants of a single parish or township, who must how-
ever notify local magistrates'. Innes 2005, 113 - 114; Fraser 1961, 202 - 204. 

1239 Of the 464 petitions studied in this thesis, 86 per cent (397 petitions) occurred during 
eight crises and controversies (1721, 1733, 1739 - 1741, 1753, 1756, 1763, 1769 - 1771, 
and 1775 - 1776), as observed in Chapter 1.4.1 (Petitions). Petitioners could also use 
references to other petitions to legitimise their use of petitions, as demonstrated in 
Chapter 2.4 (Rationalising Petitioning). 
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opponents tended to focus on actors, using critical concepts and discourses. Such 
counter-argumentation enabled critics to represent petitioners and their propo-
nents as radicals, endeavouring to destabilise the established order of politics and 
challenge the constitution. Regardless of their affiliations and interpretations, 
most of those involved in the spheres of politics recognised that representatives' 
independence constituted the core question of representation, defining the rela-
tionship of parliament and the people. However, whereas some petitioners and 
their proponents implied that represenatives ought to act as requested, rarely be-
ing systematic in challenging the free mandate, the critics of such petitions 
tended to provide a rather systematic and often adamant defence of representa-
tives' independence. 

6.3 Procedural Constraints on Petitioning 

In addition to the general references to the independence of parliament, critics of 
petitions used procedural arguments to protect the principle of independence. In 
such cases, certain precedents and principles gained more references than others: 
(1) limitations regarding money bills and (2) the right to instruct members of par-
liament. In the first case, opponents of petitions maintained that petitions could 
not be submitted on bills granting funds for the current service of the year. Most 
authors on procedural practices and precedents recognised the restrictions on 
petitioning in cases of money bills. John Hatsell, the author of the authoritative 
Precedents of Proceedings in the House of Commons (first published in 1781), claimed 
that 'this practice of refusing to receive petitions against bills imposing duties for 
the current service of the year, has ... become the established rule of the 
House'1240. In most cases, such authors used references to precedents from 1706 
and 1713 to legitimise the restrictions on such bills1241. Critics of petitions used 
similar characterisations to delegitimise petitions. John Conduitt, a pro-govern-
ment member of parliament1242, criticising a petition from Rhode Island and the 

                                                 
1240 Hatsell 1796 (3) 208, see also 149 - 151, 173 - 174, 200 - 215. Hatsell noted, however, 

that 'the House ought to be particularly cautious, not to be over rigid in extending 
this rule beyond what the practice of their ancestors, in former times, can justify them 
in.' Hatsell 1796 (3), 210 - 212. See also May 1844, 273, 325 - 326; May 1912 (1), 377 - 
379; Hallam 1846 (2), 436; Jupp 2006, 70; Langford 1975, 62 - 63. 

1241 According to Hatsell and May, the House of Commons resolved on 11 December 
1706, that 'this House will receive no petition, for any sum of money, relating to pub-
lic service*, but what is recommended from the Crown'. It was confirmed and de-
clared a standing order on 11 June 1713. Hatsell 1796 (1), 149 - 150, 173 - 174, 200 - 
201; May 1844, 325 - 326; May 1912  (1), 378. Both authors also mention a decision 
made on 29 March 1707, stating that 'this House will not proceed upon any petition, 
motion, or bill, for granting any money, or for releasing or compounding any sum of 
money owing to the Crown, but in a committee of the whole House.' According to 
May, the order was confirmed on 14 April 1707, 7 February 1708, and 29 November 
1710 'and is constantly observed in the proceedings of the House in matters of sup-
ply. May 1844, 273, 326; Hatsell 1796 (1), 150 - 151, 201. 

1242 The master of the Mint, representing Whitchurch from 1721 to 1735 and Southamp-
ton from 1735 to 1737. HoP/John Conduitt. 
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Providence Plantations1243, described the practice as 'a custom ever since the rev-
olution'1244. Such a restriction on petitioning granted opponents of petitions a 
strong and solid position in countering petitions in 1733 and 1763, most of them 
submitted against such bills. 

Most opposition parliamentarians recognised the precedents in principle 
but could, a times, challenge its implementation. Opposition representatives 
could, for instance, claim that the procedure applied to bills brought to raise sup-
plies 'for the current service of the year', and even in such cases, parliament had 
found it 'proper to admit parties to be heard against them ... [if] interested there-
in'. It could also be asserted that the precedents concered petitions on bills intro-
ducing additional duties instead of bills 'for altering the method of collecting' 
duties.1245 Others challenged the precedents used to delegitimate petitions on 
such bills. In such, cases actors claimed that preceding parliaments had received 
petitions on such bills1246. It ought to be remembered that although settled prec-
edents from the perspective of procedural manuals, published in 1781 and 1844, 

                                                 
1243 On 8 March 1733, the House of Commons debated a petition submitted by Richard 

Partridge, an actor acting on behalf of the colony of Rhode Island and Providence 
Plantations. The petition, introduced to the House of Commons by John Barnard, a 
mercantile-minded member of parliament representing London (Opposition Whig), 
opposed the Sugar Colony Bill. Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1261; HoP/John Barnard; 
Langford 1975, 62 - 63. 

1244 Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1264/John Conduitt (Whitchurch). William Yonge, mem-
ber of parliament for Honiton, described it as a 'constant usage of this House [of 
Commons]' not to receive petitions on such bills. Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1261 - 
1262/William Yonge (Honiton). See also Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1262/Thomas 
Winnington (Droitwich); Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 4-6; Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 
1061 - 1064; Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 1067/Henry Pelham (Sussex); Cobbett 1741 - 
1743 (HoC) 128/Robert Walpole (King's Lynn); An impartial enquiry into the late 
conduct of the city of London 1733/11 - 12 (T57527); GM April 1733/FB 12 April 1733 
(no. 177). For opposition representatives recognising the convention, see, for in-
stance, Cobbett 1739 - 1741 (HoC) 1446/William Pulteney (Middlesex). Initially re-
ferred to as the Standing Order 66. The list of standing orders was later re-organised 
and the rule is now known as Standing Order 48. The current list of Standing Orders 
of the House of Commons still includes a reference to the precedent of 1713. Rose-
veare 1973, 80. 

1245 Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 6 - 7, see also Cobbett 1739 - 1741 (HoC) 1446/William 
Pulteney (Middlesex); Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 1063 - 1064; Cobbett 1722 - 1733 
(HoC) 1263/John Barnard (London). For refutations of such claims, see, for instance, 
Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1264/John Conduitt (Whitchurch); An Impartial Enquiry 
into the Late Conduct of the City of London 1733/11 - 12 (T57527); GM April 
1733/FB 12 April 1733 (no. 177). 

1246 John Barnard, an eminent member of parliament for London, representing the city 
from 1722 to 1761, noted during the debate on the Sugar Colony Bill in 1733 that 
'since I have had the honour to sit in parliament I remember, that several petitions 
have been received against duties to be laid on'. He further argued that 'it may be the 
case, that this House has sometimes refused to receive petitions from some parts of 
Britain against duties to be laid on; but this can be no reason why the petition, I have 
now in my hand, should be rejected'. Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1262 - 1264/John 
Barnard (London); HoP/John Barnard. See also Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1264 - 
1265/William Pulteney (Hedon); Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1265/Samuel Sandys 
(Worcester); Cobbett 1733 - 1737 (HoC) 6 - 7; Cobbett 1733 - 1737 1061 - 1063; GM Jan-
uary 1766/The Crisis; GM December 1739/Cr 22 December 1739 (no. 702). For 
Hatsell's remarks on the opposition interpretations of the practice, summarised in 
parliament by Samuel Sandys on 10 April 1733, see Hatsell 1796 (1), 207 - 210. 
Thomas Winnington, a pro-government member of parliament, admitted that 'there 
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most debates on the issue occurred during the 1730s. The rulings that the authors 
of the manuals used to restrict petitioning occurred in 1706 and 1713 - established 
precedents in 1781 but less so in 1733. But although at times critical of the inter-
pretation of the precedents, most opposition actors recognised the need to restrict 
petitioning on money bills. 

Most assertions concerning the restrictions on petitions on money bills con-
sisted of references to precedents and other conventions. However, critics could 
also emphasise the rationales behind these restrictions. Most of such critics em-
phasised the House of Commons' right to raise and grant supplies. Free Briton, a 
pro-administration paper1247, for instance, used the argument in an article pub-
lished during the excise crisis in 1733. The paper accused the common council of 
London, one of the opposition strongholds1248, of distributing copies of the to-
bacco bill in order to encourage rioting and petitioning. This, the editor of the 
paper claimed, undermined the 'most important, and most sacred' privilege of 
the House of Commons.1249 Others argued that receiving petitions on such bills 
could incapacitate the House of Commons. Critics could declare, as in the case of 
the petition from Rhode Island and the Providence Plantations in 1733, that rec-
ognising petitions on money bills could encourage actors to submit 'multitudes 
of them' against the bills. Opposition, the critics claimed, could use such tactics 
to prevent the House from using its most important privilege, thus undermining 

                                                 
may be some instances to the contrary, but I am sure they are very rare, and never 
happened but upon some very extraordinary occasion'. Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 
1262/Thomas Winnington (Droitwich). Henry Pelham, a staunch defender of the 
government, similarly noted that 'it is almost a general rule, not so much as to receive 
petitions against such [money] bills'. Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 1067/Henry Pelham 
(Sussex). 

1247 Edited by William Arnall under the pseudonym of Francis Walsingham. As one of 
the journalists closest to Walpole, Arnall was paid a pension of 400 pounds per an-
num, receiving almost 11,000 pounds in total during his career as a pro-administra-
tion author. Arnall died shortly after the merger of Free Briton, London Journal, and 
Daily Courant in 1735. Downie 1984, 179 - 180; Harris 1984, 197 - 202; Langford 1992, 
47; Gunn 1983, 108 - 109; Harris 1996, 16 - 17; Black 2001, 36 - 37. 

1248 Robert Walpole, in particular, would feel the wrath of London during his tenure as 
prime minister, and vice versa. In 1725, Walpole attempted to restrict the influence of 
'popular Toryism', to quote the characterisation of Jeremy Black, by the City Elections 
Act. The act provided the court of aldermen, which the administration controlled un-
til 1737, a veto over the decisions of the court of common council. Although an im-
portant part of the national opposition in general, the influence of London was espe-
cially notable during the excise crisis in 1733. Paul Langford, for instance, has argued 
that the 'heartfelt reaction' against excises in the provincial boroughs was, to a large 
extent, inspired by the opposition in London. He maintains that the 'reaction would 
not have been possible without skilled and vigorous leadership, such as came from 
the city of London, the home of the great plutocratic merchant houses as well as one 
of the strongest centres of opposition to government'. Besides being influenced by the 
leadership and practical management of London, the vibrant press in the city also 
had an impact on organising opposition in the provinces. Black 1984a, 35, 39; Dickin-
son 1984, 51, 58 - 60; Langford 1975, 54 - 55, 58, 78 - 79, 88, 92 - 93; Wilson 1998, 250; 
Woodland 1992, 61 - 62, 78; Cruickshanks 1984, 39 - 40; Horwitz 1987, 187 - 193; Dick-
inson 1994, 107 - 108, 205 - 212, 215 - 216; Royle & Walvin 1982, 16 - 17; Borsay 1990a, 
24 - 25; Price 1983, 295 - 297; Rogers 1989, 51 - 56. 

1249 GM April 1733/FB 12 April 1733 (no. 177). For refutations of such claims, see, for in-
stance, GM April 1733/GSJ 19 April 1733 (no. 173). 
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the constitution and the established order of politics.1250 In both cases, the oppo-
nents of petitions emphasised the role of the House of Commons in regulating 
duties and supplies. In order to protect the interest of the people, the House 
ought to be free to use its privileges. 

Instructions constitute the second case that critics used to emphasise the in-
dependence of members of parliament. Though often criticising petitions in prac-
tice, most critics recognised the right to petition in principle1251. Critics recog-
nised the 'right of petitioning the parliament' and 'the King for redress of griev-
ances'1252; often describing it as a legitimate and even desirable practice1253. But 
such petitions ought to meet a certain set of standards. First, petitioners ought to 
be humble1254 and use the right sort of verbs (such as implore and desire)1255. Sec-
ond, petitions could be used to inform the petitioned. Friend of the English Con-
stitution, a pseudonym attributed to both Matthew Concanen and Horace Wal-
pole, a subsidised pro-administration pamphleteer of Irish origin and the brother 
of the prime minister, representing Great Yarmouth1256, respectively, noted that 
members of parliament ought 'to hear all that can be offered upon' subjects de-
bated, and 'representatives of trading corporations in particular' ought to gather 
information on the 'advantages [and] disadvantages apprehended to arise from .. 
bill[s] depending in parliament' from their constituents1257. Actors out-of-doors 
could use courteous petitions to inform parliament both of the effects of proposed 
legislation and constituents' sentiments, but parliament retained the right to re-
ject petitions it deemed incongruous. 

                                                 
1250 Cobbett 1722 - 1733 (HoC) 1262/Thomas Winnington (Droitwich), see also Cobbett 

1733 - 1737 (HoC) 5 - 6. 
1251 See, for instance, Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoL) 1044/Earl of Ilay; Cobbett 1765 - 1771 

(HoC) 884/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis); GM February 
1733/LJ 17 February 1733 (no. 712); GM May 1733/L J 26 May 1733 (no. 726); Cobbett 
1753 - 1765 (HoC) 144 - 145/Henry Pelham (Bramber); Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 
1067/Henry Pelham (Sussex); A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament Concern-
ing the Present State of Affairs 1741/28 - 33 (N21193); BC/DC 20 January 1735; 
BC/PA 20 November 1770; GM 1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759); Reflections on the 
Present Conduct of the Populace 1733/25 (T102099); Considerations on the Present 
Dangerous Crisis 1763/21 - 22 (T53010); A Vindication of the Petition of the Livery of 
the City of London 1769/3 (T11223). 

1252 GM January 1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759) and BC/PA 20 November 1770. 
1253 Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoC) 1067/Henry Pelham (Sussex). 
1254 Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoL) 1044/Earl of Ilay; BC/LJ 26 May 1733; BC/WM 6 January 

1733; BC/LJ 8 April 1721; BC/BJ 6 October 1722. Thomas Erskine May noted that 'the 
language of a petition should be respectful and temperate, and free from offensive 
imputations upon the character or conduct of parliament, or the courts of justice, or 
other tribunal, or constituted authority'. May 1844, 304. 

1255 Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoL) 1044/Earl of Ilay; BC/LJ 8 April 1721; GM January 
1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759). Most petitioners, indeed, used such verbs, as 
demonstrated in Figure 8 (Verbs in Petitions to the Throne, 1721 - 1776). 

1256 Downie 1984, 177, 179; Targett 1994, 290 - 291; Korshin 1974, 462; HoP/Horatio Wal-
pole. 

1257 The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/26 - 27 (T63487), see also A Sec-
ond Letter to a Member of Parliament Concerning the Present State of Affairs 
1741/32 - 33 (N21193); Cobbett 1737 - 1739 (HoL) 1044/Earl of Ilay; GM May 1733/LJ 
26 May 1733; BC/DC 20 January 1735. 
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Most criticism focused on the petitions failing to meet the principles de-
scribed above. Such criticism tended to focus on petitions referred to as instruc-
tions. Some of the criticism stemmed from the concept itself; instructions could 
be used and interpreted in different manners. Instructions could be used as a 
mean to communicate, to inform members of parliament of constituents' senti-
ments on subjects discussed both in parliament and out-of-doors, and to submit 
recommendations to them1258. In such cases, critics tended to recognise the use of 
instructions as legitimate. The authors of two pro-administration pamphlets in 
1742 recognised constituents' right to submit instructions to members of parlia-
ment, but noted that the practice had usually been used in times of 'great emer-
gency'. 'It has not been usual to exercise that right', the author of the Seasonable 
Expostulations with the Worthy Citizens of London claimed, 'but in times when the 
publick interest has been manifestly neglected, or our liberties and properties at 
least secretly, if not openly invaded'.1259 The author of the Daily Courant, a pro-
administration paper also recognised the right to submit instructions in cases of 
'private concerns, interests, and affairs', but dismissed their use in cases relating 
to the public interest1260. Critics tended to recognise the right to submit courteous 
petitions to members of parliament but castigated the more imperative forms of 
instructing. 

The ambiguous character of instruction-related concepts is also evident in 
the eighteenth-century dictionaries. Dictionarists defined to instruct as 'to bring 
up' and instruction/instructions as 'directions in a business of concernment' and 
'directions in an affair of moment'1261. Such definitions associated instructions 
with bringing up problems and informing members of parliament of constitu-
ents' concerns. However, the dictionaries also contained definitions that can be 

                                                 
1258 Instructions, in the analytical sense of the concept, were petitions submitted to mem-

bers of parliament (in contrast to petitions submitted to institutions such as the 
House of Commons), as noted in Chapter 2.1 (Introduction to Petitions). However, 
for petitioners and their contemporaries, instructions could also refer to imperative 
petitions in general. In order to maintain the authenticity of their argumentation, I 
have chosen not to change the citations with regard to their uses of the concept in 
this sub-chapter. Hence, most references to instructions in this sub-chapter refer to 
imperative petitions in general rather than to petitions submitted to members of par-
liament as such. 

1259 Seasonable Expostulations with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/5, 31 (T1105) 
and A Hint Upon Instructions from the Electors to their Representatives in Parlia-
ment 1742/22 - 23 (T108445). 'In such extremities, when their representatives are 
tamely suffering their constitutional rights to be invaded, and trampled upon', the 
author of the A Hint Upon Instructions from the Electors to their Representatives in Parlia-
ment argued, 'every individual elector has no doubt a just and lawful right to stand 
up in his own defence, and to join in instructions to those who represent them in par-
liament, in order to defeat such impending dangers and destruction'. A Hint upon 
Instructions from the Electors to their Representatives in Parliament 1742/23 
(T108445). See also GM November 1742/DG 23 November 1742 (no. 2309); GM Feb-
ruary 1733/LJ 17 February 1733 (no. 712). 

1260 BC/DC 20 January 1735, see also GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733. Daily Courant dif-
fered 'orders' and 'instructions', implicating that instructions could also be non-au-
thoritative. BC/DC 20 January 1735. 

1261 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735. 
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interpreted as authorative. Instruct could mean 'to teach' or 'to train'1262, some-
thing constituents should avoid in cases regarding parliament and members of 
parliament, and instruction/instructions for 'order', 'precept', 'mandate', and 'au-
thoritative information'1263 - definite breaches of the established doctrine of the 
British form of representation. The contrast becomes even more pronounced if 
compared to entries on petition-related concepts. Samuel Johnson defined to pe-
tition as 'to solicite' and 'to supplicate'1264, both characterisations that distin-
guished these concepts from the instructions critics described as authorative, and 
petition as 'a request or supplication by an inferior to a superior'1265. Concepts 
derived from the French instruire and Latin instructum could, of course, refer to 
subjects other than authoritative petitions and petitions addressed to members 
of parliament. Instructing could, indeed, be used to refer to a multitude of sub-
jects, ranging from education to different sorts of manuals. But the entries in dic-
tionaries also epitomise the problematic nature of the instruction-related cluster 
of concepts. It is more than understandable that the opponents of such petitions 
could interpret them as authorative petitions (of some sort). 

Instead of being pleading and polite, as petitions ought to be, the authors of 
instructions were criticised for the use of imperative concepts and discourses. 
Such instructions were described as 'positive commands'1266, 'threatning let-
ters'1267, 'insolent instructions'1268, 'popular dictates'1269, 'authoritative orders'1270, 
and 'authoritative'1271, 'absolute1272, and 'decisive injunctions'1273. Opponents also 
criticised instructions for being 'far distant from the stile of submission and re-
quest' and 'instead of persuading, [the authors of instructions] attempt to intimi-
date us, and menace us'. In order to protect the House of Commons, Henry Pel-
ham claimed in 17411274, members of parliament ought to reject such petitions 
and thus discourage future petitioners 'from speaking in the stile of governors 
and dictators'.1275 Though entitled to submit petitions and, in certain cases, in-

                                                 
1262 Kersey 1708; Bailey 1735; Johnson 1768. 
1263 Bailey 1735; Johnson 1768. 
1264 Johnson 1768. 
1265 Bailey 1735; Kersey 1708. 
1266 The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/26 - 28 (T63487). For 'authorita-

tive commands', see GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). 
1267 GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726), see also GM January 1734/LJ 5 January 1734 

(no. 759) and A Hint upon Instructions from the Electors to their Representatives in 
Parliament 1742/23 (T108445). 

1268 GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). 
1269 BC/CT 23 April 1757, see also GM January 1741/DG 16 January 1741; Seasonable Ex-

postulations with the Worthy Citizens of London 1742/31 (T1105); An Impartial An-
swer to the Doctrine Delivered in a Letter 1770/2 - 3 (N007621). 

1270 GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). 
1271 The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/29, 33 (T63487). 
1272 The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/33 (T63487). 
1273 The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/26 - 27 (T63487). 
1274 During the debate on the Seamens' Bill. The paymaster-general and future prime 

minister (1743 - 1754) also claimed that 'if such petitions as these, sir, are admitted; if 
the legislature shall submit to receive laws, and subjects resume at pleasure the 
power with which the government is vested, what is this House but a Convention of 
empty phantoms, whose determinations are nothing more than a mockery of state?' 

1275 Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 121 -122/Henry Pelham (Sussex). 
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structions, as earlier noted, petitioners could not impose orders on their repre-
sentatives. Once elected, members of parliament could be could be 'under no-
subjection to ... orders or instructions of their respective electors, in things relat-
ing to the general good' and interest of the nation1276. Con-Test, a pro-Pitt pa-
per1277, recognised the 'undoubted right' to petition and criticise the administra-
tion, but maintained that actors out-of-doors could not 'anticipate the duty of our 
representatives, by popular dictates concerning present and future measures'1278. 
Although most petitioners preferred subtler methods of influencing members of 
parliament, some petitioners, indeed, used imperative formulations, as demon-
strated in Chapters 5.3 (Enjoiners and Requirers) and 5.4 (Petitioners' Indirect 
Means of Influence). 

Critics could also claim that petitions contained formulations that implied 
that the petitioned ought to observe their requests. Britannicus, perhaps the alter 
ego of John Hildrop, a county cleric1279, criticised a Dissenter petition, endeav-
ouring to overturn the Test Acts in 1733, of the use of implicit orders. He claimed 
that the Dissenters used their petitions to request 'strict justice' instead of 'fa-
vour[s]' from parliament. The supporters of the Dissenters' cause, the author in-
sisted, '[are] against applying to any ministers to desire relief, because no one 
ought to ask, or receive a piece of justice as a favour'1280. Thus, 'their application 
should not be drawn up in the form of a petition, but of an absolute claim or 
demand, since they apply for something which the parliament is not at liberty to 
refuse them'.1281 London Journal used similar arguments to criticise a petition from 
St Albans in 17341282. The paper also criticised an opposition pamphlet for assert-
ing that the petition contained no references to concepts such 'command, or in-
junction, or any word synonimous, or equivalent to it'1283. Although lacking ref-
erences to such concepts, the petition contained the phrase 'we expect'. 'Expect-
ing', the author claimed, 'is threatning with a penalty, and is the language of su-
periority and power; it is the voice of authority, which the people have no share 

                                                 
1276 BC/DC 20 January 1735. 
1277 The paper was founded to oppose the Test, a paper supporting Newcastle and his al-

lies. It was edited by Owen Ruffhead 'under the political guidance' of Sir Philip Fran-
cis. Con-Test, as well as its opponent, proved to be a rather short-lived paper, running 
from November 1756 to August 1757. Spector 2015, 20 -22, 36 - 38, 68 - 70; Hope 1865, 
87 - 88; Clark 2000a, 338. 

1278 BC/CT 23 April 1757, see also GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726) and Cobbett 
1753- 1765 (HoC) 144/Henry Pelham (Bramber). It did not mean constituents could 
not influence the composition of parliament. Despite being unable to command 
members of parliament, constituents could seek to change their representatives 
through elective means. GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). The Daily Gazet-
teer, however, criticised the threats to oust representatives that refused to observe 
electoral instructions. GM November 1742/DG 23 November 1742 (no. 2309). 

1279 Black 2008, 136. 
1280 Britannicus criticised the author of The Interests of the Protestant Dissenters Considered, 

published in 1732. The Interests of the Protestant Dissenters Considered 1732 
(T65659). 

1281 BC/WM 6 January 1733. 
1282 The petitioners from St Albans proclaimed that 'we expect from you, sir, a constant 

and steady pursuit of such measures, as will keep our constitution, as near as may 
be, in the same situation, under which it has long flourished'. St Albans 1733 (#035). 

1283 A Review of the Excise-Scheme 1733/42 - 43 (T60580). 
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of so long as the constitution subsists'.1284 The criticism by Britannicus and London 
Journal illustrate the importance of both implicit means in general and the choice 
of verbs in particular. Such coded signals were, indeed, especially important in 
the case of petitions, being, at least in the formal sense, a pronouncedly humble 
genre. Instead of explicitly declaring that representatives were bound to follow 
the instructions from their constituents, petitioners tended to favour more subtle 
forms of persuasion. Although such choices may seem of minor importance, even 
trivial, it is more than likely that the petitioned understood the implicit signals 
petitioners endeavoured to communicate to them. Choices of verbs, at least, 
were, indeed, intentional decisions, as demonstrated in Chapter 5 (Requests and 
Requirements: Petitioners' Perceptions on the Representative Relationship). 

In both cases, those opposing petitions claimed to criticise them to protect 
the independence of parliament. Restrictions on petitions on money bills were 
characterised as a necessity for protecting the privileges of the House of Com-
mons. If enabled, such petitions could undermine the most significant privilege 
of the House of Commons, thus rendering it incapable of protecting the true in-
terest of the nation. Instructions, if used in the imperative sense of the concept, 
could also challenge the independence of parliament. If permitted, such instruc-
tions would deprive representatives their right to delibate and act independently, 
reducing them into puppets of the people. Critics may have recognised the right 
to petition, but in a distinctively different manner than some of the authors and 
supporters of the more imperative petitions. Although often portrayed as proce-
dural matters, especially in the case of petitions on money bills, both of the cases 
concerned the very core of parliamentary sovereignty. The right to raise and 
grant supplies was central to its ability to influence the course of the nation, as 
struggles with James II had demonstrated. But whereas the issue regarding 
money bills originally derived from the conflicts between parliament and the 
Crown, the latter issue concerned the relation between parliament and the peo-
ple. Had instructions became binding, as the critics feared, it would have 
changed the very design of the British parliament; transforming parliamentary 
sovereignty to popular sovereignty; transforming a system based on parliamen-
tary sovereignty to one revolving around the principle of popular sovereignty. 

6.4 In Defence of the Constitution 

Besides criticising petitioners' character and conduct, blaming them for under-
mining the independence of parliament, and using procedural arguments to del-
egitimise petitioning, critics also accused petitioners and their supporters of chal-
lenging the constitution. In doing so, the critics utilised one of the most legitimate 
concepts in eighteenth-century Britain, recognised by actors from high church 
Tories to Wilkite radicals. The salience of the concept is evident in both petitions 

                                                 
1284 GM Januay 1734/LJ 5 January 1734 (no. 759). 
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and the debates on them. Petitioners used references to the constitution regard-
less of the content of their petitions, from the South Sea petitions to those oppos-
ing the naturalisation of Jews, as demonstrated in the earlier chapters. The anti-
Walpolean opposition and Wilkite petitioners in particular used references to the 
constitution to undermine the legitimacy of the administration and to elevate 
themselves. Their critics, on the other hand, tended to interpret the uncodified 
constitution in a diametrically opposite manner, claiming that petitioners, and 
the radicals supporting them, endeavoured to overturn it. The constitution re-
mained a highly ambiguous concept throughout the eighteenth century1285. Its 
meaning could be specified by attaching attributes to the concept1286, but in most 
cases, it remained a generic reference to the established order of politics, espe-
cially to the post-Revolution settlement. In that sense, it signified the ideals, in-
stitutions, and practices that should not be changed. 

Critics often focused on criticising the adverse impact the petitions had on 
the constitution. In such cases, the critics either claimed that the petitions endan-
gered the constitution or were being used to overturn it on purpose. True Lover 
of the People, a pro-administration pamphleteer, criticised 'this anti-constitu-
tional practice of instructing' in 1740, arguing that such 'artifices [are] of a dan-
gerous nature' and might 'prove destructive of our constitution'1287. The pro-ad-
ministration author further emphasised the dangers of instructions in his second 
pamphlet (A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament). He claimed that the actors 
that 'espouse it at present do it from a presumption that ... [instructions] serve 
their turn for the present'. 'Perhaps it might do so', the pamphleteer noted, but it 
also set 'a bad precedent, and open a road to the greatest mischiefs hereafter'.1288 
The majorities in the House of Commons and the House of Lords used similar 
arguments to assert their concerns on petitions' impact on the constitution in their 
address, submitted to the Throne on 22 March 1770. Parliament recognised the 
'undoubted right' to submit petitions but also emphasised their concerns about 

                                                 
1285 Partly due to its uncodified character but mostly because of the lack of elaboration 

from those referring to it. For further elaboration on the subject, see, for intsance, 
footnote 1036. 

1286 Such as mixed, balanced, and ancient. However, even in such cases, its meaning tended 
to remain rather ambiguous; the precise character of that balance, for instance, vary-
ing from case to case, as demonstrated later in the sub-chapter. 

1287 A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/6 (N9879). See also A Second Letter to a 
Member of Parliament 1741/18 - 20, 29 (N21193); The Rise and Fall of the Late Pro-
jected Excise 1733/27 (T63487); An Eighth Letter to the People of England 1770/99 
(T82445); A Letter to the Common Council of the City of London 1764/36 - 38 
(T38231); Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/41 (T53010); Cobbett 
1765 - 1771 (HoC) 796 - 797/William De Grey (Newport/Cambridge University); 
Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 121 - 122/Henry Pelham (Bramber); Cobbett 1765 - 1771 
(HoC) 703 - 705/Jeremiah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis); BC/DC 20 Janu-
ary 1735; GM April 1733/FB 12 April 1733 (no. 177); Charles James Fox argued in 
1771 that 'if the people attempt to invade the constitution, they are enemies of the na-
tion'. Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 - 150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst). 

1288 A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament 1741/33 - 34 (N21193). The pro-admin-
istration pamphleteer also asserted that in future ministers 'as ambitious and as great 
enemies to the people as some that have lived in times past' could manipulate the 
people to use binding instructions to 'screen themselves from the representatives of 
the people, behind the people themselves'. A Second Letter to a Member of Parlia-
ment 1741/34 - 35 (N21193). 
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the London petition1289 requesting the King to dissolve the parliament. Instead of 
using their privilege to defend the established order, the London petitioners used 
their address to the Throne 'to the purpose of overturning the constitution'. Be-
sides criticising petitioners' endeavours, parliament commended the King for his 
support for 'the principles of the constitution' in refusing to use his prerogative 
to dissolve the parliament.1290 The constitution, of course, formed one of the most 
legitimate references in British politics1291. Proponents of petitions used similar 
references to legitimise the popular participation in politics, claiming that peti-
tions were submitted to defend the constitution. 

Some of the criticism focused on the unintended consequences of petitions. 
Rather than attempting to trample the constitution, petitioners' disregard of set-
tled procedures and interpretations was said to undermine the established order 
of politics. However, petitions' anti-constitutional implications could also be in-
tentional. True Lover of the People claimed that at least some of those 'promoting 
a place-bill' used it as a 'pretence', 'aim[ing] at altering, if not subverting the con-
stitution'1292. In his second tract, the pro-administration pamphleteer claimed 
that the 'set of men' promoting instructions endeavoured 'to sap several funda-
mental parts of our constitution'1293. The author of An Address to Junius, endeav-
ouring to undermine the claims published in the Public Advertiser on 19 December 
1769, used similar claims to delegitimise petitions, petitioners, and the supporters 
of petitions. Instead of being a champion of the people, Junius became described 
as a 'parricide'1294 and 'modern Barabbas'1295, focusing on overturning the consti-

                                                 
1289 London 1770 (#322). 
1290 Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoL)/900 - 902, see also Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC)/885 Jere-

miah Dyson (Weymouth and Melcombe Regis). 
1291 As noted in Chapter 4.1 (Petitions and the Collective Interest). Although unwritten, 

or at least uncodified, the constitution formed an influential and compelling point of 
reference. The constitution could be characterised as the aegis of 'our lives, our liber-
ties, and properties'. Defending the constitution against its many and diverse ene-
mies was portrayed as the obligation of every 'Englishman'. A Letter to a Member of 
Parliament 1740/6 (N9879); BC/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). As an uncodified entity, it 
remained ambiguous, enabling different groups and individuals in the spheres of 
politics to interpret it in a manner that suited them. For the opposition, it could be a 
sacred charter, providing them rights and privileges that the administration at-
tempted to undermine. However, for the representatives and pamphleteers criticis-
ing petitions and extra-pariamentary pressure, it often signified parliamentary sover-
eignty. Instead of defending the constitution, as the petitioners often claimed, they 
undermined it, threatening the balance of power and undermining the true will of 
the people, represented by the parliament. 

1292 A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/7 (N9879). 
1293 A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament 1741/33 (N21193). 
1294 An Address to Junius 1770/4, 34 (T11110). 
1295 An Address to Junius 1770/5 - 6 (T11110). The infamous prisoner, guilty of both sedi-

tion and murder according to the Gospel of Luke, the 'chief priests and the elders' per-
suaded 'the multitude' to release in lieu of Jesus. KJV/Luke 23:11; KJV/John 18:40; 
KJV/Mark 15:10, 15:15; KJV/Matthew 27:16, 27:17, 27:20, 27:21, 27:27. Besides criticis-
ing the character of Junius, whom the pamphleteer claimed to be Wilkes, by comparing 
him to a notorious and well-recognised murderer and fomenter, chosen to be saved be-
cause of not being Jesus, the allegory also enabled the author of An Address to Junius to 
emphasise the dangers of ochlocracy. If the multitude had sacrificed the son of God in 
favour of such a man, why would it be capable of governing Britain? 
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tution. The author of the pro-administration pamphlet accused Junius of encour-
aging petitioners requesting 'the King to dissolve the parliament', thus promoting 
the 'annihilat[ion]' of the privileges of the House of Commons, the protector of 
'our liberties'1296. Such petitions, the critics claimed, illustrated the dangers of 
popular participation. Instead of representing the sense of the people, petitions 
tended to epitomise the influence of the cunning and the ambitious. Such dis-
courses and conceptualisations resemble the counter-ideals petitioners used to 
defend their use of petitions, discussed in Chapter 4.2 (Counter-Ideals of Repre-
sentation and Participation). 

In addition to accusing petitioners and their supporters of undermining the 
constitution in general, critics could also use more specific accusations to delegit-
imise them. In such cases, they tended to focus on the balanced emphasis of the 
constitution and the established order of politics. Usually defined as the combi-
nation of monarchy (the Crown), aristocracy (the House of Lords), and democ-
racy (the House of Commons), the idea of a balanced constitution was to moder-
ate the dangers related to the absolute forms of the three forms of government. 
By imposing checks and balances, the elements from each of the three forms of 
government could prevent the others from becoming dominant and thus endan-
gering the peace and stability in the country.1297 True Lover of the People, for 
instance, asserted that in Britain the 'supreme power is not in the King, in the 
lords, or in the people, but in the King and three estates assembled in parlia-
ment'1298. He further claimed that there is 'nothing more apparent' in the British 
form of politics 'than that the health of our government consists in the union of 
its several branches'. The balanced constitution also distinguished Britain from 
other nations. In the United Provinces, a republic emphasising the democratic 
elements of government, the people alone possessed the privileges and preroga-
tives that the three branches of government shared in Britain. Though the Dutch 
might be free, at least compared to the French, the British 'freedom is greater'1299. 

                                                 
1296 An Address to Junius 1770/18, 28 - 29 (T11110). James Pitt, the editor of the London 

Journal, on the other hand, criticised the political climate, claiming that it undermined 
'the foundation of the constitution' BC/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). 

1297 The balanced constitution is often referred to by the name of mixed government. This 
thesis, however, prefers the pronounced emphasis on balance. Though the exact na-
ture of the balance varied from case to case (and, indeed, from time to time), the con-
cept of balance better captures the crux of mixed governments. 

1298 In his first letter, the pamphleteer claimed that 'the executive power is sole in the 
King, and the legislative in Him, and his two Houses of Parliament' and that 'the rea-
son of calling a parliament is, because the King desires the advice of his Lords, and 
the concurrence of his people'. A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/4 (N9879). 
See also GM May 1733/LJ 5 May 1733 (no. 723); GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 
726); GM July 1733/LJ 30 June 1733 (no. 731); GM September 1733/DC 1 September 
1733; GM November 1742/DG 23 November 1742 (no. 2309). 

1299 'The foundation of limited monarchy [is]', according to the pamphleteer, 'firmer and 
broader than that of a democracy'. Hence there is 'less danger of it's being subverted; 
whence it follows, that larger bodies of people may be trusted with power of electing 
such as are to execute their share in the government under such a form of rule.' A 
Second Letter to a Member of Parliament 1741/19 (N21193). In his first pamphlet, 
True Lover of the People compared the British form of government to 'a three-fold 
cord', owing its strength to 'being twisted, and if we intend to break it, separating 
does the business'. A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/20 (N9879). Pasi 
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Thus the True Lover of the People represented the actors endeavouring to change 
the balance of government as 'traitor[s] to the constitution' and enemies of the 
nation.1300 Although one of the leading principles defining the political establish-
ment after the revolution of 1688, the idea of a balanced constitution became truly 
established, in a more or less consensual sense, after being recognised by Vis-
count Bolingbroke and the Tories during the early Hanoverian period1301. The 
anti-Walpolean opposition would, in fact, use similar arguments against the min-
istry, claiming that Walpole's use of corruption threatened the very existence of 
the balanced constitution.1302 Rather than being a dispute about whether the bal-
anced constitution was legitimate or not, it was, first and foremost, a dispute 
about whose interpretation would prevail. 

In order to emphasise the logic of their argumentation, critics compared 
popular ambitions to other forms of usurpation. Instead of being innocent and 
desirable, as some petitioners claimed, popular usurpation could constitute a 
constitutional threat as dangerous as ambitious Kings and aristocrats. Owen 
Ruffhead, the author of the pro-administration Considerations on the Present Dan-
gerous Crisis (1763), described the British constitution in terms of mechanics, 
claiming that the different parts of the political establishment 'are like different 
movements in one piece of mechanism'. 'Whether one or the other moves irregu-
larly', the author claimed, 'the machine is equally disordered'1303. The author of 
A Letter to the Common Council of the City of London, claiming that the London in-
structions undermined the balance of the constitution in 1764, argued that 'it is 
not material, gentlemen, whether the invasion comes from the King, the nobles, 

                                                 
Ihalainen has demonstrated that similar arguments and comparisons were also used 
more widely during the course of the eighteenth century. Ihalainen 2010, 114 - 115. 

1300 A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament 1741/18 - 20 (N21193); A Letter to a 
Member of Parliament 1740/20 (N9879). See also BC/DC 20 January 1735. Matthew 
Concane and Horatio Walpole, the authors of The Rise and Fall of the Late Projected Ex-
cise (1733), claimed that 'faction (as ancient Rome found to its cost)' could be as 'sub-
versive of a free constitution' as other absolute forms of government. The Rise and 
Fall of the Late Projected Excise 1733/35 (T63487), see also Considerations on the Pre-
sent Dangerous Crisis 1763/40 - 41 (T53010). 

1301 Prevailing over the ideas of divine right and indefeasible hereditary succession, as 
formulated by H.T. Dickinson. Dickinson 1977, 123 - 124. 

1302 Skinner 1994, 121 - 122, 125; Dickinson 1977, 123 - 124, 129, 138, 142 - 159, 165, 181 - 
182, 186 - 187, 274 - 277; Dickinson 1994, 170 - 171, 192, 198 - 201; Royle & Walvin 
1982, 14; Gunn 1983, 55 - 56; Langford 1992, 683 - 692. 

1303 He also noted that 'licentiousness in the people, is as surely subversive of the conti-
tution, as tyranny in the Crown'. Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 
1763/46 - 47 (T53010). He also noted that 'licentiousness in the people, is as surely 
subversive of the contitution, as tyranny in the Crown'. Considerations on the Pre-
sent Dangerous Crisis 1763/46 - 47 (T53010). Thomas De Grey, the attorney-general, 
similarly endeavoured to 'preserve the independence of our own body, as involving 
the liberty of our people, and defend it against the people themselves misguided and 
inflamed by faction and self-interest, with no less activity and perseverance than 
against the Crown or the Lords, and look up with affection and gratitude to the 
prince, who, knowing the value of our constitution, as well to himself as to his sub-
jects, has nobly rejected an opportunity which the late petitions gave him, of destroy-
ing the equilibrium of the constitution by increasing his own power, which a sover-
eign less virtuous and less wise would have embraced'. Cobbett 1765 - 1771 (HoC) 
796 - 797/William De Grey (Newport/Cambridge University). 
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or the people'. 'From whatever source it arises', he continued, 'it ultimately ter-
minates in the same point, and is equally fatal and injurious to freedom'.1304 True 
Lover of the People used similar arguments in 1740 and 1741 to delegitimise the use 
of petitions. The author argued that 'a counsellor who advises his prince to take 
such measures as may conduce to the rendering himself absolute, is an enemy to 
his country'. But 'neither is there any reason to doubt', the pamphleteer contin-
ued, 'that such as pretend to put the people upon claiming powers, to which they 
have no title by the constitution, are also enemies to their country'. In both cases 
'a tyranny would follow, the constitution would be subverted, and the people, 
notwithstanding all the fallacious promises made them, irretievably undone'.1305 
Such comparisons enabled critics to represent petitioners and their supporters as 
radicals, endeavouring to annihilate the constitution and the established order of 
politics. Rather than defending the political balance, protecting Britain against 
despotic usurpers, petitioners focused on increasing their impact on the course 
of politics. 

However, despite the claims that the dominance of any of the three 
branches of government constituted an equal threat to the constitution (and, in-
deed, the future of the nation), the critics of petitions focused on the dangers of 
popular usurpation. Most critics tended to emphasise three arguments regarding 
the dangerous consequences of such usurpation. First, critics could claim that 
popular usurpation undermined the founding principles of organised societies. 
Con-Test, a pro-administration paper, castigating the conduct of the opposition 
in 1757, admitted that actors out-of-doors possessed 'an undoubted right' to crit-
icise the administration. However, the paper also noted that such actors ought to 
abstain from using 'popular dictates [on] present and future measures'. Such use 
of petitions, the editor of the Con-Test claimed, encouraged 'anarchy', the disease 
that consumed the once-glorious Athens (in contrast to Lacedemon, or Sparta, 
protecting itself against attempts to introduce popular government).1306 The au-
thor of Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis (1763) used similar claims as 
the Con-Test. In the spirit of the Con-Test, the author of the pamphlet admitted 
that in certain cases, 'the regular method of opposition ... [is] ineffectual to avert 

                                                 
1304 'To avoid these two extremes [popular licence and arbitrary will]', the author of A 

Letter to the Common Council of the City of London argued in 1764, 'should be the princi-
pal object of attention in all mixed governments, and more especially in our own'. A 
Letter to the Common Council of the City of London 1764/36 - 38 (T38231); Cobbett 
1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 - 150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst). 

1305 A Second Letter to a Member of Parliament 1741/18 - 19 (N21193), see also A Letter 
to a Member of Parliament 1740/34 (N9879). 

1306 BC/CT 23 April 1757, see also BC/PA 20 November 1770 and BC/DC 20 January 
1735. A clear reference to the structural weaknesses of the Athenian democracy. Pasi 
Ihalainen has argued that 'in its pure form ... it [democracy] was considered obsolete; 
ever since the time of Aristotle, democracy had been viewed pejoratively as the form 
of government that entailed the greatest number of potential risks, because power 
would be given into the hands of the self-interested common people'. It was 'not only 
considered impractical but was also seen as leading to the despotism of the poor and 
uneducated, and ultimately to utter anarchy'. Ihalainen 2010, 6 - 7. 
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impending evils'1307, forcing the people out-of-doors to resort to unusual 'reme-
dies'. But the people ought to be cautious in using such means. If single corpora-
tions or a 'tumultuous populace' could 'determine the judgment of the legisla-
ture', enemies of the constitution could use petitions to produce 'civil discord and 
anarchy'. 'If turbulent and ambitious spirits ... are suffered to enflame the popu-
lace to acts of outrage and sedition', the polemicist argued, 'then the boasted con-
stitution ... must soon degenerate into an ochlocracy, and there is an end of gov-
ernment'.1308 Although serving as the principal source of legitimacy for the 
House of Commons, the people were, in themselves, deemed incapable of gov-
erning, as earlier demonstrated in Chapter 6.1 (Mobs, Multitudes, and the Scum 
of the Earth). In order to preserve the constitution and, indeed, an orderly form 
of government, decision-makers were encouraged to reject the claims of popular 
usurpers. 

Second, critics could represent the proponents of petitions as instigators of 
rebellion. Opponents could accuse such actors of using threats of 'bloodshed and 
rebellion' to intimidate parliament1309 and represent their declarations as 'little 
less than sallies of rebellion'1310. W.D., an author criticising Wilkes and his sup-
porters in 1769, castigated the 'furious efforts of the present leaders of opposi-
tion', accusing them of encouraging the people out-of-doors to request the King 
to dissolve the parliament. In order 'to force themselves into administration', the 
author claimed, the opposition leaders agitated 'the rabble to acts of violence little 
short of rebellion'1311. Some opponents of petitions used historical allegories to 
strengthen their arguments. The author of An Address to Junius criticised Junius, 

                                                 
1307 In the past, the pamphleteer claimed, 'Kings have supported ministers and measures, 

and parliaments have supported them too, to the open violation of national rights'. 
1308 The author further claimed that the petitioners had 'the least pretence for such irreg-

ular and tumultuous applications'. Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis 
1763/32 - 33, 40 - 41, 46 - 47 (T53010). See also BC/DC 20 January 1735. 'When uncon-
stitutional attacks are made on one hand', the author of A Letter to the Common Coun-
cil of the City of London argued in 1764, 'resentment may dictate, or necessity compel, 
the adpoption of illegal measures on the other: and whichever party prevails in the 
contest, tyranny is alike the lot of the public'. 'As popular usurpation infallibly begets 
anarchy', the pamphleteer continued, 'so anarchy unavoidably engenders despotism: 
and such is the natural tendency of every opposition; which, when not founded on 
public virtue, and regulated by that decorum which the laws prescribe, is the cause 
of its own destruction'. A Letter to the Common Council of the City of London 
1764/36 -38 (T38231), see also Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 - 150/Charles James Fox 
(Midhurst). W.D. and Rationalis, both of them polemicists criticising Wilkes and his 
supporters in the Public Advertiser, represented the actors encouraging people to pe-
tition the King to dissolve the parliament as 'lovers of anarchy and confusion' and 
proponents of 'outrage, anarchy, and confusion'. BC/PA 14 November 1769; BC/PA 
20 November 1770. 

1309 Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 121 - 122/Henry Pelham (Sussex), see also Cobbett 1741 - 
1743 (HoC) 122 - 123/William Yonge (Honiton). 

1310 Cobbett 1741 - 1743 (HoC) 121 - 122/Henry Pelham (Sussex), see also Cobbett 1741 - 
1743 (HoC) 122 - 123/William Yonge (Honiton); Cobbett 1771 - 1774 (HoC) 149 - 
150/Charles James Fox (Midhurst); An Eight Letter to the People of England 1770/97 
- 98 (T82445). 

1311 BC/PA 14 November 1769, see also  GM May 1733/LJ 5 May 1733 (no. 723); GM May 
1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). 
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whom he claimed to be John Wilkes, of 'nefarious attempt[s] to plunge his coun-
try into all the horrors of a civil war'1312. John Wesley compared the Wilkite re-
quests to the Throne to the dissolution of the Short Parliament, claiming that dis-
solving the parliament in 1770 could initiate a similar chain of events as the dis-
solution in 1640. Wesley claimed that the consequences of the Wilkite commo-
tions could be 'exactly the same as those of the like commotions in the last centu-
ry'. First, the pamphleteer claimed, 'the land will become a field of blood: many 
thousands of poor Englishmen will sheath their swords in each others bowels'. 
'Then', he continued, 'either a commonwealth will ensue, or else a second CROM-
WELL'1313. Besides underlining the dangers of popular usurpation and the rule 
of the rabble, references to the civil war and the English republic provided an 
authoritative and well-recognised analogy. Most readers of the pamphlets, as 
well as the audiences of parliamentary speeches, must have recognised the cau-
tionary tales of the civil war. A Letter to a Member of Parliament, portraying the 
tyranny of the people as the worst kind of all tyrannies, was published only 102 
years after the outbreak of the war and John Wesley's pamphlet, reminding its 
readers of the dangers of popular radicalism, but 110 years after the Restoration. 

Third, petitioners and their supporters were accused of promoting demo-
cratic principles. Most of such accusations were published in papers defending 
Walpole and his administration during the 1730s and 1740s. The London Jour-
nal1314, most notably, used such accusations during and after the excise crisis in 
1733 to delegitimise the Cratsman, the opposition paper defending petitioning. 
The London Journal claimed that the Craftman's notion that 'the late [excise] 
scheme was crushed by so high an authority as that of the people, and by the 
original power of the people in their collective body' was a 'notion absolutely 

                                                 
1312 The author further accused Junius of 'a rage unnatural as that of Nero's', 'rip[ping] up 

the bowels of [his] mother country'. An Address to Junius 1770/33 -34 (T11110). 
Owen Ruffhead, the author of the Considerations on the Present Dangerous Crisis, casti-
gated the 'daring and inflammatory' language of the opposition, claiming that even 
during the 'unhappy times of the civil wars, when the brave patriots of those days 
opposed the oppressions of government sword in hand, they yet used their pens 
with discretion; and paid some respect to their Sovereign, and to themselves, by ob-
serving a due decorum and dignity in their remonstances'. Considerations on the 
Present Dangerous Crisis 1763/38 (T53010). 

1313 'One must be', the pamphleteer concluded, 'but it cannot be determined which, King 
W[ilkes], or King Mob'. Free Thoughts on the Present State of Public Affairs 1770/34 
- 40 (T16540), see also An Eighth Letter to the People of England 1770/99 (79) 
(T82445). True Lover of the People, on the other hand, claimed that 'we have for-
merly had ambitious Kings; arrogant, oppressive, and rebellious Lords; and in the 
days of our immediate ancestors, restless, unruly, and distracted Commons'. 'All 
these, whenever they carried their point', he continued, 'became tyrants; but the 
worst of all tyrannies was the last'. A Letter to a Member of Parliament 1740/34 
(N9879). 

1314 Although initially critical of Walpole, the paper had changed its course during the 
early 1720s. Edited by James Pitt under the pseudonym of Mother Osborne, the Lon-
don Journal was one of the loudest proponents of Walpole and his administration. In 
1735, the pro-administration papers of London Journal, Free Briton, and Daily Courant 
were merged into the Daily Gazetteer. Black 2001, 33 - 34, 37; Langford 1992, 47; 
Downie 1984, 178 - 179; Harris 1984, 198 - 202; Langford 1975, 22 - 23; Harris 1996, 10, 
16; Goldie 2006, 75 - 77. 
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democratical'. Claiming that members of parliament were 'the attornies or crea-
tures of the people' was, according the pro-administration paper, 'the highest af-
front to that honourable House, and changes the very nature of government into 
a democracy or popular state'.1315 The Daily Gazetteer, the main pro-administra-
tion paper after 17351316, used similar arguments to criticise instructions in 1742. 
The paper claimed that the imperative instructions submitted against Walpole 
'totally change our constitution, by erecting a new power unknown to our ances-
tors'. 'According to this scheme', the author insisted, 'the people in their collective 
capacity, make a fourth estate'. If the people in their collective capacity were 
given a veto on supplies, 'our government, instead of being what it has been so 
long thought, monarchical, is in the truth become democratical'1317. By such ar-
guments, the critics portrayed the supporters of petitions not only as proponents 
of delegitimate ideals but also as dangerous radicals. If it was not protected from 
such actors and ideas, the consequences could ravage the country, as the Civil 
War and Cromwell had demonstrated. 

Accusations of promoting democratic principles were also used in parlia-
ment to discredit the opposition. Pasi Ihalainen has pointed out that, according 
to the surviving records, the concept of democracy (in the form of 'democratical') 
was first1318 used in the House by prime minister Walpole during the debate on 
repealing the Septennial Act in 17341319. Ihalainen suggests that Walpole's pejo-
rative use of the concept was, first and foremost, a response to Viscount Boling-
broke's Dissertation upon Parties, published in the Craftsman1320. Nonetheless, I ar-
gue that it was also strongly influenced by the London Journal, using the concept 
(both as a noun and adjective) in a distinctively similar manner during the after-
math of the excise crisis, as earlier demonstrated. In addition to the fact that Rob-
ert Walpole's uses of the concept in March 1734 closely resembled those in the 
London Journal in May 1733, there are also other reasons to believe that a connec-
tion existed between the two instances. Walpole regarded the press as an im-
portant tool in legitimising the endeavours of his administration. According to 

                                                 
1315 GM May 1733/LJ 5 May 1733 (no. 723); GM May 1733/LJ 26 May 1733 (no. 726). The 

Craftsman argued that 'that altho[ugh] our government is commonly called a monar-
chy, yet it partakes very much of democratical principles, and is therefore properly 
styled a limited, mixed monarchy, or a sort of regal commonwealth'. GM July 
1733/Cr 21 July 1733 (no. 368), see also GM August 1733/Cr 25 August 1733 (no. 
373). For the Daily Courant's criticism of the Craftman's notion, see GM September 
1733/DC 1 September 1733. 

1316 'Walpole's only organ of propaganda' after the merger of the three pro-administra-
tion papers, according to J.A. Downie. Michael Harris has noted the administration 
distributed 10,800 copies of the Daily Gazetteer through the Post Office on a weekly 
basis in 1741. Downie 1984, 177 - 178; Harris 1984, 199 - 202; Black 2001, 37. 

1317 GM November 1742/DG 23 November 1742 (no. 2309). 
1318 In the sense of not referring to either Athenian democracy or the mixed constitution 

(being a combination of monarchical, aristocratic, and democratic elements). 
Ihalainen has demonstrated that Walpole, indeed, 'recognized the existence of a dem-
ocratic element in the British constitution' but, at the same time, 'was highly critical of 
democracy, accusing the opposition of promoting it in a dangerous and extreme 
form'. Ihalainen 2010, 75. 

1319 Ihalainen 2010, 67, 73 - 78. 
1320 Walpole was, according to Ihalainen, also 'partly motivated by [his] personal experi-

ence of mob violence' during the excise riots in 1733. Ihalainen 2010, 73 - 74. 
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Michael Harris, he also 'developed quite close relationships with some of his po-
litical writers'1321. The London Journal was, as earlier noted, one of the main papers 
subsidised by the administration prior to 1735. When these factors are taken into 
account, it is more than probable that Walpole's use of the concept of democracy 
was, indeed, influenced by the London Journal's criticism on those supporting pe-
titioning during the excise crisis. 

Most references to the constitution remained rather ambiguous, but there 
are also indications of a shared set of assumptions in arguments accusing peti-
tioners and their supporters of undermining it. Whereas for petitioners and their 
supporters, the references to the constitution often signified the restoration of 
those ideals and practices the corrupt administration had suppressed, demand-
ing change in principle but in practice endeavouring to restore something lost, 
those criticising them tended to use the concept to resist change. For the oppo-
nents of petitions, the constitution represented, above all, stability. It signified a 
hard-fought balance, precluding both monarchical and popular usurpers from 
subjugating the nation. Cromwell and the Commonwealth had demonstrated the 
horrors of popular absolutism, and the reign of James II the dangers of absolute 
monarchy. The post-Revolution constitution, on the other hand, provided, ac-
cording to the critics, as perfect a balance as possible between the monarchistic, 
aristocratic, and democratic elements, preventing any one of them from assum-
ing a dominant and thus absolute role. In this sense, it represented tradition, but 
in a different manner than when used to promote the restoration of the ancient 
constitution. Instead of being something that prevented change as such, it was 
seen as a barrier against arbitrary attempts of all sorts, serving as a bulwark of 
stability and moderation. Who could possibly oppose such a protection if not 
motivated by malign intentions? 

                                                 
1321 Harris 1984, 197 - 198. 
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This thesis has demonstrated that rather than being a fact, or something that can 
be evaluated through an allegedly objective set of criteria, representation is a pro-
cess of negotiation. What representation means is thus difficult to determine 
comprehensively, its precise character differing from case to case. That the mean-
ings created through the use of language are negotiated (in one form or another) 
is, of course, rather evident from the constructivist perspective. Most construc-
tivist historians, it seems safe to state, recognise that concepts have neither con-
stant nor natural meanings. However, the negotiative character of representation 
is even more ingrained than in the case of language in general. In addition to 
being negotiated in the linguistic sense, representation is also negotiated through 
a variety of institutional means. The idea(s) of parliamentary representation in 
eighteenth-century Britain, the chief focus of this thesis, was strongly influenced 
by a number of institutional factors, ranging from regular elections and emerging 
parties to established constituencies and the burgeoning press. Such factors en-
couraged both representatives and represented to communicate and the reading 
publics to debate the nature of representation. 

In order to demonstrate how representation became negotiated in practice, I 
have studied 464 publicised petitions submitted to parliament, members of parlia-
ment, and the Throne in 1721 - 1776. In many respects, the genre of petitions pro-
vides an ideal corpus to understand the negotiative aspects of representation. 
When addressed to parliament, petitions were usually submitted to representa-
tives by those they represented. However, whereas petitions to the House of Com-
mons were submitted to members of parliament in general, instructions were used 
to address individual representatives, usually those representing the constituen-
cies from which the petitions were submitted. The studied addresses to the Throne, 
on the other hand, were often used to request the King to counter the influence of 
parliament, allegedly misrepresenting the true will of the people. Furthermore, the 
genre enables scholars to consider the negotiative aspects of representation from a 
distinctively practical perspective. In this respect, three specific factors stand out. 
First, petitions provided constituents, and others, an established method to com-
municate their sentiments to those representing them in parliament. Almost half 

7 REPRESENTATION AND RECIPROCATION 
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of the studied petitions were submitted to representatives who gained their seats 
from the electors of those constituencies from which the petitions were submitted. 
Second, actors used petitions to react to practical challenges. Instead of discussing 
grand theories, petitioners tended to focus on practical subjects, from naturalisa-
tion to economic regulation. Third, petitioners used rather practical means to con-
vince the petitioned. Instead of endeavouring to instigate a paradigmatic shift, 
most petitioners used ad hoc arguments, recognising the independence of the pe-
titioned while also arguing that they should act as requested. These factors, com-
bined with the scale of studied petitions, have made it possible to demonstrate how 
representation became negotiated in practice. 

 
--- 

 

In order to understand the negotiative aspects of representation, one needs to 
recognise the full variety of means used to mould the meaning of the concept. 
Although often understood as a rather explicit process, this thesis demonstrates 
the importance of implicit means in characterising representation in practice. In-
stead of relying on explicit references to popular sovereignty, or depending on 
the use of explicit commands to the petitioned, most petitioners favoured means 
of a more subtle character. Such means, of course, included significant levels of 
variation. Concepts and other discursive elements could, for instance, be used as 
coded signals, enabling petitioners to impose orders (of some sort) in a formally 
acceptable manner. Instead of declaring that the petitioned had a legal obligation 
to observe their requests, petitioners could suggest that the receivers, especially 
when representing the constituency from which the petition was submitted, 
should respect the sentiments of their constituents, or face the consequences. 
However, petitioners could also use implicit means to describe representation in 
general, thus endeavouring to influence the conduct of representatives in a more 
indirect manner. A request to support the constitution, for instance, could func-
tion as a mean to pressure the petitioned to abide by an interpretation of it held 
by the petitioners but it could also serve as a rather general description of the 
ideals associated with representation. Although usually innocuous, such notions 
tend to demonstrate what actors out-of-doors regarded as reasonable (and, in-
deed, possible) to expect from the petitioned. Despite their differences, both ex-
amples demonstrate the ways in which implicit means could be used to define 
representation in practice. Whereas most studies on representation have focused 
on explicit formulations, this thesis has also recognised the centrality of implicit 
means. 

Uses of representative claims, discussed in detail in Chapter 3, represent 
one of the most common forms of implicit persuasion. Petitioners used such 
claims in diverse manners, from representing themselves as respectable actors, 
acting on behalf of established offices and institutions, to defending the (alleged) 
interest of mercantile actors. However, the endeavour to influence the conduct of 
the petitioned is most pronounced in the case of representative claims on behalf 
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of abstractions. Claims on behalf of the people and entire generations, for in-
stance, enabled petitioners to augment the importance and potential appeal of 
their petitions. By representing their sentiments as the sentiments of the people, 
petitioners portrayed themselves as surrogate actors acting on behalf of the peo-
ple. Even though often presented in implicit terms, the implications of such 
claims tended to be more than evident; in order to act as true representatives of 
the people, the petitioned ought to act as requested, or at least recognise their 
concerns. Such suggestions could be presented both as opportunities and obliga-
tions. Petitioners could suggest, even promise, that if they acted as requested, the 
petitioned would be rewarded. Others represented compliance as an obligation; 
as parliament represented the people, members of parliament ought to act in a 
manner that reflected the true sentiments of the people. Even if independent in 
principle, the prevalence of such suggestions indicate that petitioners remained 
determined to influence the conduct of their representatives. If compared to ref-
erences to popular sovereignty, representative claims provided them a signifi-
cantly less controversial way to do so. 

Petitioners' uses of representative claims remained rather stable throughout 
most of the studied period. Rather than illustrating the changing patterns of le-
gitimacy, the use of representative claims demonstrates the centrality of tradition 
and continuity. However, although the claims were a relatively stable set of per-
suasive means, one particular form of representative claim-making changed ra-
ther drastically during the period from 1721 to 1776. Whereas the principal em-
phasis during most of the studied period had been on petitioners' qualitative 
character, the emphasis on the scale of subscriptions started to increase substan-
tially after 1768. In contrast to earlier petitions, which rarely contained infor-
mation on the scale of subscriptions, the Wilkite petitioners started to submit pe-
titions subscribed by people in their thousands. The larger the scale of subscrip-
tions, it was implied, the more credible the petition. However, though an indica-
tion of change, the emerging emphasis on scale also shared elements with more 
traditional means of persuasion. The implications of the emphasis remained, to a 
large extent, similar as when actors submitted petitions in the name of the corpo-
ration and the inhabitants of the borough; to demonstrate that instead of acting 
on behalf of a faction, or promoting their private interests, the petitioners repre-
sented the genuine sentiments of those communities from which the petitions 
were submitted. Whereas those emphasising their titles tended to enforce their 
claims in qualitative terms, those underlining the scale of subscriptions were ad-
amant in demonstrating the same in quantitative terms. In both cases, petitioners 
used representative claims to convince the petitioned that their concerns and con-
clusions represented the will of a far more numerous body of people, something 
that, it was implied, should persuade the receivers of the urgency to act. 

Ideals and counter-ideals, too, could be used to persuade the petitioned to 
act in a desired manner, as demonstrated in Chapter 4. As with representative 
claims, most uses of ideals and counter-ideals remained implicit. Petitioners 
tended to use ideals, most of them underlining the collective character of politics, 
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to define the boundaries of participation (the conduct of those submitting peti-
tions) and representation (the conduct of representatives). Rather than being 
mere descriptions, such characterisations often contained normative elements. 
By describing their perceptions, petitioners also implicitly described the manner 
in which the petitioned ought to act and the ideals they ought to support. Most 
of the ideals petitioners used were ambiguous in principle, but gained a rather 
specific function in practice. When, for instance, defining something as impera-
tive for the protection of the common good, petitioners tended to have a rather 
clear picture of both the content of the concept and of the measures they endeav-
oured to encourage by using it. Those using the common good to justify their 
opposition to the proposed excise duties, for instance, not only described their 
own definition of that concept but also expected the petitioned to share their def-
inition of the ideal. Others used Englishness as an implicit mean of persuasion. 
By asserting that all true Englishmen opposed the influence of places and pen-
sions, petitioners presented their representatives a thinly veiled choice: either to 
demonstrate their true Englishness by supporting proposed measures to curb the 
influence of ministerial minions or to betray the interest of their country. Instead 
of requiring their representatives to oppose the excise duties and support the 
measures restricting the influence of places and pensions, petitioners used the 
ideals to describe the boundaries of representation, thus endeavouring to restrict 
the leeway of the petitioned. Representatives could always refuse to act accord-
ingly but in doing so would, by implication, act against those ideals they were 
(allegedly) chosen to defend. 

The uses of counter-ideals, on the other hand, demonstrate a diametrically 
opposite logic. Whereas ideals were used to describe those standards the peti-
tioned ought to protect and honour, counter-ideals were used to define those el-
ements, actors, and influences the receivers of the petitions ought to oppose. 
Some of the counter-ideals were, in the conceptual sense, diametrical opposites 
of the ideals; private interest, for instance, being the conceptual opposite of public 
interest. However, counter-ideals could also be used to define representation in 
even more implicit manners. One example of such means is the use of the persona 
of Robert Walpole, the prime minister from 1721 to 1742. Actors submitting peti-
tions in 1733 and 1739 - 1742 commonly used the persona of Walpole as an (cau-
tionary) example, implicitly demonstrating how the petitioned should not act 
and what sort of endeavours they should oppose. The prime minister was com-
monly accused of ambition and promoting the private interests of himself and 
his allies. Instead of defending the interest of the nation, Walpole was accused of 
actively acting against it. In addition to being used to demonstrate how proper 
representatives should not act, the persona of Walpole also provided the peti-
tioned with a mission. By opposing Walpole and his influence, it was implied, 
the petitioned could demonstrate their commitment to defending the people and 
the true interest of the nation. As in the case of ideals, petitioners used counter-
ideals to restrict the leeway of the petitioned. By describing the counter-ideals of 
representation, and thus implicitly the endeavours and schemes the petitioned 
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ought to avoid and resist, petitioners also described how representation ought to 
be understood. 

Uses of implicit means such as representative claims, ideals, and counter-
ideals might appear trivial if regarded in isolation. However, if considered 
through a consistent corpus of sources, such as the genre of petitions, patterns 
start to emerge, demonstrating that instead of being casual curiosities, such 
means illustrate the methods eighteenth-century actors used to define represen-
tation in practice. They provided petitioners, among other actors, with a respect-
able method of influencing the conduct of the petitioned. Although abstaining 
from claiming that representatives ought to act as their constituents or the people 
in general both of whom petitioners often claimed to represent, instructed, they 
tended to suggest that there should be some sort of resemblance between the 
conduct of the representatives and the sentiments of those who they represented 
in parliament. To what extent representatives' conduct ought to resemble the sen-
timents of the represented and what means could be used to enforce the resem-
blance varied from case to case. Disagreements on the subject, whether pro-
nounced or not, existed not only between groups submitting petitions but also 
within them. However, regardless of the exact nature of their perceptions, or 
whether principled, practical, or something in between, petitioners still used im-
plicit means to influence the conduct of the petitioned. Such endeavours do not 
mean that the petitioned agreed to act as requested or even that they recognised 
the importance of reciprocation; the notion of representation as a process of ne-
gotiation is not to suggest that actors out-of-doors could determine the conduct 
of those representing them. Instead, the endeavour is to demonstrate that rather 
than being passive observers, petitioners (and, indeed, other actors out-of-doors) 
participated in the process of defining representation in practice, often through 
means of far a more nuanced character than often assumed. 

 
--- 

 

Besides illustrating the importance of implicit means in defining representation 
in practice, the thesis also demonstrates that petitioners often depended on de-
politicising both the use and content of their petitions. Instead of regarding poli-
tics as a space - as something that occurs in parliament and other spaces consid-
ered to be political - this thesis is based on the idea that politics is an activity, as 
demonstrated in Chapter 1.3. Politics is thus understood as a chain of choices; 
everything containing the possibility of choosing is regarded as political. This is 
not to argue that every choice is political in a similar manner, but to demonstrate 
that each political act derives from the possibility to choose. Regardless of how 
limited actors' options were, choices tend to function as indications of their pref-
erences, their understanding of what was possible, and their perceptions on what 
was considered as legitimate in the communities in which they operated. De-po-
liticisation of politics, on the other hand, is the process of representing situations 
containing the possibility to choose as non-political, by denying or at least down-
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playing the act of choosing. Instead of recognising that their perceptions, inter-
pretations, and uses of language were matters of debate, constructions that could 
be challenged by using different assumptions, petitioners de-politicising the con-
tent and use of their petitions represented their choices as necessities. Rather than 
choosing to act, petitioners sought to diminish the role of their agency. That could 
be done in numerous ways. 

Petitioners' descriptions of their intentions to submit petitions constitute 
one of the most common forms of de-politicising the use of petitions. Numerous 
petitioners described themselves as obliged to petition, bound by the duty they 
owed to their country, themselves, and their posterity. Others used less concep-
tually-oriented means to present similar arguments, as demonstrated in Chapter 
2.4. In such cases, petitioners could claim that they had to petition and that they 
could not but petition. In each of the cases petitioners suggested, or at least im-
plied, that instead of choosing to petition, they were forced to do so. Some of the 
petitioners represented their petitions as necessities without further elaborating 
their notions. However, they could also emphasise their duties in protecting the 
constitution, the common good, and the interest of the nation, supposedly oblig-
ing them to use petitions to convince the petitioned of the urgency to act. In order 
to further strengthen their claims, petitioners often represented the nation as be-
ing in a state of crisis. But regardless of the differences regarding the exact form 
and justification, each of the cases demonstrates how petitioners de-politicised 
the use and content of their petitions. Rather than choosing to petition or choos-
ing what to oppose and defend petitioners either denied or downplayed their 
own agency in the process of petitioning. By representing their petitions as ne-
cessities, actuated only by the crisis that threatened their country, petitioners 
could reduce their potentially controversial character. 

In addition to explicitly denying their agency, petitioners could also use 
more implicit means to downplay the influence of their personal preferences. 
This is most evident in the case of ideals and counter-ideals, especially when used 
to describe the boundaries of legitimate participation. In such cases, petitioners 
tended to use ideals to convince the petitioned and, at least in certain cases, the 
reading publics of the benevolence of their intentions and endeavours. Actors 
could, for instance, assure the petitioned that their decisions to submit petitions 
derived from their sincere regard for their country. Others portrayed themselves 
as concerned patriots, determined to protect the common rights of Englishmen. 
Instead of promoting their personal preferences, as their opponents did, petition-
ers presented themselves as disinterested servants of the nation, submitting pe-
titions only for the protection of what was nominally recognised as legitimate by 
virtually all actors in the spheres of politics. Even when promoting measures fa-
vouring the private interests of certain groups, as in the case of petitions defend-
ing specific professions and branches of trade, petitioners tended to represent 
their requests as beneficial to the interest of the nation. As a trading nation, it was 
argued, Britain would benefit from the success of its merchants. By representing 
themselves as the servants of collective entities commonly recognised as legiti-
mate, and emphasising their role as proponents of the common will, petitioners 
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downplayed the influence of their own agency and preferences. Rather than pro-
tecting their private interests as such, their use of petitions, it was often sug-
gested, derived from their unselfish regard for the interest of others, and espe-
cially for that of the nation in general. 

Instead of being an argumentative element distinctively associated with pe-
titions, such argumentation was widely used in the spheres of politics in general. 
Those criticising petitions also used similar notions to justify their reasoning. In-
stead of criticising the ideals petitioners used to downplay their agency, critics fo-
cused on undermining assertions that petitioners truly represented those they 
claimed to. Rather than protecting the interest of the nation, the post-Revolution 
settlement, and other collective ideals, petitioners and their supporters were com-
monly accused of factious principles and unconstitutional endeavours. They might 
be criticised for both misleading and being misled; the first demonstrating their 
indifference towards the common good and the second their incapability of de-
fending it. Such accusations were particularly common during the crisis on Wilkes' 
seat in 1769 - 1770. Petitioners defending the freeholders of Middlesex, most of 
them freeholders themselves, were commonly accused of being misled by the agi-
tation of John Wilkes and the SSBR. However, in addition to being victims of the 
agitation of Wilkes and the machinations of the SSBR, they could also be accused 
of functioning as Wilkite incendiaries; inciting discord and division and encourag-
ing anarchy and confusion. Whereas petitioners often represented themselves, and 
their allies, as proponents of the common good, the interest of the nation, and other 
collective ideals, conceptually diminishing their agency and preferences, their crit-
ics tended to emphasise the importance of parliament. In order to truly defend the 
collective ideals recognised as legitimate, they claimed, people out-of-doors ought 
to recognise and defend the independence of parliament. 

The de-politicisation of political choices represented a common form of per-
suasion. Uses of such means provided petitioners a method of representing their 
endeavours in a less controversial form; instead of choosing to act, petitioners 
tended to present themselves as forced to act. Petitioners could explicitly deny 
their agency, portraying themselves as obliged by their duty to their country. 
However, in most cases, petitioners used more subtle means. By claiming to de-
fend an established and commonly recognised set of collective ideals and by as-
suring the petitioned (and, at times, the reading publics) of their fervour to op-
pose the influence of those acting against them, petitioners presented themselves 
as champions of those ideals that most actors in the spheres of politics recognised 
as ideals the receivers of the petitions ought to promote. However, although 
nominally recognised as highly legitimate, often regarded as non-political neces-
sities, ideals such as the common good could be understood in many different 
ways, as those criticising petitioners' claims demonstrated. The disputes regard-
ing the definition of such concepts demonstrate that their uses contained far more 
choices than those using them usually were willing to admit. Rather than being 
non-political, their uses exemplify the weight of representing matters of choice 
as necessities. 
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The studied petitions also demonstrate the prevalence of imperative means. Even 
if based on the principle of free mandate, meaning that representatives remained 
independent from those electing them, in practice the British form of parliamen-
tary representation tended to contain far more nuance. One could argue that it 
formed a curious combination of (sometimes) conflicting principles and prac-
tices; an eighteenth-century representative being independent but also subject to 
(sporadic) pressure from outside parliament. Petitions, as earlier argued, demon-
strate these tensions and conundrums from a practical perspective. Instead of en-
deavouring to revolutionise the manner in which parliamentary representation 
ought to be organised, or formulating coherent theories emphasising popular 
sovereignty, most petitioners focused on solving practical problems. Rather than 
challenging the prevailing structures as such, petitioners often focused on 
stretching their boundaries. Such endeavours are most pronounced in the case of 
instructions and post-1768 addresses. Whereas most petitions to parliament re-
mained humble and uncontroversial, mostly due to the parliamentary habit of 
ignoring petitions containing controversial suggestions, petitioners submitting 
instructions to individual representatives often emphasised their dependence on 
their electors. Addresses to the Throne, on the other hand, could be used to put 
pressure on parliament through indirect means, as the Wilkite addresses demon-
strate. 

The emphasis on their dependence on the conduct of their representatives, 
elected to guard their liberties and properties, enabled petitioners to point out 
that the receivers of their petitions ought to be receptive to their needs and con-
cerns. Others suggested that true representatives of the people ought to desire 
instructions from their constituents, observing them being the obligation of those 
acting on their behalf. In such cases, petitioners tended to characterise represen-
tation as a reciprocal process. Even though independent in principle, representa-
tion became defined as a process based on the principle of quid pro quo. Petition-
ers could also use selective commendations to pressure their representatives to 
either support or oppose specific measures. Whereas petitioners could use their 
petitions to praise the conduct of one of their representatives, they could, at the 
same time, criticise the other. In order to regain his constituents' trust, petitioners 
suggested that the criticised representative ought to behave in a manner that re-
sembled the conduct of the other representative. Such assertions recognised rep-
resentatives' independence but often emphasised the consequences of disregard-
ing the sentiments of the represented. Members of parliament were free to act as 
they wished in parliament, but so were their constituents when electing them. 

Wilkite addresses, on the other hand, demonstrate how petitioners used in-
direct means to pressure the parliament to act in a desired manner. During the 
Middlesex election dispute in 1769 - 1770, the supporters of John Wilkes used 
addresses to request the King to dismiss his ministers and dissolve the parlia-
ment. By doing so, the petitioners argued, the King would enable the people of 
Britain to elect a parliament consisting of honest and uncorrupt representatives; 
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restoring the tarnished reputation of the institution. In the formal sense, the 
Wilkite addresses remained distinctively humble. Most of their authors used 
overwhelmingly humble verbs, usually begging, praying, imploring, and be-
seeching the King to protect his people. Such petitioners tended to emphasise 
their loyalty to his Majesty, presenting themselves as moved by their dutiful re-
gard for his sacred person and the House of Hanover. Others praised his innate 
goodness and paternal care for his people. However, regardless of their formally 
humble character, the Wilkite addresses contained strong imperative elements. 
Frustrated by the conduct of parliament, allegedly misrepresenting the will of the 
people, the petitioners used their addresses to both pressure the parliament to 
reverse its decision to bar Wilkes from representing Middlesex and, if refusing to 
do so, to encourage the King to use his prerogative. Instead of transforming itself 
into a self-electing institution, thus severing its bond with those it claimed to rep-
resent, parliament ought to respect the will of the people, the petitioners argued. 

It is, however, the use of verbs that provides the most explicit examples of 
the imperative means. Even if most of the verbs petitioners used to influence the 
future conduct of the petitioned were humble, around 20 per cent can be charac-
terised as imperative. Some of the verbs classified as imperative in this thesis 
could, of course, be used in both imperative and non-imperative ways. Those 
expecting the petitioned to act in a specific manner could use the verb to express 
their confidence that they would do so, even without directly requesting it. Ex-
pecting could, however, also contain an implicit threat: act as suggested or be 
prepared to be regarded as an enemy by your constituents, for instance. How-
ever, even if such verbs could be used in non-imperative manners, a clear major-
ity of the imperative verbs were, indeed, used in ways explicitly imperative man-
ners. That is clearest when petitioners required and enjoined the petitioned to act 
as suggested. The use of such verbs leaves little room for speculation; the peti-
tioners are explicitly challenging the independence of the petitioned. Uses of im-
perative verbs do not indicate that petitioners endeavoured to challenge the in-
dependence of parliament in the categorical sense. It might well be that most of 
them considered the use of such formulations as ad hoc decisions, deriving from 
their sense of urgency. However, the imperative verbs demonstrate that those 
using them regarded themselves as entitled to impose de facto orders on those 
representing them. That their share is as high as a fifth of the total amount of used 
verbs further demonstrates that rather than being isolated incidents, the choice 
of verb provided petitioners with an important means to inform the petitioned 
of their understanding of the representative relationship. 

The studied petitions indicate that assertions undermining representatives' 
independence were far more common than often assumed. The means petitioners 
used to do so were usually indirect, non-coherent, and reactive, all reasons that 
make it easier to ignore their role in defining the meaning of representation. 
Whereas journalists, such as those editing the Craftsman and the London Journal, 
could publish entire articles discussing the nature of parliamentary representa-
tion, petitioners tended to produce far less material on the subject. The contrast 
is even more evident if they are compared to pamphleteers, who often dedicated 
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entire tracts to deliberating the principles and practices that defined representa-
tion. However, in contrast to most journalists and pamphleteers, those using pe-
titions often had a direct representative relationship with those they endeav-
oured to influence, even to pressure. Petitioners' uses of imperative means indi-
cate that this relationship did, indeed, matter. Despite the fact that petitioners 
could use addresses to pressure parliament, as earlier demonstrated, an over-
whelming majority of the imperative means petitioners used occurred in peti-
tions submitted to individual members of parliament. In most cases, those mem-
bers of parliament represented the constituency from which the petitions were 
submitted. The verbs petitioners used to address parliament and the Throne, for 
instance, remained distinctively humble throughout the eighteenth century, the 
use of imperative ones being almost exclusively limited to those addressed to 
individual representatives. Even though formally representing the nation in its 
entirety (rather than their constuencies), numerous constituents, it appears, still 
regarded them as their representatives. 

 

--- 
 
This thesis has focused on the means petitioners used in constructing represen-
tation. In order to recognise such means, I have concentrated on locating and 
evaluating linguistic patterns in the genre of petitions. I have, up to a certain 
point, de-contextualised petitions from their immediate spatial and temporal 
contexts and re-contextualised them in regard to other petitions, prioritising 
long-term aspects over short-term contexts. Such a process has made it possible 
to recognise both change and continuity within the genre of petitions, often func-
tioning as indications of the changing political culture in a wider sense. The 
changes regarding the representative claims on behalf of the colonies and their 
inhabitants, for instance, become evident by comparing petitions from the 1730s 
to those submitted during the 1770s. Instead of remaining stable, the studied pat-
terns demonstrate that such claims evolved from impersonal claims on behalf of 
inanimate entities to claims on behalf of colonial brethren. A systematic focus on 
patterns of representative claims has also enabled to understand the implications 
of the increasing focus on scale; the emphasis on the scale of subscriptions in post-
1768 petitions functioning as some sort of indication of the shift towards mass-
representation. The significance of patterns is also evident in the case of verbs. 
Though it is possible to examine their uses within the context of individual peti-
tions, the results are far more indicative if analysed through the patterns their 
uses form, providing a clearer picture of what petitioners considered as possible 
and legitimate. It also demonstrates the differences regarding the three sub-gen-
res of petitions (petitions to parliament, instructions to members of parliament, 
and addresses to the Throne). 

Some patterns, on the other hand, demonstrate the persistence of tradition 
and the salience of continuity. Most petitions contained at least some conceptual 
and discursive elements that changed but little during the studied period. Claims 
that petitioners defended the true interest of the people, for instance, can be 
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found in most of the studied petitions. Whereas their opponents were allegedly 
driven by ambition and selfishness, petitioners tended to represent themselves 
and their supporters as disinterested champions of the people. That petitioners 
and their supporters constituted a counterforce against a corrupt administration, 
threatening the constitutional establishment, is also an argumentative element 
that can be found from petitions during most of the studied crises. Although usu-
ally far from being conceptually or discursively innovative, countless petitioners 
relied on the use of such assertions (and, indeed, numerous other assertions of 
similar character) when endeavouring to persuade the receivers of their petitions. 
The stable and often unchanged character of such assertions does not render 
them uninteresting; on the contrary. The persistence of such elements aptly 
demonstrates the historical embeddedness of political argumentation. Many of 
the means and elements that remained stable throughout the studied period are, 
in fact, still widely used in the spheres of parliamentary politics. Instead of en-
deavouring to initiate a paradigmatic change as such, petitioners often used prag-
matic means and well-recognised concepts and arguments. 

Although focusing on Britain in 1721 - 1776, the emphasis on patterns can 
also be used to understand representation and petitioning in a more general man-
ner. The discussed patterns and other findings can, for instance, be used as a 
starting point for both temporal and spatial comparison. With regard to the first, 
the discussed patterns could be compared to those in petitions submitted both 
before the premiership of Walpole and after the escalation of hostilities in Amer-
ica. Comparing the findings of this thesis to post-1776 petitions, in particular, 
could be useful in understanding the changing patterns of legitimacy in a more 
comprehensive manner, especially with regard to the increasing focus on mass-
representation. A systematic analysis of the changing patterns of representative 
claims could provide scholars novel perspectives on the long-term trajectories of 
political representation. Did the pace of the changes recognised in this thesis in-
crease after the studied period? If so, in what manner and how did that influence 
the process of negotiating representation in practice? The thesis can also be used 
as a point of departure for spatial comparison. In such cases countries and re-
gions with an established culture of petitioning would be of special interest; from 
the Netherlands (in its various forms) to European colonies beyond the ocean. 
Comparing British petitions to those in other political cultures could provide 
scholars an invaluable point of reference in understanding the differences and 
similarities of their representative practices. In this sense the thesis serves as a 
point of departure rather than as an end unto itself. 
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TIIVISTELMÄ 

Edustuksellisuuden (representaatio) merkitys on aina tavalla tai toisella neuvo-
teltua. Sen sijaan että edustuksellisuus olisi yksiselitteinen fakta, jonka voi tyh-
jentävästi määritellä, se on jotain, jonka merkitys syntyy vuorovaikutuksesta. 
Tässä tutkimuksessa keskitytään vetoomuksiin (petition) ja havainnollistetaan, 
kuinka edustuksellisuutta määriteltiin kielellisesti 1700-luvun Britanniassa. 

Suurten teorioiden ja ajattelijoiden sijaan tutkimuksessa keskitytään arki-
sempiin poliittisiin toimijoihin. Väitöskirja perustuu 464:ään Britannian parla-
mentille, parlamentin jäsenille ja kuninkaalle vuosina 1721–1776 lähetettyyn ve-
toomustekstiin. Siinä missä aiempi vetoomustutkimus on keskittynyt pitkälti yk-
sittäisiin painostuskampanjoihin, tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan tutkittuja ve-
toomuksia genrenä. Tarkastelemalla vetoomuksia systemaattisesti pitkällä aika-
välillä väitöskirjassa paikannetaan lukuisia toistuvuuksia ja murroskohtia. 

Systemaattinen tarkastelu osoittaa muun muassa, että vuotta 1768 voidaan 
perustellusti pitää eräänlaisena murroskohtana. Siinä missä aiemmat vetoajat oli-
vat lähinnä korostaneet arvovaltaansa titteleidensä perusteella, John Wilkesiä tu-
kevat vetoajat alkoivat korostaa allekirjoittajamääriä. Vetoomukset myös osoitta-
vat, kuinka suhtautuminen siirtomaiden asukkaisiin muuttui. 

Systemaattinen tarkastelu osoittaa ennen kaikkea, miten edustajia pyrittiin 
suostuttelemaan ja painostamaan. Vaikka brittiläinen parlamentarismi perustui-
kin niin sanottuun vapaaseen mandaattiin eli ajatukseen siitä, ettei edustettavilla 
ole oikeutta määrittää edustajiensa toimintaa, vetoajat käyttivät useita keinoja 
vaikuttamiseen. Väitöskirja osoittaa kattavasti sen, että vaikka esimoderni aika-
kausi usein mielletään jyrkän hierarkkiseksi, vetoajat käyttivät usein rajujakin 
painostuskeinoja. 
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AOWJ  Applebee's Original Weekly Journal 
AWC  Adam's Weekly Courant 
BC  Burney Collection 
BCPHJ  British Chronicle or Pugh's Hereford Journal 
BCWG Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette 
BLJ Bingley's London Journal 
BJ British Journal 
BJUG Bingley's Journal or the Universal Gazette 
BLJ Bingley's London Journal 
BNA British Newspaper Archive 
CC Chester Courant 
CM Caledonian Mercury 
CCCI Chester Chronicle or Commercial Intelligencer 
CEA Champion or Evening Advertiser 
Cr Craftsman 
CS Common Sense 
CSEJ Common Sense or the Englishman's Journal 
CSWJ Craftsman or Say's Weekly Journal 
CT Con-Test 
DA Daily Advertiser 
DC Daily Courant 
DG Daily Gazetteer 
DJ Daily Journal 
DM Derby Mercury 
DP Daily Post 
DuM Dublin Mercury 
EA Evening Advertiser 
EP Evening Post 
FB Free Briton 
FJ Fog's Journal 
GB Google Books 
GEP General Evening Post 
GLDA Gazetteer and London Daily Advertiser 
GNDA Gazetteer and New Daily Advertiser 
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HaC Hampshire Chronicle 
HJ Hibernian Journal 
HoP History of Parliament 
HoC House of Commons 
HoL House of Lords 
IC Independent Chronicle 
ICFEP Independent Chronicle or Freeholders Evening Post 
IJ Ipswich Journal 
LC London Chronicle 
LCUEP London Chronicle or Universal Evening Post 
LEP London Evening Post 
LEPBC Lloyd's Evening Post and British Chronicle 
LG London Gazette 
LI Leeds Intelligencer 
LJ London Journal 
LlEP Lloyd's Evening Post 
LM London Magazine 
LPNLEP London Packet or New Lloyd's Evening Post 
MC Monthly Chronicle 
MCLA Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser 
MJCL Middlesex Journal or Chronicle of Liberty 
MJEA Middlesex Journal and Evening Advertiser 
MJUEP Middlesex Journal or Universal Evening Post 
MM Manchester Mercury 
MPDA Morning Post and Daily Advertiser 
NCh Newcastle Chronicle 
NCo Newcastle Courant 
NB North Briton 
NG Norwich Gazette 
NM Northampton Mercury 
OJ Oxford Journal 
OE Old England 
OENG Old England or the National Gazette 
OWCP Old Whig or the Consistent Protestant 
OWCWJ Owen's Weekly Chronicle and Westminster Journal 
PS Parliamentary Spy 
PA Public Advertiser 
PB Post Boy 
PLDRCI Public Ledger or The Daily Register of Commerce and Intelligence 
Pr Protester 
PRFJ Public Register or the Freeman's Journal 
R Remembrancer 
RM Reading Mercury 
RWJBG Read's Weekly Journal or British Gazetteer 
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SJCBEP St. James's Chronicle or the British Evening Post 
SJEP St. James's Evening Post 
SM Scots Magazine 
SNL Saunders's News-Letter 
StM Stamford Mercury 
SWJ,  Salisbury and Winchester Journal 
USWJ Universal Spectator and Weekly Journal 
W Whisperer 
WM Weekly Miscellany 
WEP Whitehall Evening Post 
WEPLI Whitehall Evening Post or London Intelligencer 
WJBG Weekly Journal or British Gazetteer 
WJLPM Westminster Journal and London Political Miscellany 
WJSP Weekly Journal or Saturday's Post 
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