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Table 1 Makeup of Petitioners

Britain NSW
1810 1825 1810 1825

n=79 % n=72 % n=52 % n=67 %
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Female 10 13% 21 29% 5 10% 11 16%
Male 48 61% 39 54% 47 90% 55 82%
Collective 20 25% 8 11% 0 0% 0 0%
Both 
Parents

1 1% 4 6% 0 0% 1 2%

St
at
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Plebeian 45 57% 49 68% 48 92% 58 87%
Elite or 
Middling

14 18% 16 22% 4 8% 9 13%

Collective 20 25% 7 10% 0 0% 0 0%

Nineteenth 
Century 
Britain and 
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South Wales

Caitlin Adams, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge, cia26@cam.ac.uk

Author Location No. of 
petitions

No. of 
references

Rate

All Britain 124 66 0.53

NSW 119 61 0.51

Elite and 
Middling

Britain 30 27 0.90

NSW 13 8 0.62

Plebian Britain 94 39 0.41

NSW 106 53 0.50

My research examines how the social worlds of the
metropole and early colony affected the vocabulary
petitioners used to seek pardon. This analysis is part of
my PhD, which examines how the labouring classes
deployed and exchanged language in Britain and New
South Wales (NSW) during the early nineteenth
century. It uses applications for clemency in which
prisoners and their advocates petitioned the king or
home secretary in Britain, or the governor in NSW, to
request relief from criminal sentences.
Petitions are the product of supplicants’ communities
and connections. They might pass through many hands
as people offered signatures or testimonies to support a
prisoner’s case. Many cited supplicants’ respectable
families, good reputations or recommendations. From
this, we can gather the outlines of petitioners’ social
worlds.Pr

oj
ec

t a
nd

 S
ub

je
ct

s

As table 1 shows, supplications provide fruitful sources
for comparison. In each location they were written for
a similar purpose, and arise out of a long British
tradition of petitioning power. Both collections are
roughly comparable with regards to gender and class
makeup.
Petitions come from two sample years: 1810 and 1825,
the first and last substantial years of overlap for the
Home Office and Colonial Secretary's collections.
Using a random number generator I selected 50 case
files from each location for each year — a total of 200
files. Each file might have multiple petitions for the
same prisoner or case, so among these 200 files are
270 petitions.
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I analysed each petition in NVivo: qualitative data
analysis software. NVivo allows users to tag words and
phrases, and so examine the frequency of ideas among
various groups of people such as British petitioners or
plebeian prisoners in NSW. To analyse the frequency of
ideas, I calculated the ratio of references in each group
to the number of petitions in that group. This provides a
measure of concentration regardless of group size. To
allow for easy comparison between independent
proportions, I converted these ratios to decimal form.
As both collections have smaller numbers of elite and
middling petitioners, these have been grouped together
for analysis.M
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Preliminary Findings: A Flatter Colonial Society

Author Location No. of 
petitions

No. of 
references

Rate

All Britain 124 50 0.40
NSW 119 26 0.22

Elite and 
Middling

Britain 30 24 0.80
NSW 13 5 0.38

Plebian Britain 94 26 0.28
NSW 106 21 0.20

Image References: Lycett, Joseph. “View of the Heads, at the entrance into Port Jackson, New South Wales.” Painting. London (73 St. Paul's Church Yard) : Published by J. Souter, Oct.1, 1824. From the 
National Library of Australia; Lycett, Joseph. “North View of Sydney New South Wales.” 1822. Painting. From the State Library of New South Wales, Sydney.

Fewer Social Resources  in NSW: Advocates
As table 2 shows, in NSW, 89 percent of petitions were
written by prisoners themselves. There was also little
difference between proportions of petitions written by
advocates for plebeian or patrician prisoners. In
contrast, in Britain, only 55 per cent of petitions were
penned by prisoners themselves. There was also a more
pronounced difference between classes. Of petitions
written for labouring prisoners, 41 percent were written
by advocates, compared to 60 percent for elite and
middling prisoners. Thus, metropolitan petitioners seem
to have had access to richer social resources, but there
were also stricter limits around who could access these.

Class Divide in Britain: Recommendation
Supplicants might refer to recommendations from
others to verify their conduct, or cite others’ opinion of
their desert. Table 3 shows that colonial and British
petitioners referred to recommendations at roughly
equal rates. So too did colonial plebeians and
patricians. In Britain, there was a more marked divide.
The elite and middling sorts gained far more
recommendations than plebeians, at a rate of 0.90,
compared to 0.41. This suggests the gulf between
classes and the social resources they could access was
more marked in Britain than NSW.

Class Divide in Britain: Respectability
Another way supplicants in both locations conveyed
merit was by describing respectability. This might be
their own respectability, or that of their connections
such as parents or employers. According to table 4,
British petitioners discussed respectability
proportionally more than supplicants in NSW. Just as
for recommendations, there was a clear class difference
in Britain. Elite and middling Britons discussed
respectability at more than double the rate of British
plebians.

Preliminary Conclusions
Petitioners in NSW had fewer social resources to draw
upon, however, there was also less disparity between
plebeian and patrician petitioners. The idea that ex-
convicts could regain respectability speaks to a flatter
society, or at least one which was more flexible about
who could call themselves respectable.

Renewed Respectability in NSW
Although British petitioners discussed respectability
more often, colonial supplicants did so in a unique
way. Four colonial petitioners believed they could
become respectable again if they gained pardons. In
contrast, only two British petitioners looked forward to
regaining respectability, and one suggested he could do
so in NSW. Such voices suggest the colony might allow
prisoners to escape the shame of conviction.
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Prisoners Location No. of 
Petitions

No. of 
Petitions 

from 
Advocates

Rate of 
advocacy

All Britain 151 68 45%

NSW 119 13 11%

Elite and 
Middling

Britain 30 18 60%

NSW 29 3 10%

Plebian Britain 121 50 41%

NSW 90 10 11%


