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Abstract
Activists play a key role in the process of democratic transition and consolidation.
How is their activism affected by democratic reforms? We study how local
activism in England and Wales responded to the changes in representation in-
troduced by the Great Reform Act of 1832. This reform reduced parliamentary
representation in some areas and increased it in others. We exploit exogenous
variation in which areas lost and gained representation and measure activism using
the number of petitions each area sent to parliament. We find that petitioning
increased in areas that gained representation, partly because of greater civil society
mobilization, while petitioning fell in areas that lost representation. This shows that
pro-democratic reforms can promote political activism, while anti-democratic
reforms can decrease it. In the specific case of England and Wales, positive
feedback between activism and reform helped make democratization a path-
dependent process with the Great Reform Act its critical juncture.
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Introduction

How do democratic institutions affect political participation? This is important
to know when examining the potential consequences of democratic reforms.
Consider, for instance, the effect of these reforms on political activism.1

Political activists often play a key role in the process of democratic transition
and consolidation, and are seen as particularly important during and just after a
transition, when they can pressure leaders into introducing more ambitious
reforms.2 They can also ensure that democracy survives by helping defeat any
threats against it.3 While the effect of activism on democratization is well
documented, whether democratic reforms affect activism remains an open
question.4

Can a democratic reform lead to a deepening of political participation at the
mass level? This question is difficult to answer using data from recent
democratic transitions: these have simultaneously introduced a large number
of changes and have often led to a new government taking office (Huntington,
1991). This makes it difficult to identify the effect of any particular reform.5

Furthermore, as these transitions produce uniform institutional change within
each country, research must rely on variation across countries. This presents a
challenge because of the large number of factors that vary at this level of
aggregation. In contrast, many of the 19th-century Western European reforms
were gradual, introducing only a few elements of democracy at each step of
the process (Congleton, 2007, 2011; North, 1990). In many cases, including
that of the Great Reform Act of 1832, there was also substantial within-
country spatial variation in the reforms.

This article examines how the changes in parliamentary representation
introduced by the Great Reform Act affected activism, an important form of
political participation.6 This act was the first of the 19th-century electoral
reforms in England and Wales, and is often credited with setting in motion
their path-dependent transition to full democracy. Although the franchise
dimension of the reform has received considerable attention (e.g., Acemoglu
& Robinson, 2000; Ansell & Samuels, 2015; Boix, 2015; Lizzeri & Persico,
2004), this only resulted in a small increase in the number of voters (Fresh,
2024; Salmon, 2009): from around 461 thousand to approximately
643 thousand (Aidt & Franck, 2025).7 The more significant change was in
parliamentary representation, understood as the right of an area to elect a
member of parliament (MP).8 The Great Reform Act increased the repre-
sentation of heavily populated areas, while areas that had declined in
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importance lost some or all of their parliamentary representation. The reform
was pro-democratic in that it improved the connection between an area’s
population size and the amount of representation it had.9

There are good theoretical reasons to expect that changes in representation
will affect activism. Political agency theory shows that an elected repre-
sentative will be responsive to the concerns of his constituents because this
will increase his chances of winning re-election (e.g., Besley, 2007).10

Furthermore, MPs in 19th-century England often viewed themselves as
representing everyone in their constituency, whether enfranchised or not
(Schonhardt-Bailey, 2006).11 In this way, the representative was accountable,
motivated by either his goal of gaining and maintaining the support of his
constituents (Truex, 2017) or by his perceived duty as an MP.12 In turn, the
political opportunity structure framework (Gleditsch & Ruggeri, 2010;
McAdam, 1982; Tarrow, 1989) suggests that individuals will find it worth-
while to engage in activism when there is a representative they can target: the
costs are lower (i.e., individuals know who to target) and the expected benefits
are higher (i.e., the presence of a representative makes a positive response
more likely). From this, it follows that ceteris paribus, residents of areas with
representation should have engaged more in activism, while those who lived
in areas without representation should have engaged less.

We measure political activism using the number of petitions sent to the
House of Commons by residents of each constituency.13 Petitions were the
main formal channel through which disenfranchised individuals could
communicate their views to the government, and they were widely used to try
to influence policy (Huzzey & Miller, 2020; Knights, 2009; Miller, 2023).14

Unlike voting, the right to submit a petition was open to all British subjects,
whether enfranchised or not. Accordingly, if changes in representation had an
effect on political activism, we would expect to see this reflected in the number
of petitions sent to parliament.15 Measuring activism in this way has an
additional advantage: all petitions sent to parliament were recorded in the
Journal of the House of Commons, and so we have information on the
complete universe of petitions that were sent. This helps us avoid the selection
problems associated with the use of event catalogs that collect information
from news sources.

We estimate difference-in-differences specifications where the treatment
group is made up of either borough constituencies that gained representation
or constituencies that lost their representation. The control groups are made up
of similar constituencies that did not experience these changes. The politicians
who designed the reform employed clear thresholds to determine whether an
area would gain or lose MPs; these were based on measures of population,
number of houses, and taxes paid that pre-dated the reform process. These
thresholds allow us to allocate constituencies to treatment and control groups
in a way that is plausibly exogenous to petitioning.
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Our main finding is that representation and petitioning were complements.
Constituencies that gained borough representation for the first time petitioned
48% more than they would have done if they had not gained borough rep-
resentation. This average treatment effect is statistically significant and large
in magnitude. We also find that constituencies that lost all borough repre-
sentation petitioned 26% less than they would have done if they had not lost all
their borough seats. This average treatment effect is again large and statis-
tically significant.

We examine two mechanisms that can help explain the link between
representation and petitioning. First, we find that the fall in petitioning that
followed the loss of representation was driven by areas where MPs had
previously been accountable to local voters. In areas where MPs had been
under the control of local elites (patrons), the loss of representation did not
affect petitioning. This suggests that petitioning was motivated, at least in part,
by the expectation that petitions would influence local MPs, which is con-
sistent with the political opportunity structure framework. Second, the in-
crease in petitioning in areas that gained representation was associated with
greater mobilization by civil society and business groups. This is consistent
with the idea that representation lowered the relative costs of petitioning,
benefiting civil society organizations and other groups that relied heavily on
petitions. The article concludes by discussing and ruling out other
mechanisms.

Contribution and Related Literature

Democratic Reform and Activism

Our work contributes to a growing empirical literature on how democratic
reforms affect protest and activism. Finkel, Gehlbach, and Olsen (2015) show
that there was a large increase in disturbances among former serfs following
Russia’s Emancipation Reform of 1861.16 Lacroix (2022) shows that the US
Voting Rights Act of 1965 contributed to a reduction in political violence.
Degrave, Lopez Peceño, and Rozenas (2023) show that areas of France where
a larger fraction of men were enfranchised in 1831 had more local insur-
gencies after Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte’s 1851 coup d’etat. Our work differs
in two important respects. First, it focuses on the role of parliamentary
representation and investigates the mechanisms through which it affected
activism.17 Second, it focuses on petitions, which were an institutionalized
form of activism. Prior work has mostly focused on non-institutionalized
actions like rioting.18

Our work is related to the large literature on what causes people to par-
ticipate in activism. In particular, we contribute to the political opportunity
structure literature (Gleditsch & Ruggeri, 2010; McAdam, 1982; Tarrow,
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1989) by showing evidence that the expected response of MPs, as captured by
our measure of accountability, had a significant effect on petitioning. We also
show that increases in activism were, in part, driven by the response of civil
society, a group that relied heavily on petitioning.

This article is also related to the literature on liberalizing elections (Howard
& Roessler, 2006). This literature argues that elections in autocracies can
sometimes deliver victory for the opposition and lead to a transition towards
democracy. More recent work, including Beaulieu (2014) and Pop-Eleches
and Robertson (2015), argues that whether elections lead to democratization
or democratic erosion depends on contextual factors. Our contribution is to
show that these results generalize beyond elections: increases in parliamentary
representation can have a democratizing effect by increasing activism.

Finally, our results suggest that a partial democratic reformmay be enough to
set inmotion a path-dependent process of democratization, with an initial reform
promoting the activism that leads to further reforms in the future. This chal-
lenges the view, implicit in many existing accounts of democratization (e.g.,
Acemoglu & Robinson, 2000, 2001, 2006), that only large institutional reforms
can have a lasting effect.We also describe a mechanism that can help explain the
de Tocqueville paradox that regimes are most vulnerable just after a reform (de
Tocqueville, 2011 [1856]; Finkel & Gehlbach, 2018): a reform can lead to an
increase in activism, putting pressure on the regime to reform even more.19

Democratic Backsliding

Our findings suggest that the erosion of some democratic rights can decrease
activism, which in turn could make further anti-democratic reforms more
likely. Consequently, an initial anti-democratic reform that reduces repre-
sentation or accountability, for example by capturing elected representatives
or gerrymandering electoral districts, could trigger a path-dependent process
of democratic backsliding. Within the narrow corridor logic of Acemoglu and
Robinson (2019), this would mean that the balance between the state and
society breaks down, with the country starting to move towards autocracy.
This mechanism can also account for the gradual nature of democratic
backsliding (Haggard & Kaufman, 2021; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018).

Long 19th Century Reforms

Our study contributes to the growing literature on the consequences of the
19th and early 20th century electoral reforms in Europe (e.g., Berlinski &
Dewan, 2011; Berlinski et al., 2014; Cox et al., 2023; Larcinese, 2024;
Morgan-Collins, 2023). Most of the work on the Great Reform Act has
focused on its enfranchisement dimension, even though in practice the in-
crease in the number of voters was relatively small (Aidt & Franck, 2025;
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Salmon, 2009).20 We focus instead on the redistribution of parliamentary
seats. This was a more substantial change that, as we show, led to an increase
in activism in the constituencies that gained representation. Several scholars
have claimed that this activism led to more reform (e.g., Maehl, 1967),
suggesting positive feedback between reform and activism.21 This would
make the Great Reform Act a critical juncture that helped set in motion a path-
dependent process of democratization.

Petitioning

This article contributes to the growing literature on the role of petitions in
different political systems. Carpenter (2016), Carpenter and Brossard (2019),
and Nall and Carpenter (2018) show that social movements can use petition
drives to recruit and mobilize political coalitions. Carpenter and Schneer
(2015) show that the petition drive that followed Andrew Jackson’s removal
of public deposits from the Bank of the United States in 1833 helped shape the
emergence of the Whig party. Carpenter and Moore (2014) show that the
canvassing for antislavery petitions conferred on women skills and contacts
that enabled their future activism for other causes, including women’s suffrage
(Teele, 2018). In his seminal book on petitions, Carpenter (2021) argues that
petitions were instrumental in giving a voice to politically marginalized
groups, and shows evidence for this drawn from a variety of settings and time
periods. His book also studies how governments respond to petitions, showing
that petitions were an instrument through which petitioners helped shape
democracy.22 Goehring & Hanlon (2025) show that petitions influenced MPs
to support women’s enfranchisement in Britain. In contrast to this work, our
contribution is to show that petitioning itself can be shaped by the reform of
existing institutions. In this way, our work is closely related to Skorge (2023).
He uses a difference-in-differences strategy to show that a move from plurality
to proportional representation in Norway decreased gender inequality in
voting.

In the context of 19th-century Britain, Knights (2009) emphasizes that voting
and petitioning co-existed, while Miller (2023) shows that members of par-
liament accepted that everyone had the right to representation through the use of
petitions. Our results show that this right was exercised to a greater degree when
individuals lived in areas with more formal parliamentary representation.
Huzzey andMiller (2020) show that petitioning increased in the aftermath of the
Great Reform Act. We go further and show that the reforms, in particular the
changes in parliamentary representation, had a causal effect on petitioning.
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Historical Background

The Great Reform Act

The Great Reform Act of 1832 was the first large reform of the English and
Welsh electoral system in several hundred years.23 Two (main) types of
constituencies governed the election of MPs to the House of Commons:
county constituencies that together covered the complete territory of England
and Wales, and borough constituencies that covered only some of this ter-
ritory.24 Although all areas had representation through county MPs, not all
areas had representation through borough MPs.25 The electoral rules at the
time, which mostly dated from the Middle Ages, were out of sync with the
new economic geography created by the Indutrial Revolution. Some areas
with borough representation had lost population and had very few voters left.
Meanwhile, the new industrial cities like Manchester, Birmingham, and
Leeds, had no borough representation in parliament.

The struggle for parliamentary reform began in the 1790’s and took off
after the Peterloo massacre of 1819. In November 1830, Lord Grey of the pro-
reform Whig party unexpectedly became prime minister, and with this the
reform movement gained considerable momentum.26 The final version of the
Reform Act was passed two years later in 1832. It had two key dimensions.
First, it updated the rules that determined who could vote, resulting in a
modest increase in the total number of voters from around 462,000 to 643,000.
Second, it eliminated 56 small borough constituencies, while giving repre-
sentation to 42 new borough constituencies that were created in areas that had
recently experienced substantial population growth.27

The initial draft of the Act used population to determine which constituencies
would lose or gain seats. This plan proved problematic because the boundaries of
many of the small constituencies were uncertain and not recorded appropriately in
the 1821 census. In order to avoid the political hijacking of the reform, the
government asked the chair of the Boundary Commission, the civil servant
Thomas Drummond, to design a rule that would “scientifically” determine the
relative importance of each constituency (Robson, 2014). Drummond gave each
borough constituency a score based on the number of houses within its
boundaries and the assessed taxes paid on those houses in 1831. The 120 con-
stituencies with the lowest scoreswent into what we call theDrummond list; these
were the constituencies at risk of losing their parliamentary seats. The final
version of the Act stipulated that the 56 lowest-ranking constituencies on the list
would lose all their seats (these constituencies were in what was called Schedule
A), the following 30 would lose only one of their two seats (Schedule B), while
the remaining 34would keep both of their seats. Furthermore, 42 areas in England
and Wales with a population of more than 10,000 gained borough representation
for the first time (Schedules C and D). The size of parliament worked as a soft

Aidt and Leon-Ablan 7



constraint, meaning that, to a large extent, seats were redistributed rather than
created.28 Spychal (2024)’s detailed analysis shows that the use of the Drummond
list minimized the role of politics in the reform: the allocation of boroughs to
Schedules A and B was largely based on objective criteria.29

Petitions

Petitioning was widespread in 19th-century Britain. Petitions were addressed
to parliament, and once one arrived, they were recorded and set on a table for
MPs to examine (Leys, 1955).30 Any MP could pick up any petition and use it
to start a debate, create publicity around an issue, or as “a stick for use in
lobbying, private interviews, press campaigns, etc.” (Fraser, 1961).31 The
number of petitions on a topic and the number of signatures on these petitions
were often seen as measures of popular opinion. Sometimes MPs compared
the number of signatures on petitions in favor and against a particular bill
(Huzzey & Miller, 2020).32

The consensus in the historiographical literature is that MPs took petitions
very seriously.33 To verify this, we took all the parliamentary debates in
1828 and checked the frequency with which petitions were discussed. We
found that at least 29.8% of the words spoken in the Commons in 1828 were
linked to debates where petitions were presented or mentioned. Furthermore,
on 64% of the days in which parliament sat in 1828, an MP brought up a
petition in the course of a debate. Section B of the Supplemental Appendix
details these calculations and provides examples of how MPs used petitions.

Petitions were a key element in the repertoire of social activists. They were
used to influence MPs by lobbying in favor or against particular pieces of
legislation, and they were credited with the success of important social move-
ments (Huzzey & Miller, 2020). The issues they raised were wide-ranging, from
topics of national interest like slavery, rights for Catholics, and parliamentary
reform, to questions of more local or sector-specific interest (see Table 1).

The Great Reform Act did not change the rules governing the petition system.
All British subjects could send petitions, irrespective of whether they could vote or
lived in a constituency with borough representation. Often more than half of the
signatures on a petition came from people who did not have the right to vote
(Phillips, 1980). While most petitions were signed by anywhere between 20 and

Table 1. Most Common Petition Topics.

1820–24 1825–29 1830–32 1833–35 1836–38

1 Slavery Catholics Slavery Slavery Slavery
2 Agricultural distress Corn Representation/ballot Dissenters Church rates
3 Queen Caroline Slavery Forgery Lord’s day Lord’s day
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200 individuals, some attracted more than 100,000 signatures (Fisher, 2009). All
except ten borough constituencies sent petitions at some point in the period 1820–
38 (see the section on Empirical Strategy), and in most years the number of people
who signed petitions exceeded the number of people with the right to vote.

Representation and Petitioning

Why would changes in parliamentary representation affect petitioning? We
argue that residents sent petitions because these were often effective and that
they were more effective when they came from areas that had borough
representation in parliament. From this it follows that changes in borough
representation would have led to changes in petitioning.

Political agency theory can explain why elected politicians responded to
the demands of enfranchised individuals (e.g., Aidt & Dutta, 2007; Besley,
2007), but there are also good reasons why they may have taken seriously
petitions sent by disenfranchised residents. Many MPs in the 1830’s saw
themselves as responsible for the interests of their whole community, in-
cluding both enfranchised and disenfranchised individuals (Schonhardt-
Bailey, 2006, Ch. 1).34 Enfranchised residents could have held MPs ac-
countable for all constituency-related matters, even those primarily affecting
the disenfranchised, or for their stance on a national issue.35 A purely self-
interestedMPwould have viewed all petitions, regardless of who signed them,
as informative about issues that could affect their re-election. Furthermore,
MPs may not have been able to fully determine whether those who signed a
petition were enfranchised, so it could have been optimal for them to take all
petitions seriously.

Consistent with the political opportunity structure framework (Gleditsch &
Ruggeri, 2010; McAdam, 1982; Tarrow, 1989), the gain of borough repre-
sentation would have changed the political opportunities of the residents of a
constituency. A local MP could use the petitions sent from his constituency to
initiate debates in parliament and to advance an agenda (Huzzey & Miller,
2020). This would have created an incentive for his constituents to send
petitions.36 The presence of this MP would also have given a face to par-
liament, making petition writing feel more personal. Groups and individuals,
whether enfranchised or not, could have taken advantage of this opportunity
by petitioning more. This leads to our main hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. (Complements) Gaining representation leads to an increase
in petitioning. Losing representation leads to a decrease in petitioning.

The alternative hypotheses are that there was no relationship between
representation and petitioning, or that gaining (losing) representation led to a
fall (an increase) in petitioning (i.e., they were substitutes). This would have
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been the case, for example, if residents no longer felt the need to petition
because they knew their local MPs would advocate for their views in
parliament.37

Our hypothesis, which builds on the political opportunity structure
framework, requires MPs to take seriously the views expressed in the petitions
sent from their constituencies. Consequently, the complementarity between
representation and petitioning we have hypothesized should only be observed
in areas where local MPs were accountable to residents. In other areas, where,
for example, MPs were under the control of local elites (patrons), we should
not observe this relationship.38 This motivates our second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. (Accountability) Constituencies where MPs were controlled
by local elites (patrons) saw no decline in petitioning following a loss in
representation.39

Finally, the logic behind hypothesis 1 is that the presence of a repre-
sentative in parliament reduces the cost of petitioning, which, in turn, fa-
cilitates collective action. This effect should have been larger for groups that,
like civil society organizations, relied heavily on petitioning. This motivates
our third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3. (Petition cost) A gain in representation had a greater effect
on the number of petitions sent by civil society organizations than on those
sent by other groups.

For groups that could access parliament in other ways, for example, by
using their personal connections to politicians, a change in representation
should have had a smaller or no effect on petitioning.

Data

Our empirical analysis is restricted to the borough constituencies of England
and Wales.40 We use data on 255 English and Welsh borough constituencies,
which we divide into four groups: 56 that were on the Drummond list and lost
all representation (Schedule A), 64 that were on the Drummond list and kept at
least one of their two seats (30 in Schedule B and 34 that lost no seats), 93 that
were not on the Drummond list and kept all their seats, and 42 new con-
stituencies created by the reform (in Schedules C and D). We refer to the units
of analysis as constituencies, even though some of these units had no borough
representation before the reform and others had no borough representation
after the reform. Table 2 shows these four groups.41

We collected information on all petitions sent to the House of Commons
between 1820 and 1838. Our source is the Journal of the House of Commons,
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and we have over 18,000 petitions originating from the 255 borough con-
stituencies in our sample. For each petition, we recorded its topic, when it was
sent, and from where; for about half of the petitions we also have information
on who sent them (see Appendix Figure A5).42 We used the location from
which petitions were sent (the town name, etc.) to match petitions to borough
constituencies.43 For a new borough constituency, its pre-reform petitions are
all petitions sent from locations that after 1832 would fall within the ap-
proximate boundaries of the new borough constituency. For former borough
constituencies, we consider all petitions sent from within the pre-abolition
boundaries. We aggregated the petitions by year and borough constituency.44

We also collected data on the size of the electorate in each constituency,
local elite capture, and population.45 Following the Great Reform Act, the
median constituency saw a very modest gain of 143 voters, while about 30%
of constituencies actually lost voters. Almost all the constituencies that lost
their seats had at least some degree of local elite capture (see Appendix Table
A2 in supplemental appendix C).

Empirical Strategy

We examine how changes in parliamentary representation affected the number
of petitions sent to parliament. Our unit of analysis is the borough constit-
uency i in year t with t = 1820, ….1838. We estimate two different effects.
First, in what we call case G, we consider a treatment group consisting of the
42 new constituencies that gained borough representation for the first time.
The control group consists of the 93 pre-1832 borough constituencies that
kept their seats and were not at risk of losing them (i.e. were not on the

Table 2. Treatment and Control Groups.

Control Group Treatment Group

Case G Pre-1832 borough constituencies
not at risk of losing representation
(i.e. not on the Drummond list)

New post-1832 borough
constituencies (i.e. gained
representation for the
first time)

Observations: 93 Observations: 42
Case L Pre-1832 borough constituencies

at risk of losing seats (i.e. on the
Drummond list) that kept at
least one seat

Pre-1832 borough constituencies
at risk of losing seats (i.e. on
the Drummond list) that lost
all seats

Observations: 64 Observations: 56

Note. The Drummond list refers to the list of borough constituencies at risk of losing repre-
sentation. Appendix Table A4 provides a more detailed overview of the constituencies in our
sample.
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Drummond list). The reform gave borough representation to the treatment
group because these constituencies had a large population of over
10,000 residents. Fourteen of the new constituencies were large towns that had
expanded rapidly during the Industrial Revolution, while five were boroughs
in the metropolitan area around London. The rest were relatively large market
towns spread across the country.46 Every constituency in this sample, except
one, sent a petition at some point between 1820 and 1838. Panel (a) in Figure 1
shows the average number of petitions sent each year before and after the
reform by a constituency in these treatment and control groups.

Second, we restrict our sample to constituencies on the Drummond list, i.e.
those that were at risk of losing representation. In this case, the treatment
group consists of the 56 constituencies that lost all seats, while the control
group consists of the 64 constituencies that kept one or both seats. We refer to
this as case L, as it focuses on a loss of representation (see Table 2). All
120 constituencies on the Drummond list were small and of little economic
importance in 1830 as measured by their number of houses and tax payments.
Figure 1, panel (b) shows the average number of petitions sent before and after
the reform by a constituency in these treatment and control groups.47

The Great Reform Act not only changed representation, it also reformed
the voting eligibility criteria. As we discussed in the Historical Background
section, for the constituencies that kept their borough representation, the
change in the number of voters was small on average and negative in about a
third of cases. Our view is that these constituency-level changes in the number

Figure 1. Petitions sent between 1820 and 1838. Note. Case G: panel (a) shows the
average number of petitions sent per year per borough before and after the reform
for the treatment group (the 42 new constituencies that gained borough
representation for the first time) and the control group (the 93 pre-1832
constituencies that kept their borough seats and were not on the Drummond list).
Case L: panel (b) shows the average number of petitions sent per year per borough
before and after the reform for the treatment group (the 56 constituencies that lost all
borough representation) and the control group (the 64 constituencies at risk of
losing borough representation, i.e., on the Drummond list, that kept at least one seat).
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of voters were too small to have much of an effect on petitioning. Yet, our
estimates will still combine the effect of losing or gaining borough repre-
sentation with the effect of the change in the size of the electorate.48 We
address this compound treatment issue in the Results section.

All areas with more than 10,000 residents and no borough representation
gained it for the first time. This clear population cutoff, combined with the
desire to keep the number of MPs roughly constant, suggests that other
pre-existing characteristics are unlikely to have played a role in determining
which areas gained representation. Meanwhile, the Drummond rule ensured
that the constituencies that lost seats were chosen on the basis of the pre-
existing number of houses within their pre-reform boundaries and past taxes
paid on those houses; neither could be easily manipulated. It follows that
reverse causality, in the sense that petitioning could have affected the details of
the reform, is unlikely to be a serious concern. The reform dominated British
politics in the years between 1830 and 1832, and many of the petitions sent
during this time were related to this issue. We therefore exclude the years
1830–32 from our analysis: our pre-treatment period is 1820–29 and our post-
treatment period is 1833–38.49

Results

Our core specification is

lnðpetitionsþ 1Þi, τ ¼ β0 þ β1Ti þ β2Aτ þ β3ðTi ×AτÞ þ ei, τ (1)

where we time-average the data so that for each constituency we have one
observation before and one observation after the treatment.50 The outcome
variable is the log of the number of petitions (plus one) sent from each con-
stituency, where i indexes constituencies and τ 2 {b, a} indicates whether the
observation is from before (b) or after (a) the reform. The indicator variable Ti
equals 1 when constituency i is in the treatment group and zero when it is in the
control group; Aτ is an indicator variable that equals 1 after the reform (i.e., for
years 1833–1838) and 0 before it (i.e., for years 1820 and 1829). The parameter β3
is the treatment effect of interest (ATE). This specification does not make use of
the time series information in the data and so its t-statistics are not inflated by
autocorrelation (Bertrand et al., 2004). We estimate this specification using or-
dinary least squares (OLS) and cluster standard errors at the constituency level, as
recommended by Roth et al. (2023).51

Table 3 reports the results. The estimated ATE for case G is reported in
column (1). We find a positive and highly significant average treatment effect:
the constituencies that gained borough representation for the first time pe-
titioned more than they would have done without this representation. This
average treatment effect is large: gaining borough representation led to an
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increase of 48% in the number of petitions sent to parliament, relative to the
counter-factual of not gaining borough representation.52 Case L compares
those constituencies that lost all borough representation to those that were at
risk of losing all their seats but kept at least one. The estimated ATE is reported
in column (2) and is negative and highly significant. It implies that a con-
stituency that lost all borough representation petitioned less than it would have
done had it not lost all borough representation. This average treatment effect is
large: losing both borough seats reduced petitions by 26% relative to keeping
at least one of them. These results show strong support for hypothesis 1:
representation and petitioning were complements.

The difference-in-differences design produces causal estimates when the
treatment and control groups follow parallel trends. Whether they do is ul-
timately an assumption, but we check whether this assumption is plausible by
investigating whether the pre-treatment trends appear to be parallel. Figure 2
plots (log) petitions for the treatment and control groups. For case G, the pre-
treatment trends are very similar for the two groups, particularly after 1825,
and the sample is balanced. For case L, the control group exhibits more
volatility than the treatment group, but the trends are roughly parallel. The
constituencies in the treatment group petitioned more, and so the sample is not
balanced, an issue we address later in this section.

Table 3. The Main Difference-In-Differences Results.

Log (Petitions + 1)

(1) (2)

T × A 0.39** �0.30**
(0.075) (0.049)

T �0.084 �0.40**
(0.096) (0.041)

A 0.66** 0.52**
(0.036) (0.034)

Constituencies 135 120
Observations 270 240
Adjusted R2 0.286 0.572
Treatment G L

Note. **p < .01, *p < .05, +p < .1. The table reports estimates of β3 in equation (1). We report
standard errors clustered at the constituency level (in parentheses). Constant not reported. Case
G: the treatment group (Ti = 1) is the new constituencies that gained borough representation for
the first time and the control group is the pre-1832 constituencies that kept their borough seats
and were not on the Drummond list. Case L: the treatment group (Ti = 1) is borough con-
stituencies that lost all seats and the control group is constituencies at risk of losing representation
(i.e. on the Drummond list) that kept at least one seat. Data from 1830–32 are excluded.
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We can use the time series information in our data to carry out an event
study implementation that interacts the treatment dummy Ti with the year
dummies before and after the reform. Figure 3 shows the estimated coeffi-
cients on these interactions. The plot for case G shows no evidence of di-
vergent trends prior to treatment. In case L, there is some evidence that the
trends diverge prior to treatment.

We now turn to two methods that can help address the unbalanced nature of
the sample we use for case L and the fact that its trends are not parallel.
(Although the sample in case G is balanced and exhibits parallel trends, we
report the results for this case too.) First, we estimate a specification that fully
exploits the time variation in the data. This allows us to include county- or
constituency-specific time trends, helping make the common trends as-
sumption more tenable. Our specification is

Figure 3. Event study coefficients. Note. See the notes to Table 3 for a description of
cases G and L. The estimated coefficients are for the interactions between the treatment
dummy (Ti) and year dummies (At). We use the year before the treatment (1829) as the
base year. We report the estimated coefficients for the interactions with 95% confidence
intervals (based on standard errors clustered at the constituency level).

Figure 2. Parallel trends plots. Note. See the notes to Table 3 for a description of
cases G and L.
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lnðpetitionsþ 1Þi, t ¼ δi þ ηt þ Dðc, iÞ × t þ γðTi ×AtÞ þ ei, t, (2)

where the dependent variable is the log number of petitions sent from each
constituency; i indexes constituencies and t indexes years. The dummies δi are
constituency fixed effects and ηt are year fixed effects. D (c, i) is either a set of
county dummies (indexed c) or a set of constituency dummies (indexed by i),
depending on the specification. The dummy variable Ti equals 1 for the
constituencies in the relevant treatment group and zero otherwise, while At equals
1 in the post-treatment years (1833–1838) and zero otherwise (1820–1829).
The coefficient of interest is γ. We cluster the standard errors at the con-
stituency level to be conservative. Note that our treatment comes on at the
same time for all treated units, and so we avoid the problems that arise when
treatment is staggered.

Table 4 reports the results. The specifications in columns (1) and (4) give the
same point estimates as Table 3. In columns (2) and (5), we include county-
specific trends tomake the common trends assumptionmore tenable, andfind that
the estimated average treatment effects are a bit smaller in magnitude but remain
highly significant. In columns (3) and (6), we use constituency-specific time
trends instead. The results for case G are robust, but those for case L are not.

We therefore adopt a second strategy to address the issue of non-parallel
trends in case L: the use of the synthetic control method recently developed by
Hazlett and Xu (2018).53 This method weighs the pre-treatment outcomes for
the control group so that they match as closely as possible the pre-treatment
outcomes for the treatment group. The method estimates event study

Table 4. Difference-In-Differences Estimates: Time Series Specifications With Time
Trends.

Log (Petitions + 1)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

T × A 0.39** 0.35** 0.33** �0.30** �0.26** 0.041
(0.075) (0.084) (0.11) (0.049) (0.050) (0.075)

Constituencies 135 135 135 120 120 120
Observations 2160 2160 2160 1920 1920 1920
R2 0.534 0.564 0.607 0.320 0.337 0.414
County trends No Yes No No Yes No
Constituency trends No No Yes No No Yes
Treatment G G G L L L

Note. **p < .01, *p < .05, +p < .1. The table reports the estimated γ from equation (2). We report
clustered standard errors at the constituency level. See the notes to Table 3 for a description of
cases G and L. Data from 1830–32 are excluded. County-specific trends are included in columns
(2) and (5), and constituency-specific trends are included in columns (3) and (6).
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coefficients and we exclude the years 1830–32 from the estimation. Figure 4
reports the results. The plots on the left-hand side show the synthetic
counterfactual values (in the dashed lines) and the actual values (in the solid
lines). In both cases the plots confirm the estimated effect: a gain in borough
representation leads to an increase in petitioning (case G), while the loss of
borough representation leads to a decrease in petitioning (case L). The plots on
the right-hand side show the size of the treatment effect. Prior to treatment, we
see horizontal lines because of the way the synthetic control is constructed. In
the post period, we can clearly see the size of the treatment effect, with the

Figure 4. Synthetic control results. Note. See the notes to Table 3 for a description of
cases G and L. The years 1830–32 are dropped. The first post-treatment year is
1833. The bars labeled Ntr on the figures on the right-hand side show the number of
constituencies in the treatment group.
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95% confidence intervals in gray. In both cases, the estimated average
treatment effect on the treated (ATT) is statistically significant (reported with
p-values below the figures in panels (b) and (d)). The results from the synthetic
control method confirm the presence of large and significant treatment effects.

The Effect of the Change in the Suffrage Rules

The Great Reform Act changed both the voting qualification rules and the
distribution of parliamentary borough seats across geographical areas. This
raises the concern that our estimates may be capturing the compound effect of
both of these changes.We conduct two tests to examine the extent to which the
change in the number voters affected petitioning.

First, we draw on data on the change in the number of borough voters (ΔV),
calculated as voters after the reform minus voters before the reform. We
estimate versions of equation (1), the specification with one pre- and one post-
period, that include a full set of interactions with ΔV.54 Our goal is to separate
the effect of the franchise extension from that of the change in representation.
Table 5, column (1) reports the estimates for case G. The coefficient on T × A is
still positive and significant. We find that the two interaction terms, A × ΔVand
T × A × ΔV, which capture the possible effect of the change in voters, have
insignificant coefficients. Column (2) repeats the exercise for case L. The
coefficient on T × A remains negative and significant. Again, the two in-
teraction terms A × ΔVand T × A × ΔV, which capture the possible effect of the
change in voters, have insignificant coefficients.55

Second, column (3) reports results for a regression where the outcome
remains log petitions but the main explanatory variable is the log number of
voters in each of the 157 constituencies that existed in both periods. We
control for log population and include a period dummy and constituency fixed
effects. This shows that there is no correlation between the number of voters
and the number of petitions. These results support the claim that the
difference-in-differences estimates from the main specifications capture the
effect of changes in borough representation.56

Alternative Measures of Activism

So far we have focused on petitions as our measure of local activism. Petitions
were a key element in the repertoire of activist groups (Huzzey & Miller,
2020), and we observe the full universe of petitions sent to parliament.
Accordingly, we avoid the measurement error associated with the use of event
catalogs collected from news sources. Yet, petitions were only one element in
the repertoire, and activism could manifest itself in other forms. We now
examine how changes in representation affected both peaceful and violent
protests.
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We do this by using the data Tilly (1995) and Horn and Tilly (1988)
collected from newspaper reports and assembled into a large dataset of
popular protest for the period 1828–34. We geo-referenced these data and
matched them to the constituencies in which they happened.57 In order to have
sufficient observations for the estimation, we aggregate the different types of
protest. For case G, we divide protests into peaceful and violent events, where
violent protests include riots and violent demonstrations and peaceful protests
include orderly demonstrations, public meetings, and gatherings. For case L,
there are only a handful of violent protest events recorded, and we therefore
focus on peaceful protests. For each type of protest, we record the number of
events and the approximate average number of participants. Despite the large

Table 5. Compound Treatment: Change in the Suffrage vs. Change in
Representation.

Log (Petitions + 1)

(1) (2) (3)

T �0.077 �0.43**
(0.11) (0.048)

A 0.66** 0.52**
(0.038) (0.034)

ΔV 0.00011 �0.000097*
(0.00011) (0.000047)

T × A 0.28** �0.35**
(0.092) (0.061)

T × ΔV 0.000012 �0.000023
(0.000023) (0.000039)

A × ΔV �0.00010 �0.00012
(0.00011) (0.00020)

T × A × ΔV 0.000046 �0.00043
(0.000030) (0.00036)

Log voters 0.020
(0.021)

Log population �0.13**
(0.042)

Constituencies 135 120 157
Observations 270 240 314
R2 0.315 0.584 0.0.785
Treatment G L n.a.

Note. **p < .01, *p < .05, +p < .1. ΔV refers to the change in the number of voters. The table
reports clustered standard errors in parentheses. Constant not reported. See the notes to Table 3
for a description of cases G and L. Data from 1830–32 are excluded. Column (3) is estimated using
the sample of 157 constituencies that existed both before and after the reform, controlling for a
post-period dummy and constituency fixed effects.
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measurement error associated with these data, they enable us to investigate
whether representation affected the broader repertoire of activism.58 In
contrast to petitions, which reflect activism exercised through an institutional
channel, the protest events in the Horn and Tilly (1988) dataset were largely
non-institutional.

Figure 5 reports estimated ATEs from equation (1) for cases G and L, where
the outcome variable is different measures of public protest constructed from
the Tilly data. The point estimates for β3 are positive for case G and negative
for case L. The effects are not precisely estimated and only statistically
significant in a few cases, all related to peaceful protest. This suggests that
representation not only triggered more petitioning, but also encouraged other
forms of peaceful activism. It appears to have had little effect on violent
protest.59

Robustness Checks

We have conducted a number of robustness checks. We briefly summarize the
results here; the full results are reported in the supplemental appendix.

Alternative Specifications of the Outcome Variable. Our main specification uses a
logarithmic transformation of the petition count as the outcome variable to
reduce the skewness in the data. Chen and Roth (2023) show that when the
outcome variable is of the form log (x + a) and the treatment affects the
extensive margin (in our case, whether a constituency starts or stops

Figure 5. Difference-in-differences estimates using Tilly’s public protest data. Note.
The figure reports estimates of β3 and 90% confidence intervals from a version of
equation (1) where the outcome variable is public protest, measured by either the (log
of) the number of people involved or the number of events. For case G, we report the
estimates for violent and peaceful protest separately; for case L, we report the
results for peaceful protest along with the results for all protest events. Data for
1830–32 are excluded. See the notes to Table 3 for a description of cases G and
L. Appendix Table A8 reports the full results.
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petitioning), the ATE in percentages is not invariant to the scaling of the data.
Chen and Roth (2023) suggest two different ways to approach this problem.
First, in cases with count data like ours, one solution is to use the Poisson
QMLE estimator. This model identifies the average proportional treatment
effect on the treated, and the identification assumption is different. Second, we
bound the problem by investigating the sensitivity of the ATE in percentages
to variations around the value given in the log specification to observations
with a value of 0. This involves recoding the data as y = log(Y) for Y >0 and
y = �x for Y = 0 and then estimating the ATE for different values of x (from
zero to some chosen value). If the estimates are not too different, then the
extensive margin problem is not a serious concern. Appendix F in the
supplemental appendix shows the results produced by these methods. Case
G is robust to both approaches and, if anything, the estimated effect is larger
(54%–68%) than the 48% reported in Table 3. Case L is not robust to the use of
the Poisson estimator (the estimate is insignificant), but the ATE estimates are
fairly insensitive to the coding of the extensive margin (the average treatment
effect is between �34% and �24% compared to the baseline estimate
of �26%). An alternative to the non-linear transformations is to use the
absolute number of petitions as the outcome variable. Appendix Table A10,
columns (5) and (6), reports the results for this, and in both cases they are
qualitatively similar to the main results.

Petitions in 1830–32. We have excluded the years 1830–32 from the analysis.
An alternative is to keep the reform years, but to drop all petitions related to
parliamentary reform. Appendix Table A11, columns (1) and (2) report the
results for this sample. They are similar to those reported in Table 3. Columns
(3) and (4) of the table report the results for a specification estimated using all
petitions sent in 1820–38. The results, again, change very little.

Restricting the Post-Treatment Period. In the main specification, the post-
treatment period runs from 1833 to 1838. Parliamentary rules were
changed in 1835 so that MPs could no longer use a petition to start a debate.
Petitions could still be used in debates that had been started in other ways
(Leys, 1955). To rule out the possibility that our estimates just reflect the effect
of this change, Appendix Table A11, columns (1) and (2) report results for
regressions where the post-treatment period is restricted to 1833–34. This
makes little difference to the size and significance of our estimates.

Flexible Controls for Population. Our main specification does not control for
population. While the constituency fixed effects eliminate cross-sectional dif-
ferences in the size of constituencies, population dynamics could have induced
differential time trends. One may also be concerned that population growth could
have mechanically resulted in more petitions. Appendix Table A11, columns (3)
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to (6) report results that control for (log) population and (log) population
squared.60 This makes no substantial difference to our main results or our ro-
bustness checks.

Alternative Treatment and Control Groups. We consider a variation of case G
where the control group only includes the constituencies in the original control
group that had more than 10,000 residents in 1831. We use 10,000 because
this was the population cutoff used to determine which areas would
gain borough representation. The new control group therefore includes all
pre-1832 constituencies that were not on the Drummond list and had over
10,000 residents. The results are reported in Appendix Table A12, column (1).
The new estimated ATE is 0.30. This estimate is statistically significant,
although smaller than that reported in Table 3, column (1).

A variation on case L exploits the fact that some of the constituencies that
were singled out to lose representation in Schedules A or B of the original bill
presented in March 1831 were not on the final schedules included in the bill
that received Royal assent in June 1832. As before, our treatment group is the
Schedule A constituencies that actually lost all seats. Our new control group is
the Schedule B constituencies (i.e., those that kept one seat) plus those
constituencies that in the March 1831 draft were on Schedules A or B, but
were ultimately not included in these schedules and so lost no seats. Appendix
Table A12, column (2) reports the results. The estimated ATE is�0.28, which
is similar to that reported in Table 3.

The Role of Accountability

Wehypothesized that accountability could havemediated the effect of the reform:
the loss of borough representation may have decreased petitioning only in
constituencies where local MPs were accountable to residents (hypothesis 2). An
accountableMPwho took petitions seriously would have provided local residents
with a strong incentive to write and send petitions. In this case, the loss of borough
representation would have resulted in less petitioning. In contrast, in constitu-
encies where MPs were not accountable, for example, because they were under
the control of the local elite or some other patron, residents would have been less
motivated to send petitions. Accordingly, in this case, the loss of borough
representation would have had little effect on petitioning.

We examine the importance of accountability in case L.61 We include a
triple interaction between the ATE and a measure of the extent to which a
constituency’s MPs were controlled by a patron before the reform. Many seats
were controlled by aristocrats or local businessmen who in essence appointed
the local MP, making him accountable to them. We construct a dummy
variable patronage that equals zero when there was little or no patron control
in the constituency and 1 when there was full patron control.62 Given that the
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ATE from Table 3 is negative for case L, hypothesis 2 implies that the triple
interaction will be positive.

Table 6 reports the results. The coefficient on T × A is negative and
statistically significant, meaning that the loss of borough representation (Ti =
1) reduced petitioning in constituencies with no patron control. The estimated
coefficient on the triple interaction T × A × Patronage is positive and sta-
tistically significant. In constituencies with patron control, the ATE is very
close to zero: the coefficient is 0.04 and the F-stat (for the test of it being equal
to 0) is F (1, 199) = 1.21 with a p-value of 0.27. This is consistent with
hypothesis 2: the complementarity between representation and petitioning
was driven by the presence of MPs who were accountable to the residents of
their constituencies.

The Petitioners

We use information on who sent petitions to examine whether particular groups
were behind the changes we have documented. We divide senders into five
groups: civil society, business, individuals, religious organizations, and local
government bodies. Figure 6 reports the estimated ATEs for case G from equation
(1), where the outcome is the number of log petitions sent by each of the five
groups.63 Civil society groups (societies) petitioned significantly more after their

Table 6. Patronage.

Log (Petitions + 1)

(1)

T �0.33** (0.036)
A 0.53** (0.034)
Patronage �0.12** (0.036)
T × A �0.54** (0.090)
T × Patronage 0.039 (0.043)
A × Patronage �0.34** (0.034)
T × A × Patronage 0.58** (0.097)
Constituencies 120
Observations 240
R-squared 0.578
Treatment L

Note. **p < .01, *p < .05, +p < .1. Clustered standard errors in parentheses. Constant not re-
ported. The table reports the estimated β3 from a version of equation (1) that is augmented with a
set of interactions with the dummy variable Patronage. This dummy equals 1 for constituencies
that were fully controlled by a patron and zero for those with little or no patron control. See the
notes to Table 3 for a description of case L. Data for 1830–32 are excluded.
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area gained borough representation. This is consistent with hypothesis 3 that
representation reduces the cost of petitioning. Meanwhile, there was a small and
insignificant reduction in petitioning from religious organizations, a significant
increase in petitioning by business groups, and a small and insignificant increase
in petitioning by local government bodies and by individuals.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

This article shows that constituencies that lost borough representation as a
result of the Great Reform Act in 1832 saw a fall in petitioning, while those
that gained borough representation saw an increase in petitioning. This is
consistent with our main hypothesis that representation and petitioning were
complements. These results imply that democratic reforms, in this case the
granting of borough representation to areas that previously did not have it, can
lead to increased activism as measured by the number of petitions sent to
parliament. These results contribute to a growing literature that documents
how democratic reforms affect activism and protest (Degrave, Lopez Peceño,
and Rozenas 2023; Finkel, Gehlbach, and Olsen 2015; Lacroix, 2022).

When focusing on the constituencies that lost seats, the fall in petitioning
was driven by constituencies where the MPs were accountable to residents.
This supports the hypothesis that accountability helps explain the

Figure 6. The ATE by sender type. Note. The figure displays the estimates of ATE
along with 95 % confidence intervals from equation (1) for case G, for different types
of senders. Appendix Table A13 reports the full results and its note includes the
precise definitions of the different groups.
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complementarity between representation and petitioning. This contributes to
the literature on the political opportunity structure framework (Gleditsch &
Ruggeri, 2010; McAdam, 1982; Tarrow, 1989) by showing that the expected
response of MPs had a significant effect on petitioning. Furthermore, we show
that the positive effect of representation was larger for civil societies, groups
with limited access to other forms of influence.

The relationship we document is not produced by either (i) increases in
petitioning following the perceived success of the petitions calling for par-
liamentary reform, or by (ii) the disappointment of subjects who wished for a
more comprehensive reform and responded by petitioning more. The first of
these accounts would imply that areas that lost representation, having seen the
effectiveness of the petitions sent by other areas, would have increased their
petitioning. But we find that they did the opposite. In the second of these
accounts, the disappointment would have been greater in areas that lost
representation, hence these areas should have seen a larger increase in pe-
titions. But again, this is the opposite of what we find.

Our findings show how a small reform may set in motion a process that
leads to more reform in the future. In particular, reforms that improve rep-
resentation can increase activism, which in turn creates pressure from below
for more reform. This can explain the de Tocqueville paradox that non-
democratic regimes are more vulnerable right after they have reformed (de
Tocqueville, 2011 [1856]; Finkel & Gehlbach, 2018). It is also consistent with
the view in the historiographical literature that the Great Reform Act was
important because it facilitated future reforms (Maehl, 1967). Our findings
help justify the view that the Great Reform Act was a critical juncture that set
in motion a path-dependent process of democratization. This is consistent with
Tilly (1995, p. 288)’s assessment: “The conflicts and changes of 1828–
1834 cemented in place a claim-making repertoire of meetings, marches,
petition drives – as compared to their predecessors, visibly cosmopolitan,
autonomous, and modular. They produced an unprecedented mobilization of
workers that carried over into Chartism and national trade union movements.”

Several open questions remain. First, we know that both enfranchised and
disenfranchised individuals signed petitions, but we do not know how the
behavior of each group was affected by the changes in representation.
However, the existing qualitative evidence makes us confident that our results
are not driven by the behavioral response of the enfranchised. For example,
Phillips (1980) documents that it was common for more than half of a pe-
tition’s signatures to come from disenfranchised individuals. And although an
individual could submit a private petition, most petitions were signed by
between 20 and 200 individuals, with some collecting over 100,000 signatures
(Fisher 2009). Second, while we have outlined a number of possible reasons
for why disenfranchised individuals may have signed petitions, we do not
have the data to explore these theoretical links in more detail. Nevertheless,
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our historical case provides us with useful variation that allows for an
identification strategy that would not be workable in other contexts. It also
enables us to reassess the importance of the Great Reform Act, allowing us to
conclude that its central role in the historiography of Britain is fully justified.
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Notes

1. We define activism as actions taken by groups or individuals to bring about
political, social, or economic change.

2. See Pinckney (2020) and Pinckney et al. (2022).
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3. For example, see Acemoglu and Robinson (2019), Almond and Verba (1989),
Putnam et al. (1993), and Weingast (1997).

4. This question has received relatively little attention in the literature. Some recent
exceptions include Degrave, Lopez Peceño, and Rozenas (2023), Finkel,
Gehlbach, and Olsen (2015) and Lacroix (2022). For work on the relationship
between activism and democratization, see Aidt and Franck (2019), Aidt and
Leon (2016), Andrews and Biggs (2015), Beaulieu (2014), Gleditsch et al. (2023),
Hellmeier and Bernhard (2023), Przeworski (2009), and Stephan and Chenoweth
(2008).

5. In empirical terms, there is a compound treatment problem.
6. Replication files are available in the CPS Dataverse (Aidt & Leon-Ablan, 2025).
7. At the time, the population of England and Wales was just over 13 million.
8. Some existing work treats the right to vote and representation as equivalent, but in

1830’s England and Wales the two were distinct: disenfranchised individuals who
lived in an area with the right to return an MP were to some extent represented.

9. This system reflected the contemporary understanding of representation: what
mattered was that important social groups like merchants and landowners were
represented in parliament, not that each specific location had an MP (Salmon,
2009).

10. Consistent with this reasoning, Blumenau (2021) finds that British MPs today are
more likely to advocate for the cause of an e-petition when it has strong support in
their constituencies.

11. Even if an MP was only interested in those with the right to vote, activism could
have been informative about how these constituents would vote, especially as it
was common for voters to see themselves as making a choice on behalf of their
whole community.

12. There is evidence that even highly autocratic governments respond to activism,
including the writing of petitions (Dimitrov, 2014; Hilbig et al., 2023; Lueders,
2022).

13. We focus on the borough (rather than the county) constituencies. The Data section
discusses the reasons and implications of this choice.

14. We document in Appendix B that MPs were indeed responsive to petitions.
15. We also look at measures of activism collected from local newspapers by Horn and

Tilly (1988). These include demonstrations, peaceful gatherings and political
meetings, and violent riots.

16. These happened because the reforms disappointed the former serfs who had higher
expectations of what could be achieved. Similar arguments have been made with
respect to the Chartists in England (e.g., Thompson, 1963), but the effect we
document was the result of increased activity by a much larger portion of the
population.

17. The introduction of representation was a key step in the development of de-
mocracy in Western Europe (Stasavage, 2016).
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18. In related work, Olar (2024) shows a short-lived increase in turnout following
democratization.

19. Another interpretation of our results is that pro-democratic reforms can increase
the threat of revolution by facilitating collective action.

20. Studies that examine the enfranchisement dimension of this reform include
Acemoglu and Robinson (2000), Aidt and Franck (2015), Aidt and Franck (2019),
Ansell and Samuels (2015), Boix (2015), Collier (1999), and Lizzeri and Persico
(2004).

21. The areas that gained representation were large and economically important, while
those that lost representation had small populations and were declining
economically.

22. There is a growing literature that examines petitioning in non-democratic or quasi-
democratic settings. For example, recent work shows that Eastern European
Communist states responded to petitions (Dimitrov, 2014; Hilbig et al., 2023;
Lueders, 2022). In contrast, Sellars (2022) shows that Mexican bureaucrats re-
sponded very slowly to community petitions for land redistribution.

23. Cannon (1973), Brock (1973) and Aidt and Franck (2025, Chap. 3) offer detailed
accounts of the reform process.

24. Typically, several borough constituencies existed within a county constituency.
Appendix Figure A1 illustrates this for the three borough constituencies in the
county of Essex. In addition to the county and borough constituencies, there were
two university constituencies.

25. Section A of the supplemental appendix contains a detailed discussion of the
differences between county and borough representation.

26. The Tories won the 1830 election, but conflict between internal party factions
meant that they could not form a government. This allowed theWhigs to come into
government.

27. Both before and after the reform, there were parts of England and Wales that did
not have borough representation.

28. The reform resulted in the House of Commons losing 13 English and Welsh
borough seats.

29. See Section A in the supplemental appendix for a more detailed discussion of the
reform, including the creation of the Drummond list and the work of the Boundary
Commission.

30. Petitions were not addressed to individual MPs or Lords. We focus on petitions
sent to the House of Commons because the House of Lords was not elected and not
directly affected by the Reform Act.

31. Parliamentary rules on how to use petitions changed in 1835 (see Leys, 1955). Our
results are robust to restricting our sample to the years before this change.

32. During the debate on Catholic emancipation in 1829, it was suggested that “the
number of petitions presented of either class [for and against], describing the
number of signatures annexed to each petition” should be published weekly “so as
to enable the House to collect, as from a balance-sheet, the real sentiments of the
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nation upon this very important subject” (Hansard (1829) and quoted by Fraser
(1961, p. 209)).

33. MPs did not play amajor role in the organization of petitions. This is unsurprising: they
did not need a petition to argue for or against a piece of legislation. It is also possible
that petitions organized by anMP would not have been taken seriously by parliament.

34. In fact, MPs were often seen as representing a particular interest, e.g., the “in-
dustrial communities”.

35. At the time, electors were seen as representatives of the population at large,
electing MPs on behalf of this population (Gash, 1953).

36. Although petitions were addressed to parliament as a whole, it seems likely that
having a local borough MP mattered.

37. The view that representation and petitioning were substitutes is consistent with the
account in Vernon (1993), who argues that England’s 19th-century electoral re-
forms led to a decline in political engagement. It would also arise if, for example,
subjects felt the reforms had not been ambitious enough, as in Finkel, Gehlbach,
and Olsen (2015).

38. In this case, the local MP was not responsive to local residents, and so the loss of
borough representation would result in no change in petitioning.

39. Areas that gained borough representation had no borough MPs prior to the reform,
and so no borough representative who could be under the control of a patron.

40. For a more detailed discussion of the counties, sources, and data collection issues,
see Sections A and E of the supplemental appendix.

41. Appendix Table A3 reports summary statistics for the data used in the analysis.
42. Appendix Figure A3 shows the distribution of petitions by sender type before and

after 1832.
43. We have the name of the town or city from which each petition was sent, but do not

know the precise location within these units.
44. Unfortunately, systematic information on the number of signatures on each pe-

tition is only available for petitions sent after 1832.
45. Appendix Figure A4 shows the distribution of the change in the number of voters

following the reform, for constituencies that existed before and after. Section E in
the supplemental appendix details how these data were obtained.

46. The average population in the 42 new constituencies was around 58,000, while it
was about 22,000 in the control group, with many of these constituencies having
less than 10,000 residents. In the robustness analysis, we show that the results are
robust to using a more restricted control group that only includes constituencies
with more than 10,000 residents.

47. In case G, 2 out of the 93 constituencies in the control group sent no petitions
before the reform and one sent no petitions after. In the treatment group of
42 constituencies, one sent no petitions before and one sent no petitions after. In
case L, of the 56 in the treatment group, 13 sent no petitions before and 11 sent no
petitions after. In the control group, one constituency sent no petitions before or
after.
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48. The change in the socio-economic attributes of the average voter also appears to
have been minimal (Gash, 1953; Salmon, 2002). This is despite the fact that the
new voters enfranchised as occupiers (and rate payers) of properties worth at least
£10 per year were often more ‘middle class’ than the ancient voters who, with the
exception of out-voters, kept their old right to vote for life. See Aidt and Franck
(2025, Table 4.6) for information on the split between these two groups of voters
after the reform.

49. In the Robustness checks section, we show that our results are not affected by the
inclusion of the years 1830–32 in the analysis. The robustness of our results
reassures us that Drummond’s approach was effective at preventing the manip-
ulation of the reform process.

50. That is, we average so that for each constituency we have one pre-treatment and
one post-treatment observation.

51. Roth et al. (2023) recommend clustering at the unit level at which treatment is
independently assigned, as this allows the statistical model to take into account the
fact that all observations within a unit are assigned to the treatment or control
group together.

52. We calculate this and subsequent effects using the coefficient for the relevant ATE
and the formula (ecoefficient � 1) × 100. Additionally, Chen and Roth (2023) show
that in a specification with log(x + a), the ATE in percentage form is not invariant
to the scaling of the data when the treatment affects the extensive margin (in our
case, whether a constituency starts or stops petitioning). In Section 7.3, we engage
with this and consider different definitions of our outcome variables and use
alternative estimators following the suggestions in Chen and Roth (2023).

53. We implement this using their R package tjbal.
54. For constituencies that gained borough representation for the first time, ΔV is equal

to voters post-reform. For those that lost all borough representation, the value is
minus the pre-reform number of voters.

55. The coefficient on ΔV in column (2) is negative and significant. This suggests that
in the constituencies that kept at least one seat after 1832, those with more voters
before 1832 petitioned less.

56. Appendix D in the supplemental appendix considers other important changes that
happened around the same time as the Great Reform Act, and explains why they
cannot explain our findings.

57. Appendix E explains how this was done.
58. To validate the data from the national newspapers, Tilly (1995) collected some data

from local newspapers and concluded that national newspapers did not system-
atically under-report.

59. Appendix Table A9 reports estimates from a version of equation (1) in which we
control for the Tilly protest variables. The goal is to check whether the ATEs for cases
G andL become statistically insignificant oncewe include these othermeasures, as this
would suggest that the petition variable in our core regressions is picking up the effect
of other forms of protest. We find that the estimates of β3 are minimally affected and
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remain highly significant. This suggests that the changes in petitioning that we observe
are not simply the result of substitution away from or towards other activities.

60. Population data are reported in the Population Censuses of Great Britain. See
Appendix E in the supplemental appendix for information on how these data were
constructed.

61. We cannot conduct this analysis for case G because the constituencies in the
treatment group had no borough representation before the reform, and so no MP
who could be under the control of a patron.

62. The is coded from Philbin (1965), see Appendix E in the supplemental appendix
for details. We note that this index cannot predict which of the constituencies on
the Drummond list fall into the treatment or control groups.

63. We can only identify the type of sender for a subset of petitions and we do not have
enough information to reliably estimate treatment effects by type for case L.

References

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2000). Why did the West extend the franchise?
Democracy, inequality, and growth in historical perspective. Quarterly Journal of
Economics, 115(4), 1167–1199. https://doi.org/10.1162/003355300555042

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2001). A theory of political transitions. The American
Economic Review, 91(4), 938–963. https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.91.4.938

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2006). Economic origins of dictatorship and
democracy. Cambridge University Press.

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2019). The narrow corridor: How nations struggle
for liberty. Penguin Books.

Aidt, T. S., & Dutta, J. (2007). Policy myopia and economic growth. European Journal
of Political Economy, 23(3), 734–753. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2006.
05.002

Aidt, T. S., & Franck, R. (2015). Democratization under the threat of revolution:
Evidence from the Great Reform Act of 1832. Econometrica, 83(2), 505–547.
https://doi.org/10.3982/ecta11484

Aidt, T. S., & Franck, R. (2019). What motivates an oligarchic elite to democratize?
Evidence from the roll call vote on the Great Reform Act of 1832. The Journal of
Economic History, 79(3), 773–825. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0022050719000342

Aidt, T. S., & Franck, R. (2025). Peaceful and violent origins of voting rights: A political
economy analysis of the Great Reform Act of 1832. Oxford University Press.

Aidt, T. S., & Leon, G. (2016). The democratic window of opportunity: Evidence from
riots in Sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Conflict Resolution, 60(4), 694–717.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002714564014

Aidt, T. S., & Leon-Ablan, G. (2025). Replication data for: Can democratic reforms
promote political activism? Evidence from the Great Reform Act of 1832. V. V1.
Harvard Dataverse. https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/EBLYRB

Aidt and Leon-Ablan 31

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/00104140251392541
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/00104140251392541
https://doi.org/10.1162/003355300555042
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.91.4.938
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2006.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2006.05.002
https://doi.org/10.3982/ecta11484
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0022050719000342
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002714564014
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/EBLYRB


Almond, G. A., & Verba, S. (1989). The civic culture: Political attitudes and de-
mocracy in five nations. (Original book published in 1963). Sage.

Andrews, K. T., & Biggs, M. (2015). Protest campaigns and movement success:
Desegregating the U.S. south in the early 1960s. American Sociological Review,
80(2), 416–443. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122415574328

Ansell, B. W., & Samuels, D. J. (2015). Inequality and democratization: An elite-
competition approach. Cambridge University Press.

Beaulieu, E. (2014). Electoral protest and democracy in the developing world.
Cambridge University Press.

Berlinski, S., & Dewan, T. (2011). The political consequences of franchise extension:
Evidence from the Second Reform Act. Quarterly Journal of Political Science,
6(3-4), 329–376. https://doi.org/10.1561/100.00011013

Berlinski, S., Dewan, T., & Van Coppenolle, B. (2014). Franchise extension and the
British aristocracy. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 39(4), 531–558. https://doi.org/
10.1111/lsq.12057

Bertrand, M., Duflo, E., & Mullainathan, S. (2004). How much should we trust
differences-in-differences estimates? Quarterly Journal of Economics, 119(1),
249–275. https://doi.org/10.1162/003355304772839588

Besley, T. (2007). Principled agents? The political economy of good government.
Oxford University Press.

Blumenau, J. (2021). Online activism and dyadic representation: Evidence from the
UK E-Petition system. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 46(4), 889–920. https://doi.
org/10.1111/lsq.12291

Boix, C. (2015). Democracy and redistribution. Cambridge University Press.
Brock, M. (1973). The Great Reform Act. Hutchinson University Library.
Cannon, J. A. (1973). Parliamentary reform, 1640-1832. Cambridge University Press.
Carpenter, D. (2016). Recruitment by petition: American antislavery, French Prot-

estantism, English suppression. Perspectives on Politics, 14(3), 700–723. https://
doi.org/10.1017/s1537592716001134

Carpenter, D. (2021). Democracy by petition: Popular politics in transformation,
1790-1870. Harvard University Press.

Carpenter, D., & Brossard, D. (2019). L’éruption patriote: The revolt against Dalhousie
and the petitioning explosion in nineteenth-century French Canada. Social Sci-
ence History, 43(3), 453–485. https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2019.23

Carpenter, D., & Moore, C. D. (2014). When canvassers became activists: Antislavery
petitioning and the political mobilization of American women. American Political
Science Review, 108(3), 479–498. https://doi.org/10.1017/s000305541400029x

Carpenter, D., & Schneer, B. (2015). Party formation through petitions: TheWhigs and
the Bank War of 1832–1834. Studies in American Political Development, 29(2),
213–234. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0898588x15000073

Chen, J., & Roth, J. (2023). Logs with zeros? Some problems and solutions. Quarterly
Journal of Economics, 139(2), 891–936. https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjad054

Collier, R. B. (1999). Paths toward democracy. Cambridge University Press.

32 Comparative Political Studies 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122415574328
https://doi.org/10.1561/100.00011013
https://doi.org/10.1111/lsq.12057
https://doi.org/10.1111/lsq.12057
https://doi.org/10.1162/003355304772839588
https://doi.org/10.1111/lsq.12291
https://doi.org/10.1111/lsq.12291
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1537592716001134
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1537592716001134
https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2019.23
https://doi.org/10.1017/s000305541400029x
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0898588x15000073
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjad054


Congleton, R. D. (2007). From royal to parliamentary rule without revolution: The
economics of constitutional exchange within divided governments. European
Journal of Political Economy, 23(2), 261–284. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.
2007.04.002

Congleton, R. D. (2011). Perfecting parliament. Cambridge University Press.
Cox, G., Fresh, A., & Saiegh, S. (2023). The political economy of suffrage reform: The

Great Reform Act of 1832. Journal of Historical Political Economy, 3(1), 65–93.
https://doi.org/10.1561/115.00000046

Degrave, A., Alejandro Lopez, P., & Rozenas, A. (2023). Suffrage expansion and
political development: Insights from 19th-Century France. Unpublished working
paper, Department of Politics, New York University.

de Tocqueville, A. (2011 [1856]). The Ancien regime and the French revolution.
Cambridge University Press.

Dimitrov, M. K. (2014). What the party wanted to know: Citizen complaints as a
“Barometer of public opinion” in communist Bulgaria. East European Politics &
Societies: and Cultures , 28(2), 271–295. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0888325413506933

Finkel, E., & Gehlbach, S. (2018). The Tocqueville paradox: When does reform
provoke rebellion? Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3202013 (Ac-
cessed 29 September 2023).

Finkel, E., Scott, G., & Olsen, T. D. (2015). Does reform prevent rebellion? Evidence
from Russia’s emancipation of the serfs. Comparative Political Studies, 48(8),
984–1019. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414014565887

Fisher, D. (Ed.). (2009). The history of parliament: The House of Commons 1820-
1832. Cambridge University Press.

Fraser, P. (1961). Public petitioning and parliament before 1832. History, 46(158),
195–211. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-229x.1961.tb02441.x. https://www.jstor.
org/stable/24404251

Fresh, A. (2024). Population and political change in industrial Britain. Working paper.
Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4734362

Gash, N. (1953). Politics in the age of Peel: A study in the technique of parliamentary
representation 1830-1850. W. W. Norton [1971].

Gleditsch, K. S., Olar, R.-G., & Radean, M. (2023). Going, going, gone? Varieties of
dissent and leader exit. Journal of Peace Research, 60(5), 729–744. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00223433221092813

Gleditsch, K. S., & Ruggeri, A. (2010). Political opportunity structures, democracy,
and civil war. Journal of Peace Research, 47(3), 299–310. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0022343310362293

Goehring, G, & Hanlon, W.W. (2025). Constituent-Representative Interaction Outside
of Elections: Theory and Evidence from the Early U.K. Women’s Rights
Movement. Working paper.

Haggard, S., & Kaufman, R. (2021). Backsliding: Democratic regress in the con-
temporary world. Cambridge University Press.

Aidt and Leon-Ablan 33

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2007.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2007.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1561/115.00000046
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325413506933
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325413506933
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3202013
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414014565887
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-229x.1961.tb02441.x
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24404251
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24404251
https://ssrn.com/abstract=4734362
https://doi.org/10.1177/00223433221092813
https://doi.org/10.1177/00223433221092813
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343310362293
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343310362293


Hansard. (1829). Commons sitting of Thursday, February 26, 1829. House of
Commons Hansard Second Series, 20, 567.

Hazlett, C., & Xu, Y. (2018). Trajectory balancing: A general reweighting approach to
causal inference with time-series cross-sectional data.Working paper. Available at
SSRN: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstractid=3214231 (Access
29 September 2023).

Hellmeier, S., & Bernhard, M. (2023). Regime transformation from below: Mobili-
zation for democracy and autocracy from 1900 to 2021. Comparative Political
Studies, 56(12), 1858–1890. https://doi.org/10.1177/00104140231152793

Hilbig, H., Lueders, H., & Riaz, S. (2023). Do autocrats respond to citizen demands?
Petitions and housing construction in the GDR. Unpublished Working Paper.
Department of Political Science, University of California.

Horn, N., & Tilly, C. (1988). Contentious gatherings in Britain, 1758-1834. Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research ICPSR. Working paper
8872.

Howard, M. M., & Roessler, P. G. (2006). Liberalizing electoral outcomes in com-
petitive authoritarian regimes. American Journal of Political Science, 50(2),
365–381. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2006.00189.x

Huntington, S. P. (1991). The third wave: Democratization in the late twentieth
century. University of Oklahoma Press.

Huzzey, R., & Miller, H. (2020). Petitions, parliament and political culture: Petitioning
the House of Commons, 1780-1918. Past & Present, 248(1), 123–164. https://doi.
org/10.1093/pastj/gtz061

Knights, M. (2009). Participation and representation before democracy: Petitions and
addresses in premodern Britain. In I. Shapiro, S. C. Stokes, E. JeanWood, & A. S.
Kirshner (Eds.), Political representation (pp. 35–57). Cambridge University
Press.

Lacroix, J. (2022). Ballots instead of bullets? The effect of the Voting Rights Act on
political violence. Journal of the European Economic Association, 21(2),
764–813. https://doi.org/10.1093/jeea/jvac048

Larcinese, V. (2024). Enfranchisement and representation: Evidence from the intro-
duction of quasi-universal suffrage in Italy. The Journal of Politics, 86(2),
565–581. https://doi.org/10.1086/727606

Levitsky, S., & Ziblatt, D. (2018). How Democracies Die. Crown.
Leys, C. (1955). Petitioning in the nineteenth and tweentieth century. Political Studies,

3(1), 45–64. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.1955.tb01105.x
Lizzeri, A., & Persico, N. (2004). Why did the elites extend the suffrage? Democracy

and the scope of government, with an application to Britain’s “age of reform”.
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 119(2), 707–765. https://doi.org/10.1162/
0033553041382175

Lueders, H. (2022). Electoral responsiveness in closed autocracies: Evidence from
petitions in the former German Democratic Republic. American Political Science
Review, 116(3), 827–842. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055421001386

34 Comparative Political Studies 0(0)

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstractid=3214231
https://doi.org/10.1177/00104140231152793
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2006.00189.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtz061
https://doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtz061
https://doi.org/10.1093/jeea/jvac048
https://doi.org/10.1086/727606
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.1955.tb01105.x
https://doi.org/10.1162/0033553041382175
https://doi.org/10.1162/0033553041382175
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055421001386


Maehl,W. H.M. (1967). The reform bill of 1832: Why not revolution?Holt, Rinehart &
Winston.

McAdam, D. (1982). Political process and the development of black insurgency, 1930-
1970. University of Chicago Press.

Miller, H. J. (2023). A nation of petitioners: Petitions and petitioning in the United
Kingdom, 1780–1918. Cambridge University Press.

Morgan-Collins, M. (2023). Bringing in the new votes: Turnout of women after
enfranchisement. American Political Science Review, 118(2), 1–16. https://doi.
org/10.1017/s0003055423000473

Nall, B., Schneer, C., & Carpenter, D. (2018). Paths of recruitment: Rational social
prospecting in petition canvassing. American Journal of Political Science, 62(1),
192–209. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12305

North, D. C. (1990). Institutions, institutional change and economic performance.
Cambridge University Press.

Olar, R.-G. (2024). Democratization boost or bust? Electoral turnout after democratic
transitions. Comparative Political Studies, 57(10), 1735–1766. https://doi.org/10.
1177/00104140231194922

Philbin, J. H. (1965). Parliamentary representation, 1832. Yale University Press.

Phillips, J. A. (1980). Popular politics in unreformed England. The Journal of Modern
History, 52(4), 599–625. https://doi.org/10.1086/242199

Pinckney, J. (2020). From dissent to democracy: The promise and peril of civil re-
sistance transitions. Oxford University Press.

Pinckney, J., Butcher, C., & Braithwaite, J. M. (2022). Organizations, resistance, and
democracy: How civil society organizations impact democratization. Interna-
tional Studies Quarterly, 66(1), sqab094. https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqab094

Pop-Eleches, G., & Robertson, G. B. (2015). Information, elections, and political
change. Comparative Politics, 47(4), 459–478. https://doi.org/10.5129/
001041515816103239

Przeworski, A. (2009). Conquered or granted? A history of suffrage extensions. British
Journal of Political Science, 39(2), 291–321. https://doi.org/10.1017/
s0007123408000434

Putnam, R. D., Leonardi, R., & Nanetti, R. Y. (1993). Making democracy work: Civic
traditions in modern Italy. Princeton University Press.

Robson, B. (2014). Maps and mathematics: Ranking the English boroughs for the
1832 ReformAct. Journal of Historical Geography, 46, 66–79. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.jhg.2014.09.010

Roth, J., Sant’Anna, P. H. C., Bilinski, A., & Poe, J. (2023). What’s trending in
difference-in-differences? A synthesis of the recent econometrics literature.
Journal of Econometrics, 235(2), 2218–2244. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeconom.
2023.03.008

Salmon, P. (2002). Electoral reform at work: Local politics and national parties, 1832-
1841. Boydell/Brewer - Royal Historical Society.

Aidt and Leon-Ablan 35

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055423000473
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055423000473
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12305
https://doi.org/10.1177/00104140231194922
https://doi.org/10.1177/00104140231194922
https://doi.org/10.1086/242199
https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqab094
https://doi.org/10.5129/001041515816103239
https://doi.org/10.5129/001041515816103239
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0007123408000434
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0007123408000434
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2014.09.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2014.09.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeconom.2023.03.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeconom.2023.03.008


Salmon, P. (2009). The English reform legislation, 1831-32. In D. R. Fisher (Ed.), The
history of parliament: The House of Commons (Vol. I, pp. 1820–1832). Cam-
bridge University Press.

Schonhardt-Bailey, C. (2006). From the Corn Laws to free trade: Interests, ideas, and
institutions in historical perspective. MIT Press.

Sellars, E. A. (2022). Demobilization through inaction: Bureaucratic delay, ambiguity,
and frustrated collective action. In Unpublished working paper, Department of
Political Science. Yale University.

Skorge, Ø. S. (2023). Mobilizing the underrepresented: Electoral systems and gender
inequality in political participation. American Journal of Political Science, 67(3),
538–552. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12654

Spychal, M. (2024). Mapping the state. English boundaries and the 1832 reform bill.
University of London Press.

Stasavage, D. (2016). Representation and consent: Why they arose in Europe and not
elsewhere. Annual Review of Political Science, 19(1), 145–162. https://doi.org/
10.1146/annurev-polisci-043014-105648

Stephan, M. J., & Chenoweth, E. (2008). Why civil resistance works: The strategic
logic of nonviolent conflict. International Security, 33(1), 7–44. https://doi.org/
10.1162/isec.2008.33.1.7

Tarrow, S. (1989). Democracy and disorder: Protest and politics in Italy, 1965-1975.
Clarendon Press.

Teele, D. L. (2018). Forging the Franchise: The political origins of the women’s vote.
Princeton University Press.

Thompson, E. P. (1963). The making of the English working class. Penguin Books.
Tilly, C. (1995). Popular contention in Great Britain, 1758-1834. Harvard University

Press.
Truex, R. (2017). Consultative authoritarianism and its limits. Comparative Political

Studies, 50(3), 329–361. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414014534196
Vernon, J. (1993). Politics and the people: A study in English political culture, 1815-

1867. Cambridge University Press.
Weingast, B. R. (1997). The political foundations of democracy and the rule of law.

American Political Science Review, 91(2), 245–263. https://doi.org/10.2307/
2952354

Author Biographies

Toke S. Aidt is a Professor in the Faculty of Economics at the University of
Cambridge.

Gabriel Leon-Ablan is a Professor in the Department of Political Economy at
King’s Colle London.

36 Comparative Political Studies 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12654
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-043014-105648
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-043014-105648
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2008.33.1.7
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2008.33.1.7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414014534196
https://doi.org/10.2307/2952354
https://doi.org/10.2307/2952354

	Can Democratic Reforms Promote Political Activism? Evidence From the Great Reform Act of 1832
	Introduction
	Contribution and Related Literature
	Democratic Reform and Activism
	Democratic Backsliding
	Long 19th Century Reforms
	Petitioning

	Historical Background
	The Great Reform Act
	Petitions

	Representation and Petitioning
	Data
	Empirical Strategy
	Results
	The Effect of the Change in the Suffrage Rules
	Alternative Measures of Activism
	Robustness Checks
	Alternative Specifications of the Outcome Variable
	Petitions in 1830–32
	Restricting the Post-Treatment Period
	Flexible Controls for Population
	Alternative Treatment and Control Groups


	The Role of Accountability
	The Petitioners
	Discussion and Concluding Remarks
	Acknowledgments
	Declaration of Conflicting Interests
	Funding
	ORCID iD
	Data Availability Statement
	Supplemental Material
	Notes
	References
	Author Biographies


