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ABSTRACT 

Although a wide range of ideas, opinions and debates 

speculating on the nature and purpose of English local government has 

accumulated during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries this 

body of literature has been largely neglected as a focus for inquiry 

by political scientists. This is surprising since analysis of the 

origins and evolution of the political theory of modern English 

local government promises not only to provide us with an insight 

into the values which underpin this form of government but also 

to facilitate our understanding of the complex relationships between 

the development of ideas and legislation designed to introduce a 

fundamental institutional reorganisation. 

The aim of this thesis has been to undertake such an 

analysis and by concentrating on a number of key phases of legislative 

activity to highlight those ideas which have contributed to the 

framework within which decisions about substantive policy have taken 

place. Three broad themes have been crucial in moulding the language 

and style of this debate. First, there has been an assumption that a 

community of local interest should provide the basis for local 

government. Second, considerable emphasis has been placed on the 

means for improving the administrative efficiency and effectiveness 

in a system of local government regarded as crucial in the delivery 

of certain public services. Third, opinion has constantly stressed 

the need for accountability in local government, both in terms of 

being representative of local electoral opinion and compliant with 

the objectives of central authority. These themes have recurred 

throughout the tradition of ideas on English local government from the



1830s onwards and have conditioned responses to the issue of 

reorganisation. 

This analysis of ideas and legislation has allowed us to 

make a number of interesting conclusions. We have noted that although 

the idea of community interest has proved durable the pressures of 

industrialisation and urbanisation have forced a more sophisticated 

definition of community to evolve. Two distinct approaches to 

‘community’ as a criterion for the delineation of administrative 

boundaries have developed, one advancing the importance of 'subjective' 

community reliant upon individual perceptions of area, the other 

employing an ‘objective’ view dependent upon social, economic and 

geographical factors. Unfortunately, the overall utility 

of the community interest concept has been greatly reduced by the 

enormous disparity in the size and population of areas implied by 

the different categories. Our analysis has also charted the growing 

influence of ideas concerned with service delivery in directing the 

course of débates on reorganisation. More attention has gradually 

focussed upon the needs of administrative organisation, management 

and professionalism as ways:of improving the quality of services 

and this development has been reflected in legislation. Finally, 

we conclude that although the idea of accountability has a long 

tradition debate on this issue has often been controversial. 

Suspicions about the local electoral process and calibre of 

councillors have continued as also have disagreements over the 

optimum relationship between local government and central 

authority and the question of accountability remains a source of 

contention.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction



INTRODUCTION 

The study of political ideas and their importance in public 

policy-making appears to have been sadly neglected as a focus of 

inquiry for British political science. Certainly, there is a sense 

in which politics in this country is considered in pragmatic, not 

philosophical, terms but the reluctance to question continually the 

foundations of political society has been mistaken as evidence of a 

lack of speculation about institutions and the processes of government. 

In fact a great accumulation of ideas has resulted from this concern 

to improve rather than revolutionise government, and as Greenleaf has 

remarked generally, "it is an utter disgrace that there is, not simply 

no good review but, no review at all of modern British political chougne™, ©! 

To some extent this shortcoming has been overcome by Barker's 

(2) 
Political Ideas in Modern Britain but whilst this study has enhanced 

our knowledge of these ideas further investigation is still necessary. 

Specifically, what do we know of political ideas on English local 

government? 

Twenty years ago W J M Mackenzie in a brief study of some 

ideas on local government made caustic comments on the academic study 

of this opinion. He wrote: 

"In fact, the subject is a very base one, if we measure it 

by academic standards; it has seldom been treated with 

elegance and precision, and if you scan the textbooks 

of political thought you will find no accounts, or very 

shoddy accounts, of theories about local government". (3) 

Unfortunately these comments still appear relevant. Is this not 

surprising when local government has played, and continues to play 

such an important role in our system of democratic government? There 

is, perhaps, the assumption that many ideas referring specifically to 

local government are inferior to those concerned with more important 

issues, for example, the nature of the state and values of liberty and



equality. In reply we should emphasise that local government enjoys 

a strategic location within the state, intermediate between the 

nation-state and individual, and our discussion of these 'major' 

concerns might be helped by a clearer understanding of the values 

incorporated in local government. A further reason for studying ideas 

is to help identify the origins of attitudes and assumptions present 

in contemporary local government. This is not to suggest that ideas 

have been easily transported through time, although in some cases 

writers have attempted this, but rather, knowledge of the tradition of 

debate on local government is useful in expanding our awareness of 

the values and attitudes developed by our predecessors and modified 

to suit the particular requirements of successive generations. 

The nature of this inquiry, therefore, will be to examine those ideas, 

opinions and debates which together comprise a tradition of political 

theorising about English local government, 

What follows, however, does not constitute a political theory 

of local government in itself, nor should the reader expect to find 

consistency of theme and content in these ideas. There is much variety 

in the debates on local government, a fact connected with the absence 

of political theorising about the concept of 'state' in this country. 

Unlike continental Europe there has been little consideration of broad 

questions about the state but rather the concern has been to focus 

upon narrower issues. In some ways this has proved a disadvantage, 

but for our specific purposes the result has been a vast collection of 

writings all speculating upon questions such as what is local government 

for, and what is its relationship with the community and other 

institutions of government? While discussing the contrast between 

European and British theorising it should be pointed out that 

important historical factors have played their part in structuring 

debate on local government. If we were to compare local governments



in the nineteenth century we would find a far more important role for 

English local government in contrast with Europe. On the continent 

a centralised administration took most of the responsibilities but 

English local government comprised not only a platform for the 

community's political expression but also an important provider of 

public services. An examination of public expenditure in nineteenth 

century Britain shows a much larger consumption by local authorities 

than by central departments while an analysis of Parliamentary time- 

tables highlights the volume of legislation proposed by individual 

local authorities. 

English local government, therefore, has historically occupied 

a major position in the development of the overall governmental apparatus. 

It was natural that central government should eventually seek to regulate 

and then control its local counterpart and it was equally natural that 

at every important step in this process there should have been debate. 

These debates represent the focus of this thesis. We are concerned with 

the evolution of various policies directed towards the reorganisation 

of local government and more importantly the development and content of 

the intellectual framework within which these policies are located. An 

essential part of this inquiry will be to examine the degree of 

continuity and change within this intellectual framework. The 

originiality of this thesis stems from the fact that despite Mackenzie's 

complaint we still know little about the history of ideas and opinions 

in English local government and the relationship between these ideas and 

policy. 

(a) Scope of Inquiry 

The scope of our inquiry into these ideas begins in the early 

part of the nineteenth century and concludes in 1972. There are a 

number of reasons for studying such a large time-span and setting the



study within these dates. One of our main concerns will be to explore 

the relationship between ideas and legislative change since: 

"human history is a two-stranded rope; the history 

of events and the history of ideas develop in intimate 

relation with each other yet each according to its 

own logic and its own time scale; and each conditions 

both its own future and the future of the other". (4) 

Discovering the exact nature of this relationship is extremely difficult 

and we would not wish to make bold claims for this thesis in that direction 

but as Simeon has noted, 

"Tdeas seem to bethe essential both to the substance and 

to the means by which policy is made. They are 

especially useful, I think, in understanding broad policy 

shifts over long periods of time ...". (5) (my emphasis) 

By examining the development of ideas from the early nineteenth century 

oavaxdal we improve the prospects of unearthing the nature of the idea/ 

event relationship and within this time period three distinct 'policy 

shifts' have been studied in detail. 

In each case the policy constitutes a major reorganisation of 

local government. The first, from 1834-5 signalled what the Webbs 

believed was the origin of modern English local soverments as 

legislation reformed administration of the poor laws and government in 

the municipal borough. Greater elaboration as to why this starting 

point was chosen can be found in Chapter 2. The importance of these 

reforms lay in their influence upon future attitudes towards local 

government although the actual structure of authorities created in 

succeeding years proved extremely chaotic. The second phase of reo- 

organisation resulted from Acts passed in 1888 and 1894 which consolidated 

earlier reforms and extended the principle of democratic local government 

to all areas. This sytem remained vritually intact until the final 

period of reorganisation which concluded with the Local Government 

(7) 
Act (1972) and introduced existing arrangements for local administration’. 

Within each period of reorganisation we will be highlighting the



dominant ideas in debates and their possible impact upon those involved 

in the policy-making process. 

Certainly there have been other periods when local government 

has undergone change, for example the establishment of sanitary districts 

in the 1870s or the modifications to county and county borough relations 

in the 1920s, but these represent less important phases of reorganisation 

than the three major reform periods which are the focus of this thesis. 

Subsequent research examining the relationships between ideas and 

legislation might consider other reforms but it is natural that our 

initial inquiries on this matter should concentrate on the major 

phases of reorganisation. 

One question which could be asked at this point is why 

concentrate on reorganisation? Would it not be better to focus 

upon the periods between reorganisations when local government was 

not in a state of flux and under intense scrutiny? Perhaps such an 

approach might have uncovered the values underpinning local government 

but for a number of reasons we feel the focus on reorganisation has 

its advantages. First, we are primarily concerned with expressed 

opinions and not unstated assumptions, important though this latter 

may be to the development of local government. This interest in 

expressed opinions which are more amenable to the kind of analysis 

we wish to make of ideas leads us to favour periods of reorganisation 

when the prospect of reform brings greater exposure of those values 

underpinning local government and provides a platform for the public 

debate of ideas andopinions. In this way we can more easily detect 

the degree of continuity and change in ideas about local government. 

Second, the fact of major legislative reorganisation brings 

considerable party political and Parliamentary discussion of local 

government and this source material can prove extremely valuable in 

establishing more clearly the nature of the relationship between



ideas and policy, 

Although the reorganisations of local government in the 

1830s, 1880-90s and 1970s do provide the legislative focii our study of 

ideas is not exckusively located within these periods. While some 

ideas develop as responses to the imminence of reorganisation many do not. 

A furtherreason for adopting a historical perspective, therefore, is 

the importance of studying an idea's development over time noting the 

context of its genesis and noting also the way in which it is modified 

to meet changing circumstances. Ideas invariably affect the ideas of 

others and produce favourable responses, outright rejections or more 

often stimulate a form of synthesis. This process of modification, 

adaptation and extension of ideas generally occurs over a considerable 

time and ideas which feature prominently in debates on reorganisation 

have rarely appeared overnight. Consider, for example, Derek Senior's 

proposal to establish a new system of local government based on the idea 

of 'city-regions'. Many regarded this as an innovation in ideas on 

local government but closer examination demonstrates it was not a 

proposal without precedents and had been discussed by various writers 

from at least the turn of the century. Adopting a long historical 

perspective, therefore, enables us to discover the degree of continuity 

and change in the political theory of English local government. 

(b) Existing Literature 

Although a great deal of academic study has been made of local 

government the number of analyses of ideas on local government has 

remained surprisingly small. The purpose of this study will be to 

identify and examine a range of ideas about local government which 

have received scant attention in the existing literature. We should 

note immediately, however, a recent book, The Reorganisation of British 

Local Government by John Dearlove which explores some of the themes



discussed in this thesis but unfortunatelyecould not be considered 

(8) adequately given the timing of its publication’ *. One criticism we 

"orthodoxies" might make of this work examining the development of 

in the reorganisation of local government is that it takes a rather 

narrow historical perspective, failing to consider many nineteenth 

century ideas which we believe have been crucial in determining 

contemporary attitudes to local government. A similar criticism might 

also be made of Dilys Hill's Democratic Theory and Local Government. 

Although exploring the impact of democratic theory in local 

government Hill devotes little space to the discussion of the source 

material for this theory. There is, for example, onlyxa single 

reference to Jeremy Bentham which tells us that his ideas on local 

democracy were "ambiguous" while the frequent misrepresentation of Toulmin 

Smith as being “in total opposition to the elected democratic 

principle" is simply repeated 5 Both Dearlove and Hill, although 

accomplishing those tasks they had set for themselves ignore or overlook 

an historical perspective for the understanding of ideas in local 

government. 

Nevertheless, these and other studies have helped considerably 

in expanding our knowledge of theories and values in local government 

and their impact upon attitudes to its structure and administration. 

Frequently many students of local government have been content to 

consider values in terms of either "local democracy' and (or more 

usually, versus) ‘administrative efficiency’. Neither of these labels 

are particularly useful as conceptual frameworks. As Jones remarks 

of 'local democracy’: 

"As used today, "local democracy" appears to consist 
of a number of vague propositions, a series of often 

unconnected and conflicting statements, a bundle of 

unsystematic ideas". (10) 

Similarly, the author of a thorough study of local government reform 

from 1966-1974 informs us that ‘local democracy" was used in four quite



(11) separate ways and one suspects this is a rather low estimation. 

Local democracy would seem to be one of those phrases which everyone 

likes to use but nobody knows what it means. The term “administrative 

efficiency’ also appears to have become greatly abused to the extent 

that it is used to cover everything from the formulation of policy to its 

implementation. 

Studies are virtually unanimous in regarding individual 

participation in local government as a basis for its justification. 

By taking an interest in and becoming involved with the decision- 

making process individuals receive an invaluable political education 

which some of them use as experience for participation in national 

pavermaents: A great believer in the value of a local political 

education was, of course, the philosopher John Stuart Mill and a number 

of writers have openly acknowledged this view as forming the basis of 

their own admiration for local sousanene ons: 

A second factor accounting for the justification of local 

government appears to have been the provision of public services by 

local officials directed by elected councillors rather than a 

system where services are administered by field officers directly 

responsible to central government. Sharpe, for example, sees locally 

controlled government as vital in co-ordinating administration and 

ensuring services respond to the needs of the particular eommuniey ot 

Another writer believes the local provision of services to be the 

justification for local government: "It provides what is to some 

extent a unique opportunity for the measurement of consumer 

Satistection™ 

But while these studies have been important in highlighting 

the need for democratic local government they have not explored 

sufficiently, apart from passing references to J S Mill, the intellectual 

history of English local government. Understanding why participation,



political training and local provision of services are valued requires 

us to examine the ideas and assumptions which have been instrumental 

in the development of local government in this country. 

The nature of our inquiry in fact lies much nearer to the 

style of two other studies - one by W H Wickwar, The Political Theory 

of Local Government, the second by A Syed, The Political Theory of 

American Local Government. Wickwar's study consists of a general 

review of some of the main theories of local government throughout 

the world and it remains the only study of its kind. Unfortunately 

such a sulin tanemeive survey is accomplished in the space of only 

96 pages and, necessarily, his analysis of these ideas is brie 1, 

Syed's analysis of ideas on American local government is more 

substantial and contains a great many insights into the values which 

(17) | The inform attitudes to this form of administration in America 

different nature of local government in England, however, meant the 

main value of Syed's work to this author lay in its approach rather 

than content. Although existing studies of theories and values in 

English local government and elsewhere have proved informative there 

still remains a need to examine in more detail the logic and content 

of ideas and opinions on English local government which have become 

the basis of our assumptions about how the system should be organised 

and what it should do. 

(c) A Typology of Ideas 

A general description of ideas involving the terms ‘local 

democracy’ and ‘administrative efficiency’ would not prove helpful 

since their meaning is confused and ofen misleading. To overcome 

this difficulty we have to explore further those ideas which seek 

to recommend changes in the structure and administration of local 

government. Although in the course of debates on local government
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many different kinds of question have been asked we believe there have 

been just three types of essential inquiry. First, on what basis should 

we organise local government boundaries? - a concern for area. Second, 

how do we determine what administrative responsibilities a local 

authority should possess? - a concern for services. Third, who 

controls local government? - a concern for representative and responsible 

government. Throughout this thesis we have brought ideas sharing these 

general concerns under three broad headings, viz. community interest, 

service delivery and accountability. 

This is not to claim that these headings can encompass all 

ideas and opinions but merely to assert that given the variability in 

theelanguage of local government debate our choice of headings allows 

us to examine important facets of English local government. By 

choosing these three areas of debate we immediately exclude from 

consideration certain: kinds of ideas, for example, those relating 

specifically to citizen participation beyond the act of voting, but 

we believe this approach was the only way of usefully discussing such 

an amporphous topic as the political theory of English local government. 

Before elaborating further this particular typology of 

ideas we should note two problems. The first was the danger of 

hindsight - categorising ideas within an essentially twentieth 

century framework of local government. This danger was especially 

pertinent to ideas discussed under the heading of 'service delivery’. 

During the nineteenth century it was certainly true that many local 

services were not welfare orientated but were rather designed to 

maintain a status quo which discriminated against certain sections 

of the community, for example, the poor. Similarly, within ideas 

grouped under the heading of ‘community interest’ the reader will 

discover considerable variety about what constitutes a community 

and what factors comprise a ‘community interest’. In all cases the
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three headings of community interest', ‘service delivery' and 

‘accountability’ are intended as labels covering a broad and developing 

area of concern.and not a specific idea. They are, therefore, rather 

elastic concepts capable of accommodating ideas developed within 

different historical contexts. 

A second problem relates to the first and that is the 

problem, in any study focussing on the history of ideas, of 

terminology. Although certain words or phrases recur throughout 

debates on local government, for example, democracy, community, 

representative, federal, these are seldom used in the same way 

over long periods of time. Even within quite narrow historical 

periods certain words may be used differently by a number of writers. 

The problem of termindlogy and of attributing meanings to words 

forms an important topic for debate between historians of ideas 

about methodology. In adopting a broad typology of ideas it has been 

our aim to safeguard against this problem by developing categories 

capable of subsuming the variability of use of certain words and 

phrases. In addition we have tried to overcome this difficult by 

paying close attention to a writer's personal background in terms 

of political ideology and to the historical context wherein those ideas 

were formulated. For example, Bentham's use of the term 'federal' 

was clearly influenced by events in America and in France while in 

contrast the term as used by Liberal politicians such as Joseph 

Chamberlain and Charles Dilke was informed by the Irish problem. 

No method has yet been discovered which eradicates this problem of 

meaning but arguably we have taken sufficient precautions. It would 

be helpful at this point to briefly consider the relevance and 

appropriateness of these terms in the context of a study of ideas 

on English local government.
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Community Interest 

The development of ideas on local government during the 

period of our study has assumed the existence and continuation of a 

democratic system of government. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that the majority of ideas express a desire to establish local 

authorities on some form of identifiable community interest for as 

Cohen tells us; 

"Democracy is that system of community government 

in which by and large, the members of a community 

participate, or may participate, directly or 

indirectly, in the making of decisions which 

affect them all". (18) 

The concept of ‘community" has been particularly powerful in arguments 

for local government because of its association with smallness of size"? 

and it has allowed many writers to claim, sometimes extravagantly, 

that a local democratic system of government is more important in 

creating the conditions for a stable and progressive society than any 

other form of government. The strength of the ‘community interest' 

argument has also rested on the assumption that individuals who share 

certain values and interests should be grouped together for the purposes 

of government - in a democracy like should be grouped with like because 

like should govern like. As we shall see, however, utilising the idea 

of ‘community interest' in proposals for the reorganisation of local 

government has provided writers and politicians with problems that» 

have rarely been satisfactorily resolved. 

In subsequent chapters, therefore, we will encounter a 

number of different approaches and emphases to the notion of ‘community 

interest’. There can be little doubt that this concern with area and 

local government has persisted through time as debates and ideas have 

reflected the changing social, economic and political environment. 

Ideas of community interest during the first half of the nineteenth 

century were largely exclusive to the organisation of village society,
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although some notable exceptions to this pattern can be found. However, 

as industrialisation was followed by greater urbanisation the distinction 

between urban and rural societies became sharper and we find writers 

struggling to discover an easy formula for the political expression of 

these variable communities. Nineteenth century writers chose to regard 

them as distinct and, therefore, separate for administrative purposes 

but the existence of interdependent relations between urban and rural 

forced writers this century to think more in terms of the relationships 

between people and their physical environment and the consequences for 

local government organisation. Subsequently the concept of 'community' 

has undergone considerable modification to the extent that we find its 

presence in schemes for regional and city regional government as well 

as for neighbourhood and urban parish councils. 

Service Delivery 

In addition to area a great deal of speculation has centred 

on the administrative aspects of local government and the means for 

improving the quality of local services. Ideas speculating on the 

reorganisation of local government have focussed on the need’ to make 

the system more efficient and effective. Usually, these ideas are 

described as concerned with ‘administrative efficiency’ but we feel 

this term is inadequate and fails to consider the special position of 

local government as a complex organisation. Ideas designed to improve 

the quality of local administration have admittedly stressed the 

importance of efficiency (the economic cost of producing a service) 

but there has equally been a desire to increase effectiveness (the 

frequency and extent to which services meet the needs and demands 

required of them). Frequently conflict has arisen over the priority 

to be awarded to efficiency and effectiveness in local government. 

Improving efficiency might involve greater consideration of the
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management of services while effectiveness would be hindered by a 

system that had become remote and inaccessible from the public which 

theoretically should control te?) , 

To describe ideas of this nature and complexity as concerns 

for ‘administrative efficiency’ would be misleading. Certain writers 

in both nineteenth and twentieth centuries have been primarily concerned 

with streamlining local administration and advocating management 

principles developed and tested within private sector organisations. 

Others, however, have indicated a reluctance to embrace these ideas 

fully since local government has functions and duties which are not 

found in profit-seeking organisations. There is, however, broad 

agreement on the principle that local government ought to be 

responsible for the provision of certain services and in the absence of 

any existing phrase describing this activity we coined the term 'service' 

delivery' which is used in this thesis to group ideas concerned tn 

general terms with the local administration of public services. 

Accountability 

Finally, ideas on local government have consistently 

acknowledged the principle of representative and responsible government. 

A system of representative government is one in which according to 

Birch, "representatives of the people share, to a significant degree, 

in the making of political decisions", while responsible government 

implies the ascendancy of public needs and opinion and an authority 

capable of protecting the values of its constituent membere “he There 

is, therefore, the sense of a government which is accountable, both 

during and between elections, to its citizens. In the context of 

local government, however, ideas of ‘accountability’ have expressed a 

wide range of concerns. How far should representatives be controlled 

by the force of local opinion? Is there a danger of too much electoral
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power threatening the continuity of local government? An additional 

complication for the idea of accountability in its local setting has 

been in resolving the problem of constitutional status. Ours is a unitary 

state and one where local government exists only with the consent of 

Parliament. Furthermore, many services administered locally are, in 

fact, the products of central government policies. Clearly local 

government should be accountable to local opinion but how far should 

it be accountable to central authority? '‘Accountability', therefore, 

is used to accommodate those ideas which have discussed the problems 

of representation and also those considering the national framework 

within which local authority is exercised and the extent to which this 

dictates the direction of responsibility in local povermien’ “som 

Within the category of ‘accountability’ we can find considerable 

variety of ideas and opinions. There have been, for example, a 

great many debates about the nature of the council body, whether it should 

be elected and if so what kinds of people should qualify for the 

franchise. Intricate schemes have been devised most of which have 

sought to favour or balance different interests within the local 

community by tampering with the voting qualifications, the question of 

direct or indirect election and the frequency between local elections. 

Other writers, however, have sought to strengthen the extent of local 

government accountability by campaingning for greater public participation 

in local affairs. Within these arguments participation is seen not 

as an alternative form of local government but rather as a further 

way of making representative local authorities more immediately responsible 

to community needs. In addition there has been substantial interest in 

the difficulties of balancing local autonomy with the need for central 

regulation. In chapters four and six the question of central-local 

relations is tackled directly but this particular focus on the location 

of control, and therefore, accountability runs as an undercurrent
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throughout most of the chapters. 

(d) Ideas and Legislation 

Apart from discussing the content of ideas we are also 

concerned with the way in which ideas have provided the framework for 

approaches to local government reorganisation. Studies of the 

relationship between ideas and events have not been common amongst 

the political science literature, perhaps because of the inherent 

difficulties in attributing legislative influence to particular ideas. 

Probably the best known of those few studies which have been made 

is A V Dicey's, Law and Public Opinion in England, first published 

in 1905. Dicey divided the nineteenth century into three periods, 

‘old Toryism', 'Benthamism' and ‘collectivism’ corresponding with 

specific climates of opinion and different types of government ectinitwe so 

Justifiably this work has been criticised for philosophical mis- 

(24) representation and historical inaccuracy and because it exaggerated 

the influence of individual opinion at the expense of group onthion oe 

No doubt there is a great deal of substance in these criticisms but 

our response has perhaps taken us too far in the opposite direction, 

as the study of ideas is given a low priority by many political 

scientists in analyses of public policy. 

However, there are signs that some attempts are being 

made=to restore the study of ideas as a legitimate concern for 

political scientists involved in policy analysis. McKay and Cox, 

for example, have concluded from their examination of policies for 

the inner-cities that; 

"it is indisputable that ideas about the nature of 
poverty and urban society played a crucial role 

in determining the shape of the Urban Programme'’. (26) 

Another study investigating the causes.of policy differences between 

North American and Western Europe has concluded,
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"If there is variation in policy, there is also 
variation as again we have observed, in men's 
beliefs and attitudes about the role of government 
and about what the specific objects of government 
should be", (27) 

In a more theoretical discussion of policy Simeon has commented: 

"ideas do seem to provide a general framework within which discussion 

3 . 11 (28) , r : 
of particular options takes place . A relationship between ideas 

and policy decisions does appear to exist but a major problem lies 

in identifying its nature, and the processes involved in the transmission 

of ideas so as to constitute this ‘general framework'. This topic 

will be considered more fully in section five of chapter nine. 

Despite our interest in the relationship between ideas and 

events wexhave deliberately avoided the controversy over methodology 

currently raging between academics interested in the history of ideas 

for as one article has remarked, "the history of ideas remains a 

ecg ie weee ’ 1h29) ; 
discipline in search of a methodology . For this study we have 

been content to explore the network of ideas and relationships surrounding 

periodic reorganisations of local government. In some cases this 

exercise has been facilitated by existing historical studies but 

much evidence has been accumulated which we regard as making a further 

contribution to our understanding of the ideas and attitudes prominent 

during various periods of local government reorganisation. Above 

it was noted that although ideas and events do influence the development 

of each other this relationship is rarely straightforward. For this 

reason in addition to an idea's content we have also been concerned 

with its context, noting the circumstances which might 

have affected its development and the support subsequently given by 

others involved in debates on local government. Most ideas which 

become predominant in setting the parameters of reorganisation have 

seldom originated in response to the need for policy but rather have 

been gradually evolving to the point in time where idea and event coincide.
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(e) Source Material 

Naturally in a study of the development of ideas over a 

period of 150 years some process of selection was inevitable. By 

chosing the reorganisation of English local government ideas relating 

to local government in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland were 

immediately excluded from consideration (see note 1). Elsewhere we 

have avoided ideas referring to specific localities and this has 

meant for the most part ignoring the development of ideas referring 

specifically to local government in London (see note 2). Although 

references have been made to this subject where it helps illuminate 

more general considerations the fact that local government for the 

capital has evolved differently and at different times than in the rest 

of the country justifies this decision. In addition we have also 

ignored ideas and proposals where the content proved too specialised 

to draw worthwhile conclusions of a general nature. In particular, 

technical and statistical arguments relating to local government 

finance and accounting have not been included although where the 

question of finance has affected issues such as relations with central 

government then the subject matter has been vital to our analysis 

of ideas (see note 3). In the majority of cases we are describing 

and assessing ideas on local govenrment of a general rather than 

specific nature; schemes for the reorganisation of all authorities 

rather than individual units; ideas for improving all rather than 

specific services. In the course of this inquiry a wide range of 

sources have been consulted. 

Clearly, given the potential source material we have had 

to exercise choice about what to include and exclude. What were those 

criteria influencing this choice? First, we decided it was better 

to focus upon expressed opinions rather than unstated assumptions. This 

represents a positivistic approach but given the absence of any
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other previous study of expressed opinion on English local govenrment 

and the enormous problems of exploring unstated assumptions over such 

a long historical period we felt this was justified. Second, we took 

the opportunity to select certain writers whose influence upon 

specific government policies had been widely celebrated without much 

foundation. In chapters two and three, therefore, we deliberately 

chose to analyse the ideas of Jeremy Bentham and his followers on 

local govenrment in order to understand better the relationship, if 

any, between these ideas and the legislation of the 1830s. A third 

factor determining our choice of material was the existence of periodic 

intensive debates on specific issues in local government. Chapter 

four which focuses upon the debates concerning central-local relations 

in the middle decades of the nineteenth century provides an excellent 

example of this criterion in operation. Fourthly, we have on occasions 

attempted to obtain a representative cross-section of material which 

had it all been discussed would have considerably reduced the range 

of our historical analysis of ideas. Chapter six contains an example 

of this process where a series of articles appearing in the journal 

Public Administration were used to illustrate the general themes of a 

much wider debate taking place. Fifth, we were concerned that the 

sélection of ideas should accurately reflect the changing forum for 

debate on local government reorganisation. Consequently the reader will 

discover a heavy reliance upon individual writers in the early chapters 

but in later chapters more attention is paid to the views of various 

pressure groups and professional associations as they became involved 

with different aspects of local government. These criteria have allowed 

us to sélectively process the literature thereby avoiding a straightforward 

narrative of ideas and opinion and to illustrate the main elements of 

debate which constituted the framework for the development of 

government policies.on reorganisation.



20 

In some cases references have been made to the work of 

political philosophers who wrote on and took an active interest in 

local government. These include Jeremy Bentham who devoted a 

substantial section of his Constitutional Code to local government 

and J S Mill who became concerned with the broad philosophy and 

practical reform of local government. Alongside individual 

philosophers we have also examined different ‘schools of thought’. 

including the 'philosophical radicals" and Fabians. This last group, 

however, provided less material for our inquiry as might have been 

anticipated, perhaps because as Sancton has remarked, "the Fabians 

soon became so involved in practical problems and proposals for 

reform thatthey lost interest in Gieoriaine’ 

Although the prominence of political theories associated with 

these writers is testimony to their impact on society there are a great 

many lesser known writers whose standing in the world of local 

government is not replicated outside of this location. Writers, for 

example, like Joseph Parkes, Secretary to the Municipal Corporation 

Commission, Edwin Chadwick, Joshua Toulmin Smith, a lawyer who was 

at the centre of a controversy over centralisation in mid-nineteenth 

century England, and Derek Senior whose memorandum of dissent to the 

Redcliffe-Maud report greatly increased the interested public's 

awareness of the ‘city-region’ concept. Writers such as these are 

worthy of study not only because their ideas are intrinsically valuable 

but also because they held strategic locations in debates on the 

nature of local government and its reorganisation. 

Another category of writers is formed from those who combined 

the dissemination of ideas about local government with active political 

careers. This group, including individuals such as Joseph Chamberlain, 

Sir Charles Dilke and William Rathbone have provided us with the opportunity 

to observe the transmission of ideas both outside and inside Parliament
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and to note the immediate impact ideas may sometimes have in terms of 

influencing the framework of prospective legislation. Throughout 

this study Parliamentary debates have proved an invaluable source of 

ideas on local government and in addition have allowed us to illustrate 

further the potential impact of ideas on the policy-making process as a 

government Bill passes through its various states. 

A final group of writers can be distinguished from their 

particular approaches to local government. These include lawyers 

such as R S Wright, Lord Thring and John Austin; planners, for example, 

Patrick Geddes, Maurice Ash and J H James; and, of course, academics 

whose study of local government has frequently developed beyond 

dispassionate and objective inquiry to a self-conscious attempt to 

(invariably) extol those virtues found in local government. 

Within this group we could include George Brodrick, Francis Montague in 

the nineteenth century while writers such as W A Robson, G D H Cole, 

and Peter Self have often campagined for reorganisation at various 

periods this century. 

Although source material from the nineteenth century has 

suggested the importance of individual opinion, in this century the 

ideas propounded by various groups have become much more prominent 

in dictating the nature and outcome of debates on local government 

reorganisation. The extension of voting rights and the growth of 

political parties has stimulated a greater party interest in local 

government, witnessed by the various pamphlets, reports and manifestos 

issued by Conservative, Labour and Liberal Parties. Other political 

organisations which have attained a new status in exchanges of ideas 

are the local government associations, in particular the County Councils 

Association (CCA) and the Association of Municipal Corporations (AMC). 

These associations, representing the interests of members drawn from 

all types of local authority have gradually assumed more power in
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(31) 
negotiations with central govenrment over reorganisation ‘ 

Apart from ideas proposed by political organisations we have 

also focussed on opinion expressed by professional groups. Among the 

most active of these groups have been those engaged in physical planning 

in local govenrment and the ideas expressed by organisations like the 

Town and Contry Planning Association and the Town Planning Institute 

and individual members of these organisations have come to play a more 

significant role in constructing the general framework in which 

schemes for reorganisation are discussed. In addition the proposals of 

trade unions, business groups and other sectors of local administration 

have also been consulted where appropriate. 

A valuable source of ideas has also been the evidence and 

reports produced from various official inquiries into difference aspects 

of the structure and functions of local government. Royal commissions 

and committees of inquiry have occupied prominent positions within the 

debates on reorganisation on several occasions. In the 1830s 

inquiries and reports on the poor laws and municipal corporations had 

considerable impact on subsequent legislation. During the 1920s the 

Onslow Commission produced a number of recommendations, some of which 

were adopted as government policy and again in the 1960s a series of 

reports, most notably the Redcliffe-Maud Report, made proposals which 

were instrumental in setting priorities and influencing government 

dispositions to local government reorganisation. 

The source material for subsequent chapters is by no means 

of a consistent type or quality. Naturally nineteenth century debates 

have not proved as accessible as those taking place this century. There 

has been a marked shift towards pressure group opinion this century, 

particularly in the post second world war era and our attention has 

become focussed on these sources to the partial exclusion of individual 

writers. More generally the press has not been extensively used despite
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the considerable treatment given to local government by both national 

and local newspapers. This is a sin of omission but in our defence we 

can say that even without this particular form of source material there 

is still a voluminous literature discussed below. A rather different 

form of neglect is that of the contents of private papers of writers 

and politicians alike. In some cases our investigations as to the 

whereabouts of private papers were fruitless. On other occasions 

the content proved disappointing for our particular purposes and with 

regard to the papers of Lord Edmond Fitzmaurice, whose ideas on 

local government are discussed in chapter five, access was denied 

altogether. Regarding the most recent reorganisation of local government 

as many of those closely involved still have active careers this 

form of source material was largely unavailable. 

(£) Aims and Objectives 

In the course of our inquiry into the political theory of 

English local government within this focus we will be particularly 

concerned with achieving a number of specific aims and objectives. 

A. We will examine those ideas, beliefs and assumptions 

about English local government which have developed from the 1830s to 

the present. During this time there have been enormous social, economic 

and political changes radically altering the environment of local 

government. Industrialisation promoted urbanisation producing tensions 

between the ideal of urban government and the protection of rural areas. 

Improved tansportation, first by the railways and then the motor-car 

have transformed living and work patterns forcing new pressures upon 

the structure and functions of local government. Social and economic 

transformation has been accompanied by major developments ,in the 

political system, most notably the growth in government activity and 

the rise of national parties. Developments of this magnitude have
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made it necessary for ideas on local government to reassess approaches 

to reorganisation and occasionally to rearrange priorities. One of our 

main objectives, therefore, will be to examine the evolution of ideas 

and the degree of continuity and change within this process. 

B. We will highlight changes in ideas of community interest 

as attempts are made to accommodate new social and economic conditions 

while retaining this value as a determinant of local government 

boundaries. In 1831 England's population was 14 million, by 1881 it 

had grown to 26 million and in 1971 it stood at 46 million. Furthermore, 

improvements in travel and communication have meant we are now not 

only a much larger population but also one enjoying greater mobility. 

How far have these factors altered the sense of community in English 

society and what has been the effect upon ideas incorporating this 

theme as the basis of democratic local government? To what extent 

has the appeal of traditional community, for example, village society, 

been challenged by the reality of urbanisation andthe increasing role 

of cities in modern society? In short, our objective is to investigate 

the difficulties experienced by writers in employing the idea of 

community interest in situations where the conditions defining the 

sense of community are constantly changing. 

C. The content of ideas designed to increase the scope 

and quality of services administered locally will be discussed, noting 

particularly the evélution and predominance of this theme in 

contemporary discussions of reorganisation. In the 1830s local 

authorities, if they existed at all, were responsible for a handful 

of services which contrasts sharply with the impact of local 

administration on individuals today. Our concern will be to understand 

the way in which the growth in administrative responsibilities affects 

attitudes to the-reorganisation of local government. What changes 

can be detected in the content of ideas speculating on the nature and
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quality of administration? Has the apparent preoccupation with a 

more efficient system of local government relegated the status of other 

values as key factors.in the approach to reorgansiation? 

D. We will examine the development of ideas emphasising the 

advantages of a representative and responsible system of local 

government in a democratic and unitary state and to understand why many 

writers have regarded with such high esteem the practice of elected 

councillors in control of decision-making but responsive and ultimately 

accountable to local electoral opinion. At the same time, however, 

we will also be concerned with the way in which various means have 

been suggested to curb the power of local opinion, including the 

selection of councillors and greater intervals between elections. 

We will note that recommendations of this nature have persisted from the 

nineteenth century to the present. Above it was observed that the 

existence of a unitary state extended the ideas of local responsible 

government so as to incorporate the need for local authorities to 

operate inside the national interest. However, this situation is 

potentially a controversial one and we will be examining the tensions 

evident in ideas caused by the existence of central controls and 

the need for a dual responsibility in local government. 

E. Finally we will illustrate the kind of compromise and 

modifications introduced to concepts of community interest, service 

delivery and accountability in proposals for reorganisation of the 

complete system of local government. The nature of the relationship 

between ideas and legislation is never one of simple cause and effect 

because of the myriad of intervening motives, circumstances and events 

which help modify and reconstruct ideas for the reorganisation of 

local authorities. We can rarely point to situations where influence 

was direct and obvious but we will be concerned to describe the shared 

values and assumptions held by prospective local government reformers,
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that is, the general framework within which proposals for reorganisations 

are made and executed. In this way we hope to be able to make some 

general conclusions about the impact of ideas on legislation and 

promote further the study of ideas in the analysis of public policy. 

(g) Outline of Chapters 

Chapter Two will consider the ideas of the political philosopher 

Jeremy Bentham on government in general and local government in particular 

and our assessment of these ideas will be used in Chapter Three to 

examine their influence upon Bentham's followers involved in 

reassessments of poor law administration and municipal boroughs in the 

1830s. In Chapter Four various nineteenth century theories of the 

central-local relationship will be analysed including the vidws of 

John Austin, Joshua Toulmin Smith and J S Mill. Chapter Five traces 

the evolution of Victorian ideas and attitudes on local democracy and 

the administration of public services which culminated in the legislation 

of 1888 and 1894. The themes of central-local relations is again the 

focus in Chapter Six but here twentieth century ideas and opinions on 

this issue will be discussed. The analysis of 'radical' approaches 

to reorganisation in Chapter Seven will comprise a study of the origins 

and development of ideas for regional and city-regional authorities in 

the context of local government. The build-up of ideas leading 

to the 1972 Local Government Act provides the material for Chapter 

Eight where many of the attitudes to local government were grounded 

in the system introduced in the late nineteenth century. Our final 

Chapter will draw together ideas on community interest, service 

delivery and accountability noting their development and response 

to changing conditions and priorities and will assess the relationship 

between ideas and periodic reorganisations of local government.
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NOTES 

1. It was felt that because the structural reorganisation of local 

government in these areas took place at different times and took 

different forms the thesis would have become unnecessarily complicated. 

This is not to deny that experiences with local government in 

these areas had no impact upon the development of English local 

government, or indeed the reverse. 

2. It would hot be an exaggeration to suggest that a similar thesis 

to this one might have been based solely on the development of ideas 

on London local government. Given the literature which exists 

specifically considering the problems of local government in the 

capital it is somewhat surprising that these ideas have been 

largely ignored in studies of London government. 

3. Of all the omissions within the thesis this is perhaps the 

most serious. However, as with London the literature dealing solely 

with problems of local government finance would have been sufficient 

for a thesis to be written purely on this subject. The reader 

will find no reference made to important reports such as that of 

the Royal Commission on Local Taxation chaired by Lord Balfour (Cd. 

638, 1901) or the Kempe Committee on Local Taxation (Cd. 7315, 1914) 

both of which generated a considerable number of ideas which are 

relevant to arguments about central-local government relations. 

Similarly, we have paid only scant attention to the conclusions 

of the Layfield Committee's report on Local Government Finance 

(Cd. 6453, 1976)mainly because this report came after the 1972 re- 

organisation. In defence of these decisions it should be said that 

to do full justice to the content and argument of these reports 

(and many other works dealing with financial aspects of local
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government) would have meant abandoning consideration of ideas of 

equal interest and importance about local government structure, 

democratic organisation and service provision. With the benefit 

of hindsight we should add that the frequent reliance upon 

statistics to strengthen these ideas meant that our decision to 

overlook this highly specialised area of concern in local 

government was fully justified since we could not have given 

sufficient attention to these arguments.
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the ideas on 

local government organisation of the political philosopher, Jeremy 

Bentham, and in the following chapter we will consider Bentham's 

influence upon the schemes for local government organisation proposed 

by his supporters engaged in various inquiries into the administration 

of the poor law and the municipal corporations. These chapters are 

intended, therefore, to describe and analyse the nature of ideas on 

local government current in the 1820s and 1830s and to 

explore the possible relationships between these ideas and the 

subsequent Poor Law Amendment Act (1834) and Municipal Corporations 

Act (1835). Before moving on to an analysis of Bentham's ideas, 

however, it is important at this stage to discuss briefly the arrangements 

for local government and administration prior to the 1830s. This 

discussion should provide the historical context for Bentham's and 

his followers’ ideas and make it clear why the 1830s represents such 

a radical departure in attitudes towards English local government and 

hence a valid starting point for our study. 

SECTION 1: LOCAL GOVERNMENT BEFORE 1834 

Prior to the 1830s the term "local government' was seldom, if 

ever, used‘), This was not surprising since no system of local 

government existed as such but rather a heterogeneous collection of 

locally based authorities, many with obscure origins and many more 

with obscure responsibilities. There were very few formal relations 

between different types of authority and administrative boundaries 

reflected the overall confusion and lack of order. Given this situation 

the massive study of English local government undertaken by the Webbs
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(2) 
which appeared as eleven large volumes represents a major achievement : 

Those with less stamina and/or enthusiasm could do no better than 

to read Keith-Lucas', The Unreformed Local Government system‘), 

which provides a brief survey of local government before the 1830s. 

In the rural areas the main units of local government were 

the county and parish. In the former the Justice of the Peace was 

the most prominent character combining in a single office both 

judicial and administrative functions. Such was the official 

presence of the J.P. that one writer has concluded that the 

office constituted, "judge, prosecutor, administrator, policeman, 

welfare officer, auditor and supervisor of all that went on in the 

n (4), countryside Although historically the J.Ps had been controlled 

by the Crown this influence had waned somewhat with the result that 

Justices now exercised considerable discretionary power. Nevertheless, 

they were an important link between the Crown and locality. 

Contact with local communities normally came through relations 

with the parish and its vestry. The size, functions and officers of 

the parish all varied enormously but it is possible to summarise a number 

of common elements belonging to the approximately fifteen thousand 

parishes which existed at the turn of the nineteenth century. Firstly, 

it was agreed that all parish inhabitants had the right to participate 

in its affairs. This was not a trivial right, however, since the 

parish had the power to levy taxes. Alongside this right came the 

second common element, that of a duty to serve the parish. This 

involved serving, with no salary attached, in one of several posts, 

for example, Constable, Overseer of the Poor and Surveyor of Highways. 

This was the theory, and in chapter four we will see how one writer, 

Joshua Toulmin Smith, wished to extend this model throughout the local 

government system. Reality, unfortunately was different. In place 

of the open forum there was normally a local oligarchy consisting of local
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notables. Instead of a steady stream of volunteers willing to undertake 

parish duties there were the rich who bought their way out of the 

obligation while those less fortunate who were forced to serve 

compensated themselves by exploiting the office for the duration of 

their tenure. Exceptions to this corruption did exist buti the public 

image of parish government was that it-was corrupt, inefficient, 

oligarthic and above all, expensive. Depsite these adverse criticisms, 

however, the Parish continued to express the sense of a society 

encapsulated within a much larger society that was the nation itself. 

Whether the Parish boundaries covered a village or even part of a town 

there remained a community identity which would have provided a powerful 

focal point in an individual's contact with government. 

Within the counties a number of towns enjoyed a separate 

administrative existence. The Municipal Corporations as they were known 

had special privileges, one of which was to have their ow J.P's while 

another was the power to elect Members of Parliament. The Crown had 

granted these towns charters first in exchange for wealth and later 

for political support in Parliament. Thus the separation of urban 

and rural which was to become a major issue in debates on local 

government at a very early stage was already in evidence by the late 

eighteenth, early nineteenth century. By the 1830s, however, the 

criticisms raised against the municipal corporations had reached a 

crescendo. In addition to the usual accusations of corruption and 

inefficiency was the claim that they were hopelessly out-dated. In 

particular most of the large industrial towns of the North and 

Midlands were without any form of municipal government. With the 

redistribution of Parliamentary seats carried out by the Reform Act 

of 1832 this created the anomalous position whereby these towns could 

elect their own MPs but could not elect their own local government 

authority.
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Many of the more serious adminsitrative failings of the 

county, parish and municpal corporations had been recognised for some 

time. To meet changing needs which were beyond the competence of these 

authorities a vast number of special authorities were established for 

quite specific purposes. Thus, alongside these three local bodies 

we find such authorities as the Turnpike Trusts, Incorporated 

Guardians of the Poor, and Improvement Commissioners. These 

authorities were created not at the instigation of Parliament or central 

government but by the localities themselves. The volume of legislation 

this produced can be judged from the fact that in a single year - 1814 - 

233 Local Acts were passed. As far as Keith-Lucas is concerned, "it 

was these local acts, and the authorities they called into being, 

that were the main pioneers of new ideas in local Paver tmnengi nn. 

Although these administrative arrangements cannot be described 

as a system of local government it is possible to identify a number of 

the important characteristics. First, there was a heavy reliance upon 

common law as opposed to statute law in defining the powers of the 

many different types of authority. Second, there was very little 

attempt to build a local government system complete with formal 

channels of communication and authority between the localities and 

national government. Third, there was a strong emphasis placed upon 

un-paid service which meant only the very wealthy or the very unlucky 

tended to occupy these positions. Fourth, although levels of expenditure 

were supposed to be controlled by the entire local population in practice 

power was exercised by an olkigarchy who if they even bothered with 

elections at all would contrive to get themselves or their ilk elected 

by various means - mostly corrupt. All of these characteristics 

were anathema to Bentham's approach to politics and government. As 

we shall see the philosopher's love of order, uniformity, a meritocratic 

system of administration, a faith in the democratic process and a
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preference for statute law, all meant a propensity towards a radical 

approach to the questions of local government reorganisation. The 

conditions in the 1820s and 1830s were ripe for a new and radical 

approach because the values which had underpinned existing arrangements 

were themselves being questioned. The political role of the Crown 

was becoming a source of contention, particularly with Parliament. 

The Crown's link with local administration through the Justices of the 

Peace in County and Municipal Corporations would form part of this 

disagreement. Similarly, the Municipal Corporations appeared doubly 

anachronistic, failing to reflect the spirit of democracy in their 

self-perpetuating oligarchies, failing to encompass the new and 

important industrial towns of the North and Midlands. This industrialisation 

and urbanisation also contributed towards a new critical appraisal of 

the concept of community. Social, economic and demographic changes 

had seen mass migration into the towns and dislocation of traditional 

living patterns. Parish boundaries which had managed to capture the 

sense of local community now failed to do this because they could 

not be altered to suit such large-scale changes. 

Thus, the 1820s and 1830s represent decades where 

considerable dissatisfaction with local administration existed and a 

willingness to contemplate radical approaches towards its reorganisation. 

By the end of the 1830s these reforms had to a large extent occurred 

and had dramatically altered the face of local government. In the 

sections which follow our essential aim will be to discover how 

Jeremy Bentham evisaged local government's relationship to the state 

as a whole, its internal organisation, the criteria to be used for 

appointment and dismissal. By exploring Bentham's ideas we can then 

see-the contrast between his ideas and the reality of local government 

described above. This material can then be used in the subsequent 

chapter to comapre and contrast Bentham's ideas with those of his 

followers and the principles enshrined in local government reforms of
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the 1830s. 

The remainder of the chapter dealing with Bentham is as follows. 

Section two will examine broadly Bentham's place within the British 

political tradition and his specific influence upon the growth of 

nineteenth century government. This section is necessary to prepare 

the ground for a discussion in section three of some major themes 

in Bentham's view of government, noting especially the importance he 

attached to legislative principles in dertermining the actual nature 

and scope of government activity. Section four further explores 

Bentham's proposals for government organisation at all levels in an 

ideal state with the intention of relating ideas about organisation and 

administration to concepts of control, accountability, unifiormity and 

community. Section five comprises an assessment of Bentham's theory 

of local government with specific interest focussing on the 

interrelationships between his ideas on control and accountability; 

uniformity; and community. 

SECTION 2: BENTHAM AND THE BRITISH POLITICAL TRADITION 

Despite widespread acceptance of Bentham's importance as a 

political theorist, two areas of dispute exist to which we ought to 

draw immediate attention. First, there are various interpretations of 

Bentham's position within the British political tradition. Some 

commentators have identified Bentham with the 'laissez-faire' school 

of economics, associating his ideas with individualism and a minimal 

(6) 
role for the state . More recently, however, he has been described 

(7) as the "archetype of British collectivism and evidence of the Fabians' 

support for Bentham's theories would appear to add substance to this 

view. Considerable difficulties, however, confront attempts to describe 

Bentham as ‘individualistic' or '‘collectivist' not the least of which
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are the frequent contradictions of both positions within his work. 

We should note, therefore, the caution of one critic asking us to 

avoid describing Bentham as either firmly individualist or collectivist. 

Although generally predisposed towards market forces exceptions 

did occur when Bentham believed state intervention was both necessary 

and jastified’ =>) Our own analysis of Bentham's theory of local 

government will tend to reinforce this latter interpretation. 

The second source of dispute centres on differing assessments 

of Bentham's influence upon the expansion of early nineteenth century 

government and administration. Two schools of thought have emerged 

amongst historians concerned with identifying the forces responsible 

for the massive expansion of state activity. The first approach has 

questioned the impact of Bentham's theories claiming many ideas 

associated with him were often accepted practice, and even when Bentham 

could claim originality his ideas were too complicated to be understood, 

much less implemented. Furthermore, Bentham's association with 

‘individualism' precluded his influence upon legislative changes which 

helped establish a highly organised, centralised, interventionist States 

Another group of historians, however, have placed more emphasis upon 

the impact of ideas, particularly Bentham's, upon legislative change. 

Jennifer Hart has suggested many of the early social reformers "were 

nlO) while assisted, whether they knew it or not, by Benthamism 

Henry Parris has claimed, 

"the nineteenth century revolution in government though 

not attributable to Benthamism as sole cause, cannot be 

understood without allotting a major part to the operation 

of that doctrine". (11). 

Wesknesses within both approaches, however, must serve to undermine 

the value of their respective conclusions. 

In the first case the analysis overlooks the mechanisms 

whereby ideas were transmitted in the nineteenth century and hence 

ignores the permeation of Bentham's ideas throughout sections of
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society. A second problem stems from the association of Bentham with 

individualism when so many of his theories infer a highly organised 

and, on occasions, an active role for the state. Thirdly, despite the 

strict guidelines used to assess Bentham'’s influence it is still possible 

to support rather than deny the impact of his theories upon contemporaries. 

Weaknesses also exist, however, in the analyses of those historians 

acknowledging the influence of ideas upon legislative change. Firstly, 

little attempt is made to distinguish between Bentham and Benthamism with 

the result that the original contributions made by his individual 

supporters are overlooked or worse still accommodated by an expanded view 

of Bentham's own political theory. Second, the division of the 

nineteenth century into separate and distinct phases associated with 

new schools of thought does not allow for the inconsistency within 

individuals and proposals for reform which quite clearly existed ‘t?) . 

Third, although this approach avoids describing Bentham as ‘individualist' 

or 'collectivist' it does subscribe to a one-dimensional view of 

political identity arranged on a radical-conservative eoutiiuen =? 

which serves to mislead more frequently than enlighten. 

Regarding the question of whether Bentham's theories were 

‘individualist’ or 'collectivist', therefore, it would appear prudent 

to conclude that neither description is wholly true nor wholly false. 

Much would depend upon what aspect of Bentham's work is being considered 

and what circumstances the philosopher thought should prevail. On the 

second question, that of Bentham's influence or otherwise upon the 

growth of nineteenth century government, there is a good case here for 

avoiding generalisations. The relationship between ideas and legislation 

is surely so complex that to try and attribute a succession of major 

political reforms to the ideas of a single individual is dangerous in 

the least. Our concern here will be solely to explicate Bentham's 

theory of local government and to compare and contrast this with the
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views of his followers active in reforming poor law administration and 

municipal government in the 1830s. 

SECTION 3: BENTHAM AND THE PRINCIPLES FOR GOOD GOVERNMENT 

Although Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) was called to the Bar in 

(14) 
1769 his career was both short and disappointing His studies for 

a legal career, however, had led him to read philosophical works by 

Priestly, Beccaria, Helvetius and Hume amongst others and from these 

writers he adopted two important principles which were to shape 

his own theories. These principles can be summarised as first, ‘the 

greatest happiness of the greatest number is the foundation of morals 

and legislation’ and second, 'it was the legislator who ultimately 

determined man's future'. A large proportion of Bentham's work, 

therefore, is concerned with the development of administrative and 

legislative principles necessary for good government. Our examination 

of this theory begins with those principles designed to aid legislators 

and then considers the implications for the scope of government 

activity. 

(a) The Principle of Utility 

In 1769 Bentham published the Fragment on Goverment ">? 

which although essentially an attack on natural law contains an important 

reference to the principle of utility. Stated simply the principle 

established a test for the goodness (or badness) of a law by measuring 

the extent of that law's contribution to the greatest happiness of 

the greatest number. Bentham had discovered this principle studying 

the works of Helvetius, Beccaria and Hume but as he himself claimed it 

should be used in a normative rather than descriptive manner,
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"The difference between Hume and me is this: the use 

he made of it, was - to account for that which is, 

I to.show what ought to be". (16) 

By itself, however, the principle of utility could only inform the 

legislator that the end of good government was the greatest happiness 

of the greatest number. How much happiness and for how many was a 

matter to be determined by what Plamenatz has called 'Bentham's felicific 

calculus’. 

(b) The Felicific Calculus 

Bentham believed man's behaviour was dictated by his 

desire for pleasure and his fear of pain. The utility of legislation, 

therefore, could be measured in these terms according to a proven 

formula which Bentham claimed was the moral equivalent of Newtonian 

science. Either pleasure or pain could be scientifically measured 

by their degree of 'intensity', ‘duration’, 'certainty' and Taucpinguite 

The so-called calculus can be seen as the early forerunner of modern cost- 

benefit analysis but it has attacted criticism. John Plamenatz, 

for example, has claimed the felicific calculus "parodies Pesan 

To be fair Bentham himself appears to have been aware of its aiiertaciiinge 1 

Nevertheless the attraction of such a calculus was considerable - a 

tool for the legislator, a guide to action. Together the principle 

of utility and the felicific calculus would provide the basis for 

determining the scope of government activity. 

(c) Whe Scope of Government 

Each question of government intervention would have to be 

judged on its own terms according to the principle of utility and 

the felicific calculus although Bentham was prepared to indicate areas 

of constant government activity concerned with the promotion of 

security, subsistence, abundance and equality. Professor Steintrager 

has argued Bentham's position, despite this concern for some protection Pp P
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of the individual by the state, is similar to that adopted by Adam 

Smith in that left alone the free market would establish, "relative 

equality over eimat2?? Although Steintrager's account of Bentham's 

views on the scope of government activity is adequate for the early 

part of his career it fails to appreciate the importance of the philospher's 

conversion to democracy upon this particular aspect of his political 

theory. 

Many events have been used to explain why Bentham should 

have become converted to the idea of democracy in later life. It 

has been suggested his meeting with the Scottish radical and journalist, 

James Mill in 1808 injected a new sense of determination and insight 

into Bentham's wor | Again it has been said Bentham's support 

for democracy was the result of his model prison scheme (the Panopticon) 

being rejected by the government: 

"His experiences on this matter converted Bentham to 

democracy. He asked himself how it was that a scheme so 

obviously excellent and in the public interest, could come 

to be rejected. It became clear to him that those in 

authority had not the public interest at heart and 

that they were indifferent to it because they were not truly 

the agents of the public". (22) 

Further explanations exis but this apparent disjointedness 

between public interest and government action proved crucial in 

determining Bentham's approach to the organisation and scope of 

democratic government. 

Bentham's advocacy of democratic government had two 

important consequences. First, it helped attract a circle of young 

enthusiastic supporters known collectively as the ‘philosophical 

radicals' anxious to translate Bentham's ideas into active proposals 

for legislative change. Second, the existence of democratic government 

forced Bentham to consider expanding the scope of legislative activity. 

Bentham's initial problem had been to make the interests of government 

and governors coincide with the public interest. Democracy overcame 

this difficulty:
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"He (Bentham) soon concluded that the fundamental 

problem of government is to make these two ends 

coincide; to make it the selfish interest of the 

governors to promote the greatest happiness of the 

greatest number. The device that can ensure the 

coincidence of these two ends is democracy". (24) 

Bentham went on to campaign for annual parliaments, abolition of the 

Monarchy and House of Lords, extensions of the franchise, and secret 

ballot. Significantly the gap between Bentham's previous statements 

and this new theory was bridged by the greatest happiness principle, 

"The Tory Bentham and the Radical Bentham agreed upon the 

principle of the greatest happiness of the greatest number. 

The innovation of the Radical was to make the greatest 

happiness of the greatest number dependent upon the 

greatest power of the greatest number". (25) 

Once the greatest number had the greatest power, however, 

the limited role which Bentham had outlined for government would have 

to be expanded. Bringing more people into the political process 

would inevitably lead to greater awareness of inequality and 

government's capacity to solve this problem. It would be inconceivable 

that Bentham would not have anticipated such an obvious point and 

certainly his later writing is essentially concerned with the 

organisation of the state to meet these demands. From the 1820s 

onwards Bentham was engaged in preparing a blueprint for the ideal 

democratic state in a work known as The Constitutional Code. In 

this work it became clear Bentham had recognised the need for state 

intervention to provide certain benefits. It is also crucial in 

providing us with his views on the optimum structure of government 

and the important role to be performed by a system of local government 

within this pattern of organisation. 

SECTION 4: THE ORGANISATION OF GOVERNMENT 

(26) 
The Constitutional Code is one of Bentham's more 

important works and is regarded variously as the 'Utilitarian Utopia'
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or ‘Ideal Republic'. It was written as Bentham grew increasingly 

disenchanted with existing forms of government organisation and the 

evolution of the Code is interesting: 

"Tn 1821 the 'General and Extraordinary Cortes of Portugal' 

accepted Bentham’s offer to prepare an "all comprehensive" 

code of laws for that unhappy country. By the next year 

he was offering to codify for any liberal state. A 

year later his outlook had grown sufficiently ecumenical 

for him to write Leading Principles of a Constitutional 

Code for any State". (27) 

It was, therefore, a work designed for universal application for men 

desirous of an alternative form of society. Despite the utopian 

nature of the Code and the fact that it was not fully published until 

1843 Bentham's vision still had a contemporary appeal for his followers. 

It was certainly circulated privately amongst the philosophical 

radicals with Edwin Chadwick, who was later to feature prominently 

in local government reform, employed as Bentham's private secretary 

to help complete the Code. There is also speculation that Chadwick 

might even have authorised certain sections of the Code imeelesoe' 

The Code, therefore, should be regarded as a document of 

contemporary significance which many of Bentham's followers saw as capable 

of being at least partially implemented since it contained not only 

broad theories concerning the role of the state but also ideas on the 

organisation and function of government at all levels. In this section 

we will first examine Bentham's views on the organisation of central 

government since this pattern determines that for local government 

which is arranged on identical lines. Following this we will examine 

in much closer detail Bentham's specific recommendations for local 

government noting in particular the forms of organisation, control and 

accountability. 

(a) Central Government 

Bentham's ideal state was to have a relatively strong central 

government based on a powerful legislative assembly. The legislature
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would be elected annually by secret ballot on an adult male suffrage. 

The legislative system would be unicameral, designed to reduce expense, 

delay, corruption and frustration of the popular wits A 

strict system of attendance would be introduced with members of the 

legislature paid only when they were registered as present. Unexcused 

absence by any member would require him to vacate his seat. Upper-most 

in Bentham's mind was the need for an efficient legislature a point 

supported by the proposal for a Legislation Minister whose job would 

be to suggest improvements in procedures. 

Alongside the central legislature would be an Administration 

consisting of ministers and civil servants. The legislature would 

elect a Prime Minister for a period of four years and he would not 

sit in the legislative assembly. Other ministers, excepting the 

Justice Minister, would then be selected by the Prime Minister but 

they would hold office for life, thereby encouraging continuity in 

government. Each minister would have responsibility for a department 

since this would prove a better arrangement than having authority 

allocated to a board and also increase the control of the central legislature. 

Individual responsibility was preferable in avoiding delays and 

besides a board, 

"furnishes means and pretext, for bestowing, to the largest 
amounts in use, the matter of remuneration, on a number 
of persons equal to that of all its members except one - 
all of them in any degree destitute of appropriate aptitude 
in any one or every one of its shapes". (30) 

Again, however, we should note that Bentham's opposition to a system 

of control by boards was not total. Bernard Schaffer has observed that 

Bentham could tolerate boards in certain circumstances, 

“Where neither extraordinary talent nor extraordinary 
exertion is necessary ... giving out money by others 
direction ... where misapplication would be manifest 
or easily detected ... and insofar as division of power 
is necessary to good government". (31) 

How far this influenced Chadwick in his own support for a central 

board for controlling poor law administration will be seen in the
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next chapter. 

The range of departments suggested by Bentham would 

indicate a fairly active role for government. In addition to the 

Prime Minister there would be Ministers for the Army, Navy, Foreign 

Relations, Trade, Finance, Legislation, Elections, Preventive Service, 

Interior Communications, Education, Justice, Domain and Health. 

Again the question of efficiency within departments was of primary 

importance and Bentham introduced the concepts of official aptitude 

and administrative economy to this end. Official aptitude would consist 

of intellectual, moral and active aptitude assessed by a system of 

competitive examination. Administrative economy would be implemented 

by a process involving each job being auctioned - the successful 

applicant would be the one who had offered to work for least payers 

At the heart of this approach to administrative organisation appears 

to have been Bentham's view that bad laws not administrators produced 

imperfect administration and extra payments would only increase 

government expenditure without improving efficiency. Peardon has 

claimed this approach would reserve higher office for the riche? 

while Halevy believed the "minimising expense, maximising aptitude" 

was suggested to Bentham by the example of Justices of chesPeace’- 4 

In fact it was a principle of government appointment held in this 

country until at least 1911 and even perhaps continues today, 

particularly in local government. 

What emerges from this examination of central government 

is the considerable emphasis upon control exercised through formal 

channels. The central legislature is clearly designed to 

scrutinise closely government activity and in turn each department 

is organised to maximise control through subordination and a 

careful screening process for potential employees. The value of 

uniform administrative organisation in securing this level of 

control appears to have influenced Bentham's approach to the question
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of local government. 

(b ) Local Government 

i) Sub-Legislatures 

Beneath the central legislature was to be a system of 

"sub-legislatures' modelled on an identical pattern of organisation and 

based upon the districts used in electing members to the central 

iecisieeuces >, It has been suggested this device was copied from 

(36) but in addition Bentham's admiration David Hume's earlier work 

for Napoleonic forms of administration and his faith in uniformity as 

a control mechanism should also be taken into account. Just as the 

organisation of the sub-legislatures was to reflect central authority 

so also were the functions similarly arranged. Bentham wrote, 

"By sublegislature, understand a political body exercising 

under the authority of the legislature, either as to the 

whole or as to a part of its logical field of service, 
functions of the same nature as those of the legislature". (37) 

Elected members would be treated exactly as their central counterparts 

apart from attendance which owing to their level of reduced 

cha a She : (38) 
responsibilities was not as vital to good government 7 

The pattern of administrative organisation is also identical 

with that of central government, 

"In each district will be a set of administrative 
functionaries bearing the same names, and within 
that local field having, exceptions excepted, the same 
logical fields of service, as the several ministers 
of the whole state". (39) 

Superficially this would appear to suggest Bentham was advocating 

an extremely powerful system of sub-legislatures almost approaching 

a federal form of government. Halevy believed the sub-legislature 

reflected Bentham's desire to avoid the level of centralisation supported 

by some of the philosophical madrcater te?) Everett has maintained 

Bentham wanted local government to have considerable freedom from 

central control involving a division of sovereignty, "taking part of
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it away from the central government and giving it to a sublegislacure" 7, 

Similarly Peardon has claimed, 

"Bentham had a healthy respect for experiment in politics. 
He thought of the territories of the sublegislatures 
as areas within which new schemes might be tried out 
and he was willing to allow a considerable measure of 
diversity in order to secure the benefits of such tests". (42) 

Little evidence is produced to substantiate these claims and for a 

number of reasons these analyses exaggerate the degree of autonomy Bentham 

was willing to invest in local authorities. 

First, after closer examination of the Code it becomes 

clear local authorities would be required at all times to co- 

operate with central administration, substantially reducing the 

potential for independent or autonomous action. The local 'ministerial 

function' would consist of "giving execution and effect to all government 

arrangements, when and in so far as called upon so to do by the 

legislature"‘*9) | (my emphasis). Similarly, the 'institution-rearing 

function’ gives the responsibility to local authorities for maintaining 

institutions necessary for the convenience of central départments 

Although in theory sub-legislatures could ignore such demands and 

pursue their own ‘experiments in legislation', Bentham's overriding 

concern with aggregate happiness, the public interest, would allow 

central government to avoid inconvenience to itself from autonomous 

local action. Since the central legislature represented the entire 

group of citizens sub-legislatures would necessarily have to be 

accountable to central government for their actions. 

A second objection to the views of Everett and others concerns 
Hall, 3? 

the question of divided sovereignty. It is assumed that sub- 

legislatures would enjoy power apart from central control but from 

Bentham's discussion of federalism it would seem he was personally 

against this practice. Bentham acknowledged federalism encouraged 
\ 1 

a "considerable measure of diversity" but it also remained synonymous
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with complicated and corrupt government which sharply contrasted with 

unitary government which had proved less susceptible to corruption, 

easy to modernise and simplified internal dontiiet ors 

Experimentation was vital to the progress of good government but this 

should not obscure the need for local accountability to central 

control. 

A final argument against the view that Bentham wanted 

powerful local authorities at this level can be drawn from his 

observations upon the role of local representatives. Bentham 

clearly envisaged members of the sub-legislatures as potential 

recruits to the central legislature, a theme which has 

recurred throughout the literature on English local government. 

Rather than acting as checks upon central power local representatives 

would allow themselves to be socialised for higher office. Members 

of the sub-legislature would, therefore, be wary of legislative 

experiments which might incur the displeasure of the central 

legislature. Furthermore, in the event of controversy the local 

representative could be asked to vacate his seat by the central 

fesiginture’°' As Bentham remarked, the sub-legislatures, "in the 

form here proposed, may be seen as a body, and a vast body it may be, 

with but one sou ee The soul was the central legislature 

which would allow a level of local experimentation while closely 

supervising and controlling such activity. If further proof 

of Bentham's overall intentions regarding central control of local 

government is required an examination of his ideas regarding the 

lowest form of local authority should suffice. 

ii) The Bis-Subdistrict 

The smallest form of local administration would cover an 

area known as the bis-subdistrict (or tris-subdistrict - Bentham would 

appear to have been unconcerned with the actual limit for this unit
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of government). Responsibility for administration would be divided 

between two officials - the Local Headman and Local Registrar. Our 

analysis of this unit of local government will focus attention on 

three aspects of Bentham's political theory. First, Bentham's 

concern with recognising a community of local interest. Second, the 

desire to restrain local action through central control. Third, the 

means whereby the need for local democracy is countered by an 

equally pressing demand for administrative uniformity. 

Underlying the office of Local Headman was Bentham's desire 

to have authority coterminous with community at this level of 

administration. He believed the village leader to be an almost 

universal phenomenon and it was important to institutionalise this 

feature in all identifiable communities. As Bentham remarked, 

"suppose the expense out of the question, it would be difficult to 

say at what mark the number of them could be too Becae ; The 

Headman would be an elected full-time official responsible for 

convening meetings of the entire electorate within the bis-sub- 

district. The actual role of these meetings is never discussed 

and it would seem their only function would be to scrutinise the 

work of the local headman. This leads us to the question of 

control and accountability - wasthe office of local headman intended 

as an expression of local democracy or as a means of central 

government extending its control over the smallest community? 

Although the headman is the catalyst for bringing authority 

and community together close examination would suggest the idea of the 

colonial administrator rather than local leader was foremost in Bentham's 

conception of the office. Despite the headman's obvious association 

with the local democratic community he could be dismissed from office 

by "any one of several Ministers, to the exercise of whose function 

gn649) 
it is hereby made his duty to give ai >; including the Prime
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Minister, as well as the Territorial Judge and, of course, the central 

legislature. This would reinforce the view that Bentham envisaged 

the headman more as an agent of central government, a type of colonial 

administrator, than as a symbol of local autonomy. It is perhaps 

a further comment on Bentham's regard for local government autonomy 

that the sub-legislature was one of the few authorities incapable of 

dismissing the headman. 

This view is substantiated when we examine the actual 

functions attached to this position. The headman's responsibilities 

are divided into 'legislature-aiding', ‘administrative-aiding' 

and 'judicature-aiding'. The legislature aiding function is the 

least developed comprising simply of the headman's duty to call a 

meeting of local inhabitants. Administrative-aiding functions 

related to the need for the headman to assume special powers in 

the event of an emergency or provide services according to the 

wishes of the central and pub-fagialainees The judicial 

responsibilities of the headman suggest Bentham was inspired by 

the work of the Justices of the Peace and although room for 

individual initiative is allowed control would still be exercised 

by the Territorial Judge), The actual functions of the headman, 

therefore, place him firmly in the context of a local agent of central 

administration, someone capable of acting as a liaison between the 

central legislature, government departments and the smallest local 

community. Bentham felt he had brought the concepts of community 

and authority together in the office of local headman but we should 

note the direction of accountability indicated the importance of 

retaining central controls. 

In many ways the work of the other official at this level 

of administration, the local registrar, reinforces this 

interpretation of Bentham's approach to local government. The local
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registrar would be a permanent official appointed by central 

government and would constitute the headman's "companion in office". 

His official functions would be to register local births, deaths, 

marehages*> ">, incidences of insanity as well as land contracts but 

in addition he would work closely with the headman - "whatsoever the 

Local Headman, as such, does, the Local Registrar cecordal’> 

Although the registrar has no direct veto on the work of the headman 

these reports, together with a yearly statistical digest, would be 

sent by the registrar to the central and siholesisiuturce 2k 

Presumably in this way the central legislature would exercise its 

power of dismissal over the local headman. The existence of the local 

registrar, therefore, highlights Bentham's attitude to local 

government in a number of important ways. 

Firstly, it is significant that the registrar is a central 

government official and, therefore, the basis for his appointment 

is not his association with the local community but rather the 

level of his official aptitude. Significantly while the local 

registrar would have no direct power over the headman his influence 

would still be considerable since as Everett has noted, 

"for his (the local headman) natural Mentor, this 
comparatively inexperienced functionary will have 
his comparatively experienced associate, the 
Registrar". (55) 

Bentham seems almost to be saying when the agent of local democracy 

(the headman) feels unable to cope with certain situations the 

permanent official (the registrar) will provide the correct advice 

as directed by central government. It is an interesting observation 

of elected representative/permanent official relations and one 

prophetic of actual developments within later local government. 

Secondly, it becomes clear Bentham was anxious that 

central control should be exercised at all levels of administration, 

The registrar is answerable to the central legislature, his task to
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supervise and inspect the work of the local headman. Similarly, 

the work of the headman is geared to central government needs and it is 

important to remember he also is accountable for his actions to the 

central legislature. Although Bentham's scheme did not allow for 

direct central supervision of local government this does not 

demonstrate his dislike of centralisation as some critics have 

imagined but rather his desire to balance local democracy with 

administrative uniformity. The central government presence might 

not be visible but it would be wrong to suggest that it did not 

exist. 

SECTION 5: BENTHAM'S THEORY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT: 

AN ASSESSMENT 

Although Bentham himself claimed his proposals for the 

organisation of government and administration were universally applicable 

it is important that we should not forget the historical context 

wherein these ideas were developed, particularly those relating to 

local government. The main elements of local administration with 

which Bentham would have been familiar were that it was corrupt, undemocratic, 

unstructured, inefficient, incapable of meeting changing needs, costly 

and unconnected in any systematic way with Parliament and national 

government. To someone with Bentham's prediliction for codification 

and uniformity in government this state of affairs would have been 

wholly unjustifiable. It is important, therefore, that when we 

proceed to discuss Bentham's ideas we see them not only as his vision 

of the perfect society but also a reaction to the conditions of his 

own political environment. 

In our assessment of Bentham's approach to local government 

we will identify three themes running throughout the discussion. The
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first theme is Bentham's concern for control and accountability in 

inter-government relations. Following on from this is the desire 

for administrative uniformity and standardisation. The final theme 

centres on the attitude towards community and authority. 

(a) Control and Accountability 

It becomes clear from our examination of Bentham's 

theories that although he was anxious to democratise local government 

this should not overshadow the need for a strong system of central 

control. The suspicion of federalism indicated Bentham's dislike 

of power-sharing and this view can be identified in his discussion 

of local government. Legislative experimentation by the sub- 

legislatures was condoned but in a number of important ways the 

limitations exercised by central controls and supervision would 

considerably reduce the opportunities for local autonomous development. 

In short,.local government enjoys those freedoms only with the 

consent of central government. 

To understand Bentham's reasons for subordinating to this 

extent local government interests to those of central government we 

must re-examine our earlier analysis of Bentham's approach to 

government and the individual. In a world populated by individuals 

pursuing pleasure and avoiding pain the role of government is to 

ensure the greatest happiness of the greatest number. This approach 

to human happiness suggests Bentham was more concerned with aggregate 

rather than individual happiness. While every individual should enjoy 

a degree of self-determination this could not be allowed to obstruct 

the pursuit of the collective happiness. If we take this approach to 

the level of government it follows that Bentham was constantly aware 

of the importance of elevating national democratic, legislative and 

administrative needs above those of the minority community.
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This concern surfaced in the discussions of governmental 

control and accountability. Although a degree of autonomy is tolerated 

amongst the sub-legislatures the penalties for ignoring or subverting 

the national interest are severe, ranging from dismissal to the 

frustration of political ambition. At even lower levels of local 

administration the extent of central control is increased, even within 

the smallest community. The work of the local headman is monitored 

by an official of central government who is expected to report back to 

his superiors. The actual responsibilities of the headman are 

dictated more by the demands of various government departments than 

by the needs of the local community. The work of the local headman 

is monitored by an official of central government who is expected to 

report back to his superiors. The actual responsibilities of the 

headman are dictated more by the demands of various government departments 

than by the needs of the local community. If the headman exhibits 

any doubts as to where his loyalties should lie then the central 

legislature, perhaps through the medium of the local registrar, could 

remind him. This would suggest the=question of control and accountability 

featured prominently in Bentham's approach to local government. 
P PP 

(b) Uniformity 

This desire to reinforce central control and to make 

local government accountable is also apparent in Bentham's approach 

to administrative organisation. The pattern of central government 

organisation is replicated in local government and it is important™to 

try and understand what Bentham hoped to achieve from this symmetry. 

First, existence of a duplicate system of government would have facilitated 

central control of local government. Clearly marked lines of 

responsibility from the central to sub-legislatures, from central 

government ministers to their local counterparts, would have produced
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an easily identifiable pattern of hierarchical relationships. Second, 

the ability of central government to dictate the style of administration 

would be helped by a uniform system of organisation. Since the 

structure and function of these organisations were virtually identical 

apart from scale the conditions for official aptitude at national level 

could also be applied for local government. The recruitment of 

officials of similar dispositions would then aid the standardisation 

of administrative norms and values and overcome the problems of 

divided loyalty. Finally, the effect of identical officials and ministers 

performing identical but scaled-down tasks would lead to a large 

degree of consistency and standardisation in government behaviour. 

The scope for diversity amongst local authorities would surely have 

been reduced by the cumulative outcome of this uniform system of 

legislative and administrative organisation. 

(c) Community 

A third feature of Bentham's approach to local government 

is the initial concern for local community. This is particularly 

apparent in the office of headman where Bentham attempts to make 

community and authority coterminous. The power of the local 

electorate in the bis-subdistrict is also formidable where a system 

of local meetings organised according to the needs of a direct 

democracy could be called to discuss the work of the local officials. 

For a variety of reasons, however, Bentham's concern for community is 

not totally convincing and gradually becomes subordinated to the more 

immediate aims of central control and uniform administration. 

It is important to recall the Constitutional Code is a 

blueprint for an ideal system of government: it has application 

everywhere but nowhere in particular. There is, therefore, in 

Bentham's discussion of community no reference to traditional loyalties
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and associations which are crucial in satisfying the often conflicting 

demands of local community and administrative rationality. It would 

seem Bentham's view of community is informed more by the model of 

village society than that of the expanding towns and cities of his 

own time suggesting a rather narrow approach to this question. A 

second point to note is that although Bentham clearly supports the 

principle of small, democratically governed communities at some state 

he has to balance his faith in this ideal with that of 

administrative purity and efficiency. The extent of central controls 

exercised through various means would suggest Bentham preferred 

administrative deconcentration to a genuine system of decentralisation. 

This is particularly true of local government in the bis-subdistricts 

where the combination of Local Headman and Local Registrar bears a 

distinct resemblance to the Maire/Prefect arrangement in Napoleonic France 

or the model of the colonial administrator operating in the distant 

outposts of the mother country. Bentham's complete disregard for the 

purpose of local meetings or indeed the failure to anticipate local 

reactions to the dismissal of the headman by central government are 

perhaps signs of his initial but temporary concern for local community. 

It will be interesting to examine in the next chapter 

whether these particular approaches to the organisation and 

administration of local government adopted by Bentham were utilised 

by his followers in their attempts to influence the course of legislative 

change. Of considerable interest will be the extent to which 

considerations of community became subordinated to those of accountability 

and uniformity.
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INTRODUCTION 

Having identified the main principles included within 

Bentham's view of local government the aim of this chapter will be 

to examine the influence of these ideas upon legislation. The main 

focus, therefore, is the nature of those proposals underlying reforms 

of poor law administration and municipal government in the 1830s. 

Analysis of the relationship between ideas and legislation is greatly 

facilitated in this instance by the close resemblance between the 

report and recommendations of two royal commissions set up to 

investigate these problems and subsequent legislation. The first 

section of this chapter will, therefore, outline the conditions which 

contributed to the establishment of these major inquiries in order 

to ascertain the social, economic and political motives for instigating 

a reform debate. It will become clear that the members of the two 

royal commissions were instrumental in expanding the audience for 

Bentham's theories of local government and administration. It will 

also be noted that although Bentham's ideas were important his was not 

the only contribution to the development of those principles embodied 

in these reports. 

The second and third sections of this chapter will consist 

of an analysis of the conclusions and recommendations of the poor 

law and municipal corporations commissions. By identifying the main 

theories and principles of local government contained in these reports 

we are able to assess the impact of Bentham's own theories which for 

some writers has become almost self-evident. Sidney and Beatrice 

Webb, for example, referring to the proposals for municipal reform 

nw) iT . believed they could "detect the pure milk of Benthamism t is 

certainly difficult to question this view when one contemporary
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account of the 1830s relates, 

"the momentous measures in respect of domestic 
legislation passed in 1835, viz. the Poor Law Act 
and the Municipal Corporations Bill, occasioned no 
small gratulation among the members of the Radical 
camp". (2) 

But accounts of this type do not ask whether Bentham's ideas and 

theories alone constituted 'Benthamism'. Our account of the poor law 

and municipal corporations reports will provide good reasons for 

developing the view that in attempting to understand the approach to 

local government adopted by these early reforms it is not only to 

Bentham we must turn but also in addition the original contributions 

made by those responsible for compiling these reports. 

In the conclusions to this chapter the objective will be 

to identify those principles of local government organisation developed 

as a response to the immediate needs of poor law and municipal reform. 

Without wishing to anticipate this section it should be noted here 

that the concepts of community, service delivery and accountability 

all emerge as vital to this newly acquired view of local government. 

This is not to suggest that within these three areas difference of 

emphasis did not exist - indeed it was of major importance to the 

future pattern of development in ideas on local govennment that an 

imbalance was created. 

SECTION 1: THE BACKGROUND TO REFORM 

(a) Agitation for Reform 

Agitation to reform the Elizabethan poor laws increased 

at the turn of the nineteenth century. Poor-relief was finally seen 

as an unacceptable financial burden when it gradually took the form 

(3), of a wage supplement, popularly known as the 'Speenhamland System
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Alongside this demand for economy scepticism grew in the ability of 

the parishes to administer poor-relief. The original legislation 

had made parishes responsible for administration but the growth and 

concentration of population in industrial towns had seriously challenged 

this pattern of organisation. A further problem of poor law administration 

centred on the role of the Justice of the Peace whose function was 

to decide upon the eligibility of paupers and amount of relief to be 

paid. This practice was open to corruption as J.Ps courted local 

popularity by raising the amount of relief nisvideds 

Discontent, particularly amongst the middle-classes, 

focussed on the cost and administration of poor relief. Government 

proposals, however, were certain to anger some sections of the 

population and so the Whig government adopted the strategy suggested 

to them by Hyde Villers, one of two brothers closely associated with 

Bentham's followetae’: : and ‘appointed a royal commission in 1832 to 

investigate the problems of poor law administration. It was widely 

believed that the ensuing inquiry would be seen as independent and 

impartial and subsequent government proposals, therefore, might not prove 

so qepepalen ss 

Agitation to reform the municipal boroughs was inspired 

more by factors of a political nature rather than considerations of 

economy and administration. It is significant that a decision to 

investigate local government in the boroughs was taken after the 

Reform Act (1832) while the investigation of the poor laws had 

begun before this legislation. Municipal government 

became a major political issue mainly because of the borough's 

responsibility for electing Members of Parliament and the belief 

seemingly held by all political groups that their political 

prospects were jeopardised by existing arrangements. Whigs and 

Non-conformists disliked the exclusive and partisan nature of



65 

borough government which proved so effective in reducing their political 

* 7 * s * e 

sete ) Bentham's followers, the political radicals, believed 

the existence of undemocratic forms of government in the boroughs 

was the next obvious target in their campaign for reform. Even the 

Tories had become unhappy with the corrupt behaviour of the borough 

magistrates ee 

After 1832 the problems of municipal government became 

politically more important for two reasons. First, the decision 

by wealthy patrons to withdraw their financial support from the 

boroughs because of the new risks attached to elections. Second, 

although the Reform Act had recognised the right of the large 

industrial towns to political representation at Westminster in 

many cases local government was either neglected or absent altogether. 

in these places. Both Whigs and radicals believed local government 

reform provided an opportunity for establishing the foundations of 

a strong national electoral presence. Public opinion likewise 

appeared favourable to reform as growing evidence of political 

corruption appeared. The Times, for example, reported, 

"The most active spring of election-bribery and 
villainy everywhere is known to be the Corporation 

System. The members of Corporations throughout England, 

are, for the most part, self-elected and.wholly irresponsible 

but to themselves alone. They have contrived by a dextrous - 
series of manoeuvres to oust the inhabitants, for whose 
benefit the Charters were originally granted, of all right 

of succession to their own benefit the funds of which 
they were lawfully but trustees. There is scarcely an 

instance of any town sending representatives to Parliament 

where the Mayor, Aldermen, etc., have not regularly 

sebzed upon, or clutched at, the nomination of the Members, 

and, if induced to it by opposition, where they have not, 

without scruple, mortgaged the town estates or wasted the 

capital, to find means for the most iniquitous and barefaced 

corruption of voters". (9) 

In 1833 the Whig government appointed a royal commission to investigate 

the municipal boroughs which, like the poor law commission, allowed the 

Government the option of publicly divorcing themselves from subsequent
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proposals or declaring their support for the conclusions of an 

independent and impartial inquiry. 

(b) Membership of the Royal Commission 

Close examination of the membership of the two royal 

commissions, however, reveals a network of relations between the 

various members many of which involved some form of group association 

with the ideas and theories of Bentham. 

The membership of the royal commission investigating the 

poor laws was as follows: Dr Charles Blomfield, Bishop of London; 

Dr John Sumner, Bishop of Chester, W Sturges Bourne; Nassau Senior; 

Reverend Henty Bishop; Walter Coulson; James Traill; Henry Gawler. 

Edwin Chadwick was originally appointed as an assistant commissioner 

but quickly became the Commission's secretary. A number of comments 

should be made of this membership. First, most, if not all, were 

known or acquainted with one another. Dr Sumner, for example, had 

been Nassau Senior's tutor at Eton; Henry Bishop and Walter Coulson, 

editor of the Globe newspaper, were considered ‘intimate friends’ 

of Seniors Secondly, not a small proportion of the members were 

either known supporters of Benthan's ideas or else mixed socially with 

the philosopher's followers as members of the same political clubs. 

Coulson, Senior and Chandwick, for example, were all members of the Political 

Economy Club as were James Kay and E C Tufnell, assistant éonmigaionsse 1s 

A third point to note here is the crucial role of Edwin Chadwick. 

Prior to his appointment to the royal commission Chadwick had been 

engaged as personal secretary to Jeremy Bentham and part of his duties 

had included editorial assistance in completing the Constitutional 

Code. Indeed one writer has suggested the extent of this assistance 

was significant in determining the outcome of the royal commision report;



67 

"Chadwick, the moving force behind the Report, had 

been Bentham's assistant in the compilation of the 
Constitutional Code, whose provisions for an 
Indigence Relief Ministry and its local machinery 

so closely foreshadowed the reform of the Poor Law". (12) 

As we noted in the previous chapter, however, it is not altogether 

clear whether these schemes were devised by Bentham or Chadwick and 

more detailed analysis of the content of these ideas is still required. 

Nevertheless, it should be understood that the overall support for Bentham's 

general philosophical approachwould have been considerable amongst 

members of the poor law commision. 

A similar network of relations existed amongst the members 

of the royal commission investigating the municipal corporations. 

Altogether twenty-two commissioners were appointed and one study 

has claimed all but two of these were radicals or Benthatiece 

As with the poor law inquiry the municipal commission tended to be 

dominated by its secretary, Joseph Parkes, a Birmingham solicitor. 

Parkes himself was extremely proud of his association with radical 

philosophers, especially Bentham, Grote and James Mill whom he later 

regarded as responsible for "all the power and moral courage I have 

brought to bear in favour of the People (14), Parkes, however, 

was more of a political realist and activist than a student of 

philosophy and his desire to establish a powerful radical faction 

(15) in Westminster would not have been subordinated to his support 

for Bentham. Again it is of some importance to discover those 

principles which guided Parkes in his proposals for municipal 

reform, 

(c) Compiling the Royal Commission Reports 

Although this network of relations between members proved 

important it would appear Bentham's supporters were anxious to 

avoid any opposition to their proposals. The best example of this
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concern was the way in which both reports were compiled. 

Superficially these inquiries provide good examples of the 

collection of data designed to present an objective appraisal of 

problems associated with poor law administration and the municipal 

corporations. Twenty six un-paid assistant commissioners visited 

three thousand poor-law authorities and their evidence fills thirteen 

volumes of appendices to the main poor law Report to? Similarly, 

the municipal commisioners investigated two hundred and eighty five 

places issuing questionnaires requesting information on the number 

of officials employed, electoral composition of the governing body and 

other items ‘17? , This evidence was published as four volumes of 

appendices totalling three and a half thousand pages and described 

by the Webbs as, "a survey of their particular fields to which, 

for systematic accuracy, lucidity and completeness we know no 

ivalegt tere 

This quality of research, however, was not replicated 

in the subsequent reports. Clearly some members of the commission 

had originally been appointed because of their known views upon 

the subject of inquiry. Parkes, for example, had written to Francis Place 

about, "sticking to the rascally corporators" before any 

investigations had begun a? The Report of the Municipal Corporations 

Commission was compiled by just Parkes and the Chairman, John 

Blackburne MP despite the fact that together the two men had visited 

only a single borough in the course of the inquiry. In addition the 

Report was written and "presented to the Government five weeks before 

) 
it was formally sigma” and with only two-thirds of the research 

reports completed. The unavailability of research findings did not 

unduly concern Parkes and Blackburne who remarked, "we havexreason 

to believe the remaining reports will not affect our conclusions, other- 

wise than by offering further illustration and Cohfiveaeron to
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A similar picture emerges from the poor law commission. 

There are some doubts regarding authorship of this report. Nassau 

Senior is seen by at least one writer as having responsibility 

for the reporEs™ but generally Edwin Chadwick is credited with 

this achievement. Moreover, it was Senior, after obtaining from 

Chadwick Bentham's manuscripts on pauperism who remarked, 

"on that position of political economy his views 

(Bentham's) were sound at a time when some of 

our ablest men ... were thoroughly wrong". (23) 

There are few doubts, however, about the report's reliance upon the 

research evidence. One contemporary critic remarked, 

"we do not discuss the precise value of this evidence, 

the present question being whether the evidence, such 

as it is, has been honestly dealt with". (24) 

More recently both Finer and Blaug have questioned the relationship 

between the research findings and the conclusions made in the final 

report’ es 

It would appear that in both cases the reports were written 

by Bentham's supporters without the inconvenience of having to base 

their conclusions upon the available evidence. Certainly it would have 

been the reports rather than the voluminous research which were circulated 

and read. The impact of these two documents, therefore, was immense 

since they appeared, albeit superficially, to have empirical evidence 

to support their respective views. To suggest, however, that these 

reports were expressions of Benthamism or radicalism does not necessarily 

demonstrate the actual presence or influence of Bentham's own theory 

of local government. In the following two sections we will examine 

the main conclusions and recommendations of both reports as they 

affect the organisation and administration of local government. 

On the basis of these analyses we should be able to make more 

accurate comparisons with those ideas and theories of Bentham outlined 

in the previous chapter.



70 

SECTION 2: THE POOR LAW REPORT 

Although the poor law report is an extremely wide-ranging 

document our discussion will focus upon just two aspects of its 

recommendations. First, the proposals for a system of poor law 

"unions' to replace the existing administration of relief by the 

parishes. Underlying this scheme for administrative rationalisation 

were a set of assumptions relating size and organisation to the 

quality of service provision. Second, the demand for a ‘central 

board’ to supervise direct and control poor law administration 

highlights the importance of accountability and uniformity in this 

approach.to local government. The section will conclude 

with an appraisal of these schemes and their resemblance 

to Bentham's own theory of local government and administration, 

(a) Poor Law Unions 

The traditional units for poor-law administration were 

the parishes and the report accused these of corrupt and inefficient 

management. Three distinct types of parish government were identified 

none of which were above corruption. The ‘open' vestry consisted of 

all ratepayers and were, 

"the most irresponsible bodies that ever were 
entrusted with the performance of public duties, or 

the distribution of public money", (26) 

owing to their failure to record proceedings and properly administer 

poor-relief. The second type of parish was the "representative" 

vestry where after an Act of 1818 ratepayers could elect a 'select 

vestry' of between five and twenty members, Nevertheless it had not 

5 rc (27) 
proved exempt from corrupting local influences . Less than 

a page of the report, however, is reserved for the most corrupt form 

1 (28) of parish - the ‘self-appointed vestry The report concluded
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that this type of organisation could not continue and proposed that 

parishes be joined together, or ‘unionised', for the purpose of poor 

law administration. This union of parishes was not without precedent 

but the radical proposal of this scheme was the suggestion that ALL 

parishes be unionised and that the approach be systematic and 

comprehensive. The logic of this argument appears to have been 

based upon the following observations and assumptions. 

The first assumption suggested efficiency was a function 

of size. The existing system of parish administration it was argued 

contained too many small authorities. Over seven hundred parishes had 

less than fifty inhabitants, almost two thousand had populations of 

less than a hundred. Parishes of such smallness could not possibly 

achieve an appropriate level of administrative efficiency when even 

in parishes of much larger size, from three to eight hundred inhabitants, 

efficient and inexpensive administration was rarely achieved - "in the 

few cases in which they possess an efficient management, (they) obtain 

it at a disproportionate Bpense\- The arguments supporting 

this viewpoint were based on the assertion that good administration 

was the product of good administrators; good administrators were full- 

time salaried officials. Smakl authorities could not afford to pay 

full-time officers and were forced to rely upon part-time voluntary 

setvice which might lead to financial Goftuption By implication, 

therefore, small authorities were inherently inefficient. 

A second assumption followed from the first. By expanding 

the scale of authorities economies and improvements could be made in 

the internal management of services. The size of the unions would 

allow paupers to be categorised as aged, children, females, and males, 

each requiring separate administration and facilities. While this 

immediately suggested four parishes in one union the report quickly 

established a more ambitious target,
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"though so small a number of parishes as four might be 
sufficient for an incorporation, it is obvious that a 
much larger number might unite and obtain the advantages 

of wholesale management and good superintendance, not only 

without any increase, but with a great diminution of expense". (31) 

This offer of greater economies with increased scale was clearly 

designed to attract the support required for such a wholesale re- 

organisation of poor law administration. As one historian has noted 

this strategy "strengthened the argument in favour of 

abolishing parochial management by holding out expectation of 

d (32) economy by the formation of unions : 

This attitude towards economy recurs throughout the report 

and is also used to support the prospects of improved management. 

High levels of poor relief were not regarded as indications of humane 

application of the poor laws but rather as evidence of wasteful and 

unnecessary expenditure. Once again this 'fact' was associated with the 

inability of small authorities to make managerial improvements. From 

an examination of seven counties the report concluded that the largest 

parishes provided the lowest per capita relief while smaller parishes 

: (33) : . 
were higher . Apparently we are led to believe the key to this 

success was the practice of extended management which allowed large 

wealthy parishes to employ specialist officers. By increasing the 

size of an authority one also increased its capacity for efficient 

management. Greater economies could be made from larger authorities 

which could then employ more specialised staff which could then 

improve administration allowing greater economies to be made. This 

impeccable logic apparently based upon reliable statistical data 

meant it was extremely difficult to deny the attraction of the union 

scheme as a means of reducing poor law costs. 

(b) The Central Board 

Although the arguments in favour of unions could be
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justified on the ground of improved economy and efficiency this 

was not the major administrative theme of the poor law report. The 

keystone to the entire system was the proposal for a central board 

responsible for the overall management and co-ordination of poor law 

administration: 

"The appointment of a central board to control the 
administration of the poor laws, with such assistant 
commissioners as may be found requisite; and that the 
commissioners be empowered and directed to frame and 
enforce regulations for the government of 
workhouses, and as to the nature and amount of the relief 

to be given and the labour to be exacted in them and that 
such regulations shall, as far as may be practicable, 
be uniform throughout the country". (34) 

From the discussion of the central board's role it becomes clear 

that economy and efficiency were seen as by-products of a uniform 

system of poor law administration. The primary advantage lay in the 

improvements to central government's ability to control and make local 

administration more accountable. 

One of the most effective ways in which central government 

could exercise greater control via a central board was through the 

implementation of a uniform accounting system. The Board itself 

(35) but this would be a "comparatively small and cheap agency 

question of cost was trivial compared to the potential savings to 

be ma@ from stricter scrutiny of expenditure. As the 

report stated: 

"Uniformity as to some points in the modes of keeping 
accounts would be of great service for the purpose of 
comparing the detailed expenditure of the district with 
another, and would form a necessary means of any 

general system of management". (36) 

To supporters of local administration these proposals represented 

(37) but the attraction of central control a threat to parish autonomy 

over spending was overwhelming. A uniform accounting system would 

provide the means for the central board to compare expenditure between 

authorities and this was but a short step away from controlling the
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level and quality of service provision. Strengthening the 

accountability of local administration to a central agency was 

also an objective the report had considered in its 

discussion of local poor law officials. 

As we noted above uniformity was critical in determining 

the report's approach to management - “uniformity of management 

would in many cases be essential to improvement and to the permanency 

(38) _ but only the central board's ability of any improved system 

to guarantee this uniformity could safeguard the system. Its role, 

therefore, was to instruct local management in efficient administrative 

techniques, collection of the poor rate, supervision of expenditure 

and the requirements of central policy. During the Parliamentary 

discussion of this proposal it was clear the central board was seen as 

critical to uniform administrative practice. One MP even suggested, 

“without a central board such a uniformity could not be gutabiaened"* >", 

Surely the central boards powers would have to extend beyond mere 

instruction if this level of uniformity was envisaged? 

As in Bentham's Constitutional Code the mechanism of control 

became personnel management - the central board would possess 

extensive powers regarding appointment and dismissal of local 

officials. A professional qualification would be introduced to 

safeguard minimum standards of proficiency and any officers suspected 

of inefficiency or unsuitable for other reasons could be dismissed 

(40) ’ : 
by the central board . The report grudgingly acknowledged the 

right of the unions to appoint their own officers but suggested, 

"such officers should be selected as would not be 

biassed by local interests or partialities. The most 

fitting persons must often, as in the instances we have 

cited, be sought for in distant districts and caeteris 

paribus, would be preferable to persons within the 

same districts". (41) 

It seemed standards could only be maintained with a high degree of
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central influence. Confidence even in a reformed system of local 

government did not appear substantial. 

The idea of central appointment of local officers had been 

rejected not because of any faith in local autonomy but because, 

"In the first place, because we doubt the power of a singte 

board to select a sufficient number of well-qualified 

persons; secondly, because such a duty would occupy too 

much of their time and attention; and thirdly, because the 

patronage, though really a painful incumbence to them, would 

be a source of jealousy". (42) 

It was not respect for local control but the convenience of the central 

board which determined this approach. Not surprisingly it was this 

aspect of the poor law scheme which provoked an excited response during 

Parliamentary debates. One MP cautioned the central board to reflect 

principles found in the French administrative system - directing, 

guiding but not controlling local aupuorivies< ">. Others described 

the threat to local autonomy which the central board presented and 

as one MP remarked, 

"A good system of local government he looked upon to be 

the perfection of all government ... As he was desirous, 

therefore, to interfere as little as possible with the 

influence which the local authorities of the country 

ought to possess". (44) 

To the author(s) of the Poor Law Report this sentimental appeal to the 

ideal of the local community would have seemed contrary to the real 

need to establish a uniform and accountable system of poor law 

administration that was economic, efficient and effective. This 

objective would not be reached by allowing greater freedom for local 

control but rather by a strong central board capable of supervising, 

directing and ultimately controlling administration. In the pursuit 

of uniform standards the partial needs of the local community could 

not be allowed to dominate.
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(c) Bentham, Benthamism and the Poor Law 

We should begin this section by noting those aspects of 

the poor law report which clearly relied upon ideas and theories 

developed by Bentham. Bentham's dependence upon psychological 

hedonism provides the basis for the less-eligibility principle 

(45) 
adopted in the poor law report Since human behaviour was 

dominated by pleasure and pain the poor law could be reformed to 

account for this observation. Conditions in the pauper workhouse 

would have to be worse than any existing outside if poor-relief 

was to be paid only to those in genuine need. Similarly the idea 

of aggregating and separating paupers for workhouse purposes had 

been suggested by Bentham Or Here, however, the obvious parallels 

between Bentham's theory and the proposals for poor law reform break 

down and we must look to a more sophisticated analysis to identify 

further linkages. 

Certain overlaps do exist on the question of the structure 

of poor law authorities. Bentham had himself attacked the number and 

size of parishes administering poor-relief and his own proposal 

for five hundred workhouses is close to the six hundred unions 

later established’? . It should be noted, however, that Bentham's 

scheme would be run under the authority of a National Charity Company, 

managed by a Board of Directors having wide powers. Government, it 

had been decided, could not be trusted with this responsibility since 

qt (48) | This form of its administration was ‘notoriously ba 

organisation is closer to Chadwick's central board than Bentham's 

later theories found in the Constitutional Code for an Indigence 

Relief Ministry. In the absence of wholesale improvements in the 

quality of government administration therefore, the proposal for 

divided rather than individual responsibility might have been one 

acceptable to Bentham's theory of accountability. Although the
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structures of administration appeared similar this did not 

apply to the arguments concerning the distribution of power between 

central and local authority. 

In the previous chapter it became clear that although 

Bentham favoured the principle of strong local government the 

appeal of uniform administration and accountability proved greater 

as he strengthened central controls. The poor law report, however, 

went much further in advocating centralisation at the expense of local 

autonomy. At first this is not apparent but the key to the difference 

lies in what is absent from the poor law report - proposals for some 

form of local government control over poor law administration. Although 

Bentham had emphasised administration he had not ignored the importance 

of institutions capable of representing local needs. The poor law 

report contains no mention of local government only administration. 

Bentham's ideas for central inspection, improving the quality of 

administrators, uniform accounts, a clearly defined system of 

hierarchical relationships, the importance of reports and statistics 

are all present but not his scheme for local democracy. 

This oversight was later corrected by introducing 

proposals for a locally elected Board of Guardians which would be 

responsible for poor law expenditure. Significantly there was to 

be plural voting indicating the importance of property and economy 

in the reform of the poor laws and the ease with which Bentham's 

maxim of one man one vote was by-passed. Nevertheless, the absence 

of proposals for a Board of Guardians from the report suggests the 

problems of the poor laws were seen as requiring an administrative 

rather than a political solution. This had two important 

consequences for the organisation of local government. First, the 

poor law report envisaged the administrative relationship 

between the central board and local officials as of primary importance.
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The proposals were seen as complete without the necessity for sections 

relating to local control. Secondly, since the problem was defined 

in terms of a function rather than area the criteria of economy, 

efficiency and effectiveness were stressed at the expense of local 

community. Local officials did not have to have loyalty to the 

locality - indeed it was better for administrative purposes if 

they could divorce themselves from the sense of community. The 

demands of the service, including the rationalisation of administrative 

boundaries for this specific purpose obscured the need for local 

authority. What the poor law report had done was to separate 

Bentham's views and to ignore the arguments in support of local 

government in favour of local administration. The consequence 

was a weakened role for local controls at the expense of a more powerful 

apparatus of accountability to central administration. 

SECTION 3: THE MUNICIPAL CORPORATIONS REPORT 

At first sight the comments made by the authors of the 

munitipal corporations report suggest a negative attitude 

to proposals for local government reform, 

"We humbly represent, that we have considered the terms 

of the said Commission do not authorise us to recommend 

specific measures for the improvement of the corporate system. 

We have therefore refrained from pointing out even the 

most obvious remedies for the imperfections we have 
observed, unless so far as the suggestions of the remedy, 

in some cases, is, unavoidably implied in the statement 

of the evil". (49) 

This modest claim for impartiality has not convinced some readers of the 

report and it has been described as "a violent political pamphlet 

GOT herer being to serve Party ends, issued as a judicial report’ 

reading the report it is difficult to deny the absence of positive 

suggestions for reform although its tone is rather subtle not violent.
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The Whig government, however, were suitably impressed by its 

conclusions and based their own legislative proposals upon the principles, 

if not the details, outlined in the report. Parkes responded to the 

Government Bill by describing it as "a smasher - a grand point to 

get Household Suffrage and a thorough purge of the existing Copesrstora" =? 

and later in more expansive mood declared, "we are quite sure the nation 

will feel deeply grateful for a measure which cuts boldly to the root 

of the evar 8) Parkes had spent some considerable time with the 

Cabinet convincing them of the wisdom of his recommendations and his 

personal intervention was clearly important in the formulation of 

government policy. The subsequent Municipal Corporations Act (1835) 

bore a close resemblance to the principles of local government 

organisation adopted in the municipal corporations report. 

The report, therefore, was of major significance in stimulating 

the direction of early reforms in local government and our analysis 

will attempt to extract the main principles underlying its conclusions. 

First, there is the importance attached to the concept of community 

interest in local govenrment. Second, onee the need to recognise 

community had become evident the next development was seen as 

discovering ways in which local government could be made more 

accountable, Significantly the direction of this accountability 

does not imply greater central control as with the poor law report but 

rather an increase in local democratic control. Finally, we will examine 

the report's attitude to local services the neglect of which suggests 

the overall response to municipal reform was political rather than 

administrative. 

(a) Community interest and local government. 

The report argued that municipal government from the reign 

of Henry VIII onwards had suffered from interference by central government
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attempting to control municipal government in the hope of influencing 

the election of MPs to Westminster. The cumulative effect of this 

activity had been to sever municipal government from the local 

community rendering, 

"the governing class independent of the main body 

of the burgesses. Almost all the councills named in these 

charters are established on the principle of self-election". (53) 

The report constantly returns to this theme suggesting the 

separation of the governing body from the local community was a most 

serious problem since it meant "in mostplaces all identity of 

; : : : : 54 
interest between the Corporation and the inhabitants has figdppeaxed™ ) 

Parkes, himself, later made this criticism even more explicit, 

"the absence of all community of interest and of feeling 

between the corporations and the inhabitants struck us as 

being perhaps the most forcible objection to the present 

system". (55) 

The problem remains, however, to what extent this concern for 

community of interest was secondary to the need for local democratic 

control over the municipal boroughs. 

Certainly Parkes was not as concerned with community interest 

as some of his fellow Benthamites. J A Roebuck, for example, placed 

more emphasis upon community in defining the nature and extent of 

municipal government. He criticised existing arrangements for borough 

boundaries: 

"At the present moment, the limits of a corporation are 

often confined to a portion + and not seldom, a very small 

portion - of the town of which it is supposed to be the 

government". (56) 

He went on to suggest that, "in a good system, not only the whole 

town would be included within the corporation limits, but the country 

also! ‘27? , Roebuck, however, did not have the difficulty of 

convincing politicians of the wisdom of his plan and could afford 

radical statements of this kind. Parkes, ever the political realist, 

chose to avoid direct confrontation with the powerful country interest
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and allowed his views on community interest to be vague, even ambiguous. 

Re-establishing the relationship between local government and community 

interest was important but it constituted a means to a rather more 

valuable end; 

"there prevails amongst the inhabitants of a great 

majority of the incorporated towns a general, and, in 

our opinion a just dissatisfaction with their Municipal 

Institutions; a distrust of the self-elected Municipal 

Councils, where powers are subject to no popular control and 

where acts and proceedings being secret, are unchecked by the 

influence of public opinion ....". (58) 

In crude terms, therefore, Parkes was more interested in advocating 

a powerful system of local democracy than in describing administrative 

boundaries. 

(b) Accountability and Local Democracy 

The report blamed many of the problems of municipal 

government upon the methods for appointing the governing body. 

Enormous variations existed in the municipal councils but 

generally councillors and aldermen were elected for life and tended 

to represent their own interests more than any other. The research 

for the municipal commission catalogued mumerous instances of 

partiality and corruption which Parkes was able to use to full effect. 

He described the case of Bristol, 

“where, on a very large scale, an inmost injurious 

operation, the vices of a close, self-elected and 

irresponsible Corporation, are felt by the extensive 

population of the city as an intolerable oppression". (59) 

The effects of this corruption had contributed to a shortage of 

suitably qualified individuals on municipal councils resulting in a 

single individual, often the mayor, fulfilling several roles including 

. (60) 
magistrate, coroner and treasurer : 

The quality of municipal government and the large amount of 

corruption could be directly attributed to the way in which the council 

was constituted either by self-election or nomination. No form of
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public accountability was present, therefore, despite the council's 

control of municipal expenditure. Unlike the poor law report the idea 

of central control of municipal government received no consideration 

and it was clear a freely elected local council provided the only 

means for securing the level of accountability thought necessary for 

good government. Following Bentham certain radicals such as Roebuck 

wanted an extensive use of local elections and in the case of administrative 

(61) 
and legislative functionaries annual elections since frequent 

elections might reduce the chances of electoral corruption and disruption. 

Parkes. however, favoured triennial elections since this would still allow 

the local electorate to make a thorough review of the council. 

It is interesting to note the extent to which the 

Government was prepared to acknowledge this view of accountability 

which implied a large degree of local autonomy. Legislation 

recognised the need to extend the local franchise since, "it is right 

and proper that those who contribute their money should have a voice 

in the election of persons by whom the money is asnendeder-*., 

Although financial considerations were important in qualifying for the 

vote there was to be no plural voting as occurred in the elections 

for the poor law guardians. With regard to the period of elections 

the government announced, "members of the council shall be elected 

for three years but that one-third of them shall go out each years *99) 

which Parkes believed an acceptable compromise, Fears were expressed 

during the Parliamentary debates that the level of democracy was too 

great and might lead to the tyranny of the majority. In the House of 

Lords a former Conservative Lord Chancellor, Lord Lyndhurst introduced 

an amendment which would have allowed a proportion of the local council 

to be composed of aldermen appointed for life. After much discussion 

the Whigs accepted the principle of selected Aldermen sitting for a 

period of six years.
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Parkes' view of local government organisation was basically 

derived from his advocacy of democracy. The need to bring the 

interests of governors and governed together at national level was 

just as important for local government. It is interesting to note, 

however, that accountability could not be satisfied by the creation 

of a central authority capable of supervising and controlling 

municipal councils. The emphasis on local rather than eentral 

accountability was a direct result of Parkes’ approach to local 

government which saw the problems of municipal government requiring 

a political rather than an administrative solution. This view of 

local government as primarily a political feature of democracy 

was reinforced by Parkes' neglect of issues relating to the 

administration of municipal services. 

(c) Municipal Services 

There are a number of reasons why we should describe the 

report's view of local government as serving political not 

administrative ends. First, the report although devoting a considerable 

space to discussions of local administration contains few recommendations 

for improving the situation. The practice of mayors assuming 

administrative responsibilities is criticised as is also the dearth of 

(64) professional staff for important posts but apart from vague comments 

on administrative competence and the abuse of patronage no specific 

recommendations are made for improving the quality of administration. 

At a time when the problems of paving, lighting, sewage and other 

services were becoming increasingly severe, particularly in the 

expanding cities, this omission should be seen as significant. This 

would appear to suggest a rather narrow view of local government 

concerned mainly with political expression of the local community 

and not the level and quality of service to be provided.
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Our second point, however, might initially question this 

interpretation, The report devotes much time to a study of the local 

magistracy which had ceased "to inspire resferet™-92- The reason for 

this stemmed from the fact that magistrates were primarily political 

appointments, selected by the local council and often members of that 

body. Parkes concluded, 

"magistrates are chosen by reason of their subserviency 

to the political view of the patrons, and, of course, not 

from the most efficient inhabitants of the district". (66) 

Certainly there were powerful arguments for a separation of judicial 

appointments from political patronage and this was a view shared 

by many radicals but Parke's solution was to transfer this power 

from the council to the community. Local magistrates he argued should 

be, 

"elected by the whole community by ballot ... for a term of 

years or for life ... Their conduct must be subject to the 

observation of the assembly, which should have the power 

of suspension". (67) 

This would not necessarily have altered the quality of justice since 

those offering themselves for election would not have to be .the most 

suitably qualified. Moreover, the public's choice would not have 

to be the candidate with the best legal qualifications but the one with 

greatest popular appeal. In addition the council's power to suspend 

the democractically elected magistrate raises further doubts about this 

proposal. Again the most logical explanation of this scheme 

suggests Parkes valued the importance of political expression and 

local autonomy.above that of the particular requirements of judicial 

administration. 

Finally, there is the point that on this matter of 

municipal administration Parkes did not share the views of other 

radicals. Chadwick was, of course, known to be ambitious for 

government expansion at all levels but others also had addressed 

the question of scope of municipal activity. Roebuck, for example, in
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considering the administrative responsibilities of the municipal 

borough had argued, 

"everything affecting the well-being of the neighbourhood, 

considered merely as a neighbourhood, and unconnected 

either with the nation generally, or the district or 

neighbourhoods immediately surrounding, ought to be 

considered as the business, and coming within the field 

of corporate administration". (68) 

This was easily more than Parkes had anticipated in the municipal 

commission report and again indicates his overall lack of concern for 

the actual scope for local government in the boroughs. 

Significantly, Government policy displayed a similar neglect 

of municipal administration and its requirements. Typical of this 

standpoint were the views of Lofd John Russell whose justification 

of the decision not to make the appointment of town clerks and 

treasurers in the boroughs obligatory was that such enforcement "would 

be totally inconsistent with the spirit of this measume’’°””, This 

laissez-faire approach to administration, however, extended to the 

actual functions to be carried out by the newly constituted local 

authorities. Few functions became the direct responsibility of the 

municipal government under the 1835 Act but provisions were made to 

allow the transfer of functions from other local bodies. This transfer 

was discretionary, however, and led one critic to observe, 

"Tt is not in human nature, however, for men who are 

possessed of power voluntarily to resign it. No Local 

Commissioners will ever give up their powers unless 

compelled to do so in some way or other. The 75th 

section of the so-called Corporation Reform Act is as 

much an insult to common sense as it is a deliberate 

declaration that the pretended powers of local self- 

government, in any place under that Act, are to be merely 

nominal, and not real. By that section any Local Commissioners 

"MAY, if it shall seem to them expedient" resign the power 

and authority they enjoy!! How very kind! You may, if 

you like, solemnly promulgate that the Czar of all the Russias, 

"may if it shall seem to him expedient, "resign his 

authority to an elected assembly. So much for the sincerity 

of Whig Corporation Reform". (70). 

It would be wrong to imagine those responsible for the municipal reform
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to have been without common-sense and more realistic assessment 

of their behaviour would focus on their primary objective in framing 

the proposals. 

Clearly municipal administration was not seen as having 

priority over the need for a more democratic system of local government. 

The concern expressed by Parkes over borough magistrates was partly 

due to the immense political power this justice official could 

possess. On uncontroversial matters such as administration and the 

scope of functional responsibilities the report is strangely silent 

as also proved to be the case in subsequent legislation. The 

municipal borough provided the means for political expression of the 

local community and was designed for this purpose. Unlike the poor 

law union its administrative boundaries reflected no a priori 

conception of the need to improve the quality of service. If the 

municipal boroughs later demonstrated their administrative capability 

this should not be regarded as a consequence of reform but rather 

the result of individual municipal experiment and persistence, 

(d) Bentham, Benthamism and the Municipal Boroughs 

It would be misleading to suggest that Bentham's position 

as the leading philosophical proponent of democratic government and 

Parkes' association with Bentham's followers meant the latter took 

his views on local government directly from Bentham's theories. Although 

obvious similarities do exist between the two schemes - the emphasis 

on local democracy is just one example - important differences between 

Bentham the philosopher and Parkes the party activist remain. These 

differences concern not merely details but fundamental principles of 

local government organisation. 

From the previous chapter it was noted that Bentham 

although aware of the importance of community interest could only
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acknowledge this in his discussion of the local headman. Apart from this 

attempt to equate authority and community Bentham drew his local 

government boundaries to suit administrative rather than community 

neéds. This point was reinforced by the fact that the Code was not 

specifically designed for an actual country and could not, therefore, 

directly refer to community of local interest as a significant factor 

in local government organisation. Initially, it seemed Parkes was 

more concerned with bringing local government closer to the 

community interest. He was helped in this respect by having the 

focus of his investigation already defined as the municipal borough. 

Once this fact is accounted for Parke&' spirited defence of community 

is not as bold as it seemed since he was unwilling to consider a 

wider definition of the borough such as that offered by Roebuck. 

Already by the 1830s the relationship between town and country was 

sufficiently important for Roebuck to demand that administrative 

boundaries reflect this. Nevertheless, the anticipation of 

political opposition from the country interest proved significant in 

convincing Parkes of the need for a narrow definition of community. 

What Bentham had sacrificed for universal application Parkes had 

sacrificed for political expediency. 

A more important difference between Bentham and Parkes, 

however, centred on the problem of accountability and the relative 

distribution of power between central and local authority. Bentham 

had seen the distribution of control and direction of accountability 

as vital to the organisation of local government and although 

prepared to allow discretionary power he was always anxious to confirm 

central control. This theory of local government continually struggled 

to find a balanced central-local relationship but this did not appear 

to be a question of importance for Parkes. As far as Parkes was 

concerned local government could exist as a closed system: the local
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ratepayers would elect the council, local expenditure would be raised 

from the ratepayers, the local council would be accountable to 

the ratepayers for that money. Accountability, therefore, 

existed purely at the local level. Local autonomy was a logical 

corollary of self-finance - not a right to be conferred by central 

government. This closed system of political control and accountability 

was a long way from Bentham's elaborate arrangements for constitutional, 

political and administrative checks and balances. To a large extent 

this difference between Bentham and Parkes was a function of their 

different approaches to defining the scope of local government 

activity. 

In this respect Bentham's approach was more thorough 

than that adopted by Parkes. The political philosopher recognised 

that local government had to satisfy two essential requirements. 

First, it had to meet the political needs of the local inhabitants. 

Second, local government had certain administrative functions to 

fulfil, including those services particular to the needs of the 

immediate community. Democratic institutions and practices were 

important but these could not be allowed to obscure the administrative 

functions of local government, The role of local officials, their 

training, status and performance received as much attention as 

the organisation of local elections. The municipal corporation 

report, however, emphasised local democracy almost to the exclusion 

of all other considerations. Discussions of administration and the 

functions of municipal boroughs was minimal simply because a narrow, 

one-dimensional view of local government was adopted. The future 

success of the municipal boroughs lay in their political potential 

as local bases for party control at Westminster. The functional 

requirements of municipal ratepayers could be satisfied once 

their political power had been assured and hopefully controlled.
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SECTION 4; CONCLUSIONS 

This analysis of the ideas and principles underlying both 

the poor law and municipal corporations reports questions the 

conventional assessment of Bentham's influence upon these proposals. 

At the turn of the century Josef Redlich describing the reform of poor 

law administration commented, 

"Tn such a fashion was of the most important parts of the 

machinery of internal administration overhauled and reconstructed 

in accordance with the principles and theories of the 

Utilitarian philosopher". (71) 

A more recent analysis of municipal reform has announced, 

"Thus for the radicals, corporation reform would represent 

a breach in the old system: a triumph for Benthamite 

principles of democracy, utility and efficiency". (72) 

Major difficulties are encountered, however, when writers attempt to 

describe both reforms as examples of Bentham's influence. Redlich, 

for example, merely noted the "fundamentally distinct" patterns of 

local government introduced, offered no explanation for this 

. : ; ; «3 (73) 
difference but still declared both measures radical in origin ; 

Similarly, K B Smellie after observing the details of legislation 

was forced to conclude that municipal reform unlike reorganisation 

of poor law administration was, "uninspired by any general 

. (74) 
theory and was tentative and confused =. 

It is difficult to discover how some of these writers 

arrived at their conclusions since evidence of the relationship 

between political theory and political practice is seldom, if ever;, 

offered in support. Clearly the poor law report and the subsequent 

legislation did rely upon certain of Bentham's ideas for administrative 

organisation but Chadwick's interpretation and manipulation of these 

ideas was also important to the final outcome. Again it is difficult 

to see how the principles of efficiency and utility were applied in



90 

Parkes' scheme for municipal reform. This does not mean, however, that 

this reform lacked a ‘general theory! since its reliduce upen democratic 

theory is patently obvious. Both Chadwick and Parkes were influenced 

by Bentham's political theory but this only partially affected their 

respective approaches to poor law and municipal reform. Each faced 

different circumstances, anticipated different kinds of opposition, 

social and political, and pursued different ends. They took from 

Bentham what was useful, their applications of his theories were 

partial and the resukt was not the complete scheme for local 

government organisation envisaged in the Constitutional Code but 

rather a curious mixture of radical philosophy and political pragmatism. 

Although the reforms of 1834-5 began a process of political 

and administrative development in local government together they do 

not constitute a ‘system’ of government since on many points 

their approaches are quite different. The poor law, for example, 

inaugurated a strong system of central control and scrutiny over 

local administration while the municipal boroughs were to be largely 

accountable to the local electorate. Accountability was important 

for both reforms but significantly the direction of that control was 

substantially different. On the issue of boundaries also the 

approaches were dissimilar. Poor law unions were to be arranged so 

as to maximise the efficiency of administration, to keep costs 

low and to obtain effective results. Considerations such as these 

never entered discussions of the municipal boundaries which were 

to reflect community interest and provide political expression for 

their ratepayers. Even in those cases where the two schemes are 

not actually in conflict, for example, the appropriateness of democratic 

forms of local government, differences of emphasis still emerge. Voting 

systems and voting qualifications for the boards of guardians and 

municipal boroughs were not standard reflecting the extent of compromise 

with competing criteria by administrative economy and efficiency and
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central control. 

Notwithstanding these differences in approach three areas 

of overlap between Bentham's theories and the efforts of Chadwick 

and Parkes emerge as significant. First, the idea of community 

interest was seen as capable of legitimising forms of local 

government. By bringing community and authority together Bentham 

believed he had established a strong foundation for the office of 

local headman. Parkes also thought recognition of the community of 

local interest would restore confidence in the quality of municipal 

government. Although neither Bentham nor Parkes developed this 

concept by describing those factors which contributed to the 

"community interest’ its status as a valuable concept in local 

government had been guaranteed. 

Secondly, a common theme to both Bentham and Chadwick is 

the emphasis upon costs, management and implementation of services 

and the consequences for local government. This emphasis is not 

simply a question of improving efficiency but poses a fundamental 

problem. If local government is to provide services of a high quality 

it requires a pattern of administrative organisation most suitable 

to achieve this end. Considerations of local autonomy only 

disrupt this process and ultimately weaken the effect of services. 

Decisions about administrative responsibilities cannot be isolated 

from those on local democracy but frequently the particular 

demands of each suggests a different organisational response. 

Bentham's Constitutional Code has this problem but in the absence 

of attempts actually to implement these proposals the weaknesses 

were not exposed. Chadwick, however, by deciding to favour administrative 

above political needs demonstrated the effect this approach has upon the 

structure of local government. This question of size and function presented 

later reformers of local government with one of their biggest problems.
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The third theme which can be identified is that of 

Aaccountability' and was easily the most developed of the three 

concepts at this stage of the debate on local government. In the 

Constitutional Code Bentham's aim was to establish lines of control 

between central and local government to effect a balance between 

central authority and local diversity. Both Chadwick and 

Parkes emphasised different aspects of this theory, Chadwick 

preferring to strengthen central control while Parkes attempted 

to encourage local autonomy. The idea of accountability, therefore, 

became elastic, stretched to accommodate a particular view of 

local government. In the immediate years following poor law and 

municipal reform the increasing expansion in state activity meant 

the concept of accountability became more important as writers of 

differing political persuasion used it to support their views 

on central-local government relations. This debate was 

to have a profound impact upon the subsequent organisation of 

English local government and forms the subject of our next chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Nineteenth Century Discussions of the 
Central-Local Relationship
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INTRODUCTION 

The legislation of 1834-5 provided two separate 

answers to the question — what is the purpose of local government? 

Reorganisation of the poor laws had proceeded along lines which 

suggested local government was primarily a form of organisation 

capable of administering a national service on a territorial basis. 

This emphasis upon administration and quality of service led to 

the introduction of strong central controls and local subservience 

to nationally determined standards. Municipal reform, however, 

identified the political expression of the community as the 

essential quality of democratic local government. The problem 

of control and accountability could, and should be settled 

entirely within the local context. As noted in the previous 

chapter the differences in these approaches had important 

consequences for the organisation of local government and its status 

vis-a-vis central authority. By adopting one perspective rather 

than another the prospective reformer could stimulate greater 

centralisation and weaken local government or alternatively 

produce the opposite effect. 

After the 1830s this question of which perspective 

to adopt became a great source of debate as the subject of central- 

local relations proceeded to dominate discussions of local 

government in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. This 

particular exchange of ideas and opinions forms the basis of this 

chapter. Before proceeding with this analysis, however, it would 

be helpful at this stage to understand the wider context of political 

debate in Britain. In many ways the stimulus for ideas on 

central-local relations grew out of a broader concern with the
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changing roles of the state and individual. Professor Greenleaf 

believes this concern lies at the heart of the British political 

tradition where two distinct strands of thought exist which 

he labels ' collectivism’ and 'libertarianism': 

"Libertarianism may be briefly defined in terms of a 

stress on individuality and its rights, the consequent 

necessity for the limitation of political or cognate 

authority, a pluralist dispersion of power, and the 

doctrine of the rule of law. It sees the role and 

office of government as a sort of umpire to the 

conflicting play of individual interests and claims, 

though the extent of interference permitted is not 

envisaged in any uniform way but might vary in conception 

from a strict laissez faire to some more positive 

provision for social harmony. Collectivism, on the 

contrary, emphasised the achievement of the public good 

which is seen perhaps in terms of social justice and this, 

in turn, glossed as minimum and equal conditions of security 

for all. It implies therefore a much more extensive role 

for national government.as political command is the 

natural means whereby these goals may be attained". (1) 

Ideas emphasising individual liberty, freedom from government 

interference and the importance of constitutional tradition are 

challenged by an approach stressing the "public good' as deserving 

priority over individual self-interest and the need for an active 

role for the state in maintaining uniform standards of service 

and administration. 

The various strands within this political tradition 

became reflected in the nineteenth century debates on local 

government and its relations with central authority. Amongst 

writers and politicians who could be loosely described as 'collectivists' 

the essential problem lay in determining how much central control 

and scrutiny of local administration was necessary in providing 

"public goods' such as health, education, sewage disposal and highways? 

Under what circumstances could local diversity be allowed, even 

encouraged? 'Libertarians' were faced with a different but no 

less important set of questions. What importance should be attached 

to the idea of social and political community in the organisation of
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local government? If local authorities were to become autonomous 

who was to exercise control? Was supervision even necessary? 

As if these questions were not troublesome enough the entire debate 

was beset by personal hostility and jealousy. 'Collectivists' 

remained deeply suspicious of local government which was 

characterised as backward, reactionary and above all corrupt. 

For their part ‘libertarians’ were sceptical of central government 

behaviour and anxious to preserve or resurrect the idea of local 

autonomy as the first line of defence in the individual's struggle 

against collectivism. 

The first section of this chapter will consist of a 

brief outline of the main political and administrative developments 

in local government during this period. This will serve as a 

background enabling us to examine the complex interaction between 

ideas and change as public opinion oscillated between collectivism 

and libertarianism. The following three sections will each focus on 

a different position within this debate. 

First, we will examine the views of John Austin, an ardent 

utilitarian lawyer whose spirited defence of centralisation helped 

instigate the ensuing debate. Alongside Austin we have 

described the views of two active central administrators, Tom Taylor 

and Edwin Chadwick, indicating Whitehall's increasing insistence 

on the need for central controls over local administration. The 

next section concentrates upon a writer radically opposed to 

centralisation and state interference. Joshua Toulmin Smith a 

lawyer, linguist, historian, phrenologist and possessor of many 

other skills but above all a propagandist for local autonomy remains 

a constant source of ideas valuable to our understanding of attitudes 

to local government. The final section combines theoretical and 

legislative responses to the problems of defining the central-local
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relationship. After the bitter debates between the writers 

described aboye it became clear a form of compromise between 

these extremist positions was necessary to restore a balanced 

perspective and preserve the future of local and central 

government. This gap was partially bridged by the liberal philosopher , 

John Stuart Mill whose views on central-local relations 

influenced a whole new generation of politicians from the Liberal, 

Charles Dilke to the Conservative, Lord Salisbury. 

SECTION 1: POLITICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE DEVELOPMENTS 

Although local government had been reformed in 

different ways by the Acts of 1834-5 it was the model of poor law 

reform which emerged as the basis for further legislative 

developments. Newly established borough councils quickly became 

(2) strongholds of radicalism and this would not have encouraged 

central government to extend the system utilised in the municipal 

corporations. Investigations and reports of various royal 

commissions confirmed support for the principles embodied in poor 

law administration - local boards responsible to a central 

authority, a central inspectorate and professional administrators. 

This pattern was certainly repeated in the case of public health 

reform in the late 1840s which quickly became a focus for the debate on 

central-local relations. 

Again it was Edwin Chadwick whose efforts helped elevate 

public health to the status of a major political issue, aided it 

must be said by timely outbreaks of aipieres Chadwick believed 

the model of local government established in the reorganisation 

of poor law administration could be replicated for public health 

but this plan met with some opposition. Eventually the Government
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and other supporters of public health legislation attempted to 

steer a middle-course Between ceatraligation and local autonomy. 

The 1848 Public Health Act, therefore, created a Board of Health 

indirectly responsible to Parliament but with more discretionary 

powers allocated to the local health auchotieres | Why had 

there been this desire by Government to move away from the style 

of local administration and central controls adoptedin poor law 

legislation? 

Part of the reason no doubt lay in the application of the 

new poor law which had proved extremely unpopular, particularly 

in the North of England. This grass-roots discontent 

quickly filtered through to Parliament where MPs became aware 

of the insensitive implementation of the new Act. ‘Unionisation' 

caught the popular imagination as an attempt to subvert the qualities 

of parish life and replace these with a dispassionate bureaucracy. 

The model of the English village was invoked as synonymous with 

parish government despite the fact of enormous variation in area and 

population of many parishes. In Parliament Disraeli and other 

Tories, aware of their electoral strengths in the rural areas, spoke 

of the need to restore vitality to traditional local institutions 

to help replace the new centralised administrative eipatatuss 

The idea of 'community' was selected as the basis for an attack 

on utilitarian theory and the growth of government activity. 

As one writer observed, 

"The conservatives began the reaction. In their 

dislike of modernism they were bound to seek out 

for emphasis those elements of the old regime on 

which modernism rested hardest. And high among 

those elements was the traditional community". (6)
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Despite the attempts at moderation in sanitary reform 

the Public Health Act became the bete noir for advocates of local 

government autonomy. Here was the ultimate example of centralisation 

eroding individual and local liberty. What was principally a 

question of the State providing a public service was typified as 

an issue of central autocracy versus local independence. By the 

end of the 1840s an anti-centralisation movement was challenging 

the principles of collectivism - "Englishmen were in full revolt 

against the principle of centraliaation™*”>. Significantly 

Englishmen were not alone in their revolt. There were increasing 

signs on the continent that similar movements against centralised 

administration were gathering pace. JS Mill remarked of the French 

experience that "the reaction in France against governmentalism and 

centralism, and in favour of individual and local agency, is at 

present invenaett©®) Meanwhile in Germany the hostility towards 

central bureaucracy was even greater and probably pre-dated that 

in England ©”) , 

Whatever the outcome of this pressure in Germany, France 

and elsewhere, in England government developed a willingness "to 

combine the enforcement of uniformity with the preservation of 

traditional local sutanomy" i). In 1858 the Local Government 

Act Office was established with the express purpose of allowing 

local authorities more discretion in health administration. One 

writer hag noted the general euphoria amongst MPs, Press and 

local authorities which accompanied this attempt to restore power 

to local government’). By mid-nineteenth century, therefore, 

the debate on central-local relations had provoked a legislative 

response. In the following sections we will examine those ideas and 

theories which helped influence politicians and government into 

changing attitudes towards central-local government relations.
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SECTION 2: CENTRALISATION AND LOCAL ADMINISTRATION 

(a) Centralisation: A theoretical justification 

In 1847 John Austin (1790-1859) published a spirited 

defence of centralisation in order to disarm critics in France (where 

he was resident at the time) and England of this form of administrative 

control. Austin, a utilitarian and expert on jurisprudence based 

his defence on four main points of the critique of 

centralisation, viz. centralisation was synonymous with over- 

government; it was hostile to 'free' government; it was opposed to 

all forms of local democratic self-government; it required excessive 

central control of local administrative officers. 

In this article, simply entitled 'Centralisation', Austin 

based many of his arguments on the advantages of uniform administration. 

Like many of his contemporaries Austin thought no rational government 

would willingly extend its activity since the penalties for so 

doing were considerable. Establishing parameters for government action 

was difficult but centralisation provided the greatest check to over- 

government since, 

"the administrative system being comparatively regular, 
is not concealed by a crude and confused organisation 
from the supervision of government, or the observation 
of the public". (12) 

By implication, therefore, the irregular, if not chaotic form of 

local administration would not have protected the individual against 

over-government. 

A further criticism of local government was: implied 

in Austin's discussion of 'free' government. One of the greatest 

threats to liberty was the "needless multiplication of paid 

functionaries" restricting individual action but officials were 

a basic necessity.in all forms of government. In a centralised 

system of administrative control, however, there was actually
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need for fewer officials; 

"If the organisation of the system be crude or 

confused, the number, naturally, is comparatively large; 

if the organisation be regular or systematic, the number 

naturally is comparatively small; for the more orderly 

the distribution of the various functions, the more easy 

it is, without damaging the efficiency of the system, 

to combine or cumulate functions in one and the same 

functionary". (13) 

Unfortunately confronted with evidence of a burgeoning central bureaucracy 

in England Austin was forced to re-direct his attention on to. 

the failings of local administration. Weaknesses found in the work 

of local officials could invariably be traced back to the 

preponderance of voluntary service. 

Austin was opposed to the principle of un-paid service 

because it allowed administrative inefficiency since volunteers 

were invariably of poor quality and unable to develop a professional 

competence. This was particularly true in local government where, 

"the lower offices will not be occupied by men competent to discharge 

them ericienttetnn However, voluntary service formed the basis of 

(15) and Austin's remarks English local administration at this time 

should be seen as a direct attack on the viability of local 

government. The expense of paid officials was admitted but this 

was preferable to local administration pursuing ‘pernicious fooleries’. 

However, it was the discussion of relations between central 

administration and democratic local government which highlighted 

Austin's admiration for centralisation. Some advantages of local 

government were noted but their importance was largely determined 

by the amount they improved the quality and efficiency of 

administration - legislation needed local implementation, officials 

required local knowledge, national politicians benefited from . 

training in local government. Eventually Austin concluded, 

“Though local governments of the character in 

question were imperfect instruments of local administration,
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they would amply make up for this partial inconvenience 

by their tendency to invigorate the mind, and elevate the 

morality of the country". (16) 

Unfortunately Austin himself went on to provide reasons why the 

extent of this invigoration would be limited. 

Ideally, Austin argued, central and local objectives should 

coincide and when disagreements occurred this was normally due to 

local authorities pursuing ‘illusory and spurious' interests. 

Purely local interests not only undermined national well-being but 

also threatened the best interests of the locality "since such interests 

would decline, if the interests of the country iecnved" =. 

By ignoring or frustrating central interests the local authority 

inevitably harmed its own interests. The difficulties in educating 

opinion to accept this logic were such that Austin warned central 

government to treat local authorities 'with a cautious hand'. This 

chain of reasoning is similar to that adopted by Bentham.since 

aggregate happiness/interest was more important than localised 

happiness/interest. This similarity with Bentham is also evident 

in Austin's proposals to improve local government within a 

framework of a centralised system of administration. 

Three proposals for reorganising local government were 

considered. The first suggested a central government official 

could be appointed to each local authority to offer advice. 

A second proposal would only allow local authorities to govern 

after obtaining authorisation from central government departments. 

Both schemes were rejected because each would deny local 

fndetendedt action. The third scheme, allowing central government 

a consultative voice, Austin finds most acceptable. However it is 

difficult to discern any differences of principle between these 

schemes particularly when the third proposal is examined in more 

detail. 

Austin believed local authorities could enjoy
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discretionary powers while central government simply guarded against 

abuses. The function of this consulative voice is crucial; 

"As those departments (central) are constantly occupied 

with all the sections of the country, their 

experience of local affairs is far more varied than that 
of the local authorities in any particular locality; 
and being accustomed to regard such affairs in relation 
to the general interests,-they are naturally superior 

to the local partialities and prejudices by which such 

authorities are as naturally blinded or misled". (18) 

In the space of a few lines Austin denies the basis for a system 

of democratic local government. Recalling his earlier remarks 

on the need to subordinate local needs to national interest it is 

difficult to see what kind of discretionary local power could be 

allowed if the strength of local prejudice is such to blind or 

mislead. In fact Austin's three proposals for local 

government contain only differences of degree not principle. The 

underlying theme remained constant - central government was naturally 

the best judge of national (and hence local) interest and local 

diversity could only be tolerated in so far as it did not jeopardise 

this. 

Aware of the growing hostility to centralisation on 

both sides of the Channel Austin wanted to develop the idea that a full 

system Of local democratic government was perfectly compatible with 

central administrative control. Close examination shows, 

however, that Austin's view of local government agreed with principles 

found in the poor law reports - primarily an administrative convenience, 

a territorial unit capable, if properly controlled, of administering 

public services. Once Austin had acknowledged the importance of uniform 

administration, professional administrators able to combine functional 

responsibilities and the need for central supervision his arguments 

supporting local democracy sounded hollow. Denying the 

value, of voluntary service, casting doubts on the integrity of local
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public opinion and insisting that local interests be subordinate to the 

general interest all created the impression of a weak system of 

local democracy. Despite his apparent willingness Austin had 

failed to accommodate the ideal of local autonomy in his defence 

of centralisation. 

(b) The Whitehall View 

A significant contribution to this debate on central- 

local government relations was increasingly made by civil 

servants. Edwin Chadwick had always argued for extending central 

controls but he was now joined by others of whom Tom Taylor was 

the most notable example. Taylor had held senior administrative 

positions with the Board of Health but in 1858 he became Secretary 

to the Sanitary Department attached to the Local Government 

Act Office. A year previously, however, Taylor had presented a 

paper, 'On Central and Local Action in Relation to Town Improvement' 

to the Social Science Association. This paper, primarily intended 

as an attack on Joshua Toulmin Smith indicated the extent to which 

central officials had been drawn into this debate and success of 

the campaign against centralisation. 

Although the general tone of Taylor's paper was conciliatory, 

so as not to provide the opposition with further material, it seriously 

questioned the potential for efficiency in local government. Taylor 

believed an appeal'to traditional values was worthless since the 

processes of industtialisation and urbanisation had rendered many 

local boundaries and traditions obsolete: 

"Think of the old relations of the tithing being 
revived in a district of Manchester or of this great 
"capital of the Midlands" in which we are assembled! 
We might as well seek to restore the old trade guilds, 
with their liveries and feasts, their pageants and miracle 
plays, gesithas, its thegns, and theows". (19).
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To a considerable degree centralisation had developed because 

of the failure of local government readily tO adapt to changing 

circumstances. The quality of local administration tolerated in 

the past was no longer acceptable and central authority was necessary 

to check the decline. 

Taylor believed the remedy of greater central controls 

was not as bad as opponents contended. The level of centralisation 

had been exaggerated, indeed central departments which had close 

contact with local authorities leaned towards "over timidity than 

to excessive douination™ > A study of the administrative 

behaviour of the Local Government Act Office has demonstrated, 

however, that Taylor's comments about his own department were not 

entirely ecearnte 7 Nevertheless, he felt confident that 

central controls did not frustrate progressive local government, 

indeed it was the better local authorities where "the demand 

is loudest for counsel, aid, and support from the centre?) . 

Taylor believed central controls had a positive 

rather than negative effect upon local government although his 

enthusiasm went against the changing tide of opinion. His views 

on centralisation were very similar to those held by Edwin Chadwick. 

Both men believed central control, exercised either through an agency 

such as a central board or directly through a minister provided the 

best means for collecting data and communicating information to 

local authorities to improve their potential for efficient 

and effective management. The ability of the central inspectorate 

to scrutinise Local administration was an important factor in this 

respect. Furthermore, central authority was essential in satisfying 

needs for which local authorities were insufficiently organised 

while both claimed central government could act as an independent 

arbiter in disputes between local authorities. The final point of
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agreement between Taylor and Chadwick concerned the need to centrally 

; 4 (23) . 
monitor levelssof local expenditure . The amount of expenditure 

controlled by local authorities grew significantly as improvements in 

public health, sewage disposal , highways and lighting took place. Officials 

in Whitehall and politicians became increasingly intent on controlling 

local government spending. For many supporters of local autonomy, 

however, financial scrutiny was yet another attempt by central 

government to prevent independent local action. 

Although Taylor and Chadwick expressed the ‘Whitehall’ view 

there was still considerable differences between their views on the 

purpose of local government. Taylor's comments indicated his desire 

to retain some form of local autonomy even though this might sometimes 

hinder administrative efficiency. Chadwick's attitude, however, 

changed little over a period of fifty years. His support for the 

central board principle was based on his suspicion of "local 

oligarchies or petty and adverse interests". The needs of the poor 

would be protected more by centralisation than by "the warps of local 

: oan hee) ‘ : ; 
interests and passions - He was unequivocal in his attack on those 

who questioned the wisdom of centralisation. He claimed, 

"the phrase "centralisation" is used against a measure 
by which strong local administrative bodies have been 
created over the greater part of the country where 
nothing deserving the name of systematised local 
administration has heretofore existed". (25) 

Even towards the end of his life he was unprepared to modify 

this narrow view of local government. Opposition to centralisation 

invariably came from, 

"irresponsible rate expenders, chiefly the owners 
of bad tenements, who are members of local 
boards, who are averse to the outlays to which such 
inspections tend, and who have for: some years 

frustrated the operation of the measures for the poor". (26) 

Chadwick did not want to deny the existence of local government merely 

to bring it under the absolute control of central departments whose
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efficiency would be improved once local obstacles had been removed. It 

was this view of administration which provoked supporters of local 

autonomy, and in particular Toulmin Smith, to reject the need for 

a greater role for the State, increased central controls and a 

compliant ldcat administration and reassert the traditional values 

of local government and the individual, 

SECTION 3: THE INDIVIDUAL AND LOCAL AUTONOMY 

Assessments of Joshua Toulmin Smith's (1816-1869) 

contribution to the political theory of local government have varied. 

With some scholars he represents, "the greatest ideologist of local 

independence ever produced in the English-speaking woriat an 

(28) (29) 
important thinker in the British , European » or even Gesteca 8 

tradition of political thought. Others, however, have been rather 

less impressed preferring to see Smith as something of a ‘Romantic 

(31) The wrbter Constitutionalist', part of a Gothic revival 

himself, however, had no such reservations about his own influence 

and in a typical passage remarked, 

"T have myself stemmed the on-rush which, but for 

my exertions, would unquestionably, before this time, 

have drawn every department of English social and 

political life within the evils of its benumbing 

embrace ... yet I have succeeded in raising, in Parliament 

and through the country, a spirit of opposition to the 

headlong torrent with which centralism was rushing on". (32) 

Certainly Smith's campaign was tireless, including formation of 

an 'Anti-centralisation Union' dedicated to exposing the ‘evils' 

of this form of administrative control. He published a number of 

pamphlets for this organisation attacking various aspects of central 

government and together with other texts this literature constitutes 

a distinctive and valuable political theory of local government. 

Our discussion of Smith's ideas begins with an analysis



Lil 

of his views on the complex relationship between the individual, 

local government and central authority. Smith was convinced individual 

freedom was threatened by increasing central government interference 

in the local community. We will then consider Smith's views on 

local government which he claimed should be organised according to 

the level of community interest. In this way local government 

was not only an expression of local feeling but also the most effective 

way to challenge the power of central government. 

(a) The Individual, Local Government and Centralisation 

Forms of government could only be justified, according 

to Smith, by the effect they had upon individual liberty. If a 

form of government weakened this sense of liberty it was adjudged 

bad, good if it encouraged individual freedom. From this premise 

Smith inferred that all systems of government could be classified 

under just two headings - centralisation and local self-government. 

The first of these was quite clearly bad: 

"The fundamental idea of centralisation is distrust. 
It puts no faith in man; believes not in hope, nor in 
the everlastingness of Truth; and treats Charity as an 
idle word". (33) 

Local government, however, could be described as, 

"that system of government, under which the greatest 
number of minds, knowing the most, and having the fullest 
opportunities of knowing it, about the special matter in 
hand, and having the greatest interest in its well-working, 
have the management of it, or control over it". (384) 

Smith arrived at these respective conclusions after considering the 

effects of both forms of government upon the individual. 

Local government required every individual to fulfil his 

duty to attend regular meetings and discuss matters of 

local conecen oe. Participation in this process allowed each 

individual to perceive his political importance and Smith concluded, 

"the practical idea, and the result of local self-government
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are, to bring it constantly home to the contemplation 
and practice of every man, that the state is made up 
of individuals of whom every one has his part to 
fulfil". (36) 

Recognition of this relationship between state and individual was 

vital and if the individual's right to express himself was overlooked 

then this would lead to men "living in gloomy submission, and sullen 

nG7) The process discontent, and a but smothered political temper 

of centralisation, however, threatened to create the conditions for 

this type of political attitude to develop. 

Bureaucratic control from the centre was dehumanised and 

impersonal. The role of the central inspectorate, Smith argued, 

was ‘illegal and vicious’ (oe) Legislation comparable to the Poor 

Law and Public Health Acts provided the means for "imposing gigantic 

frauds upon the public! (99) by legitimising the expansion of public 

office. Consequently Smith felt able to describe public health 

(40) while poor law proposals as an attempt to "legalise jobbing 

expenditure was invariably "swallowed up in satisfying the cravings 

of an army of functionaries who regard the Public only as existing 

(Gt). Administrators were generally self- for their own benefit 

interested, not interested in purely local needs and undermined 

the individual's confidence in his own ability. Manifestations 

of this form of bureaucratic control were everywhere but the 

worst example was the central board - "a secret crown-appointed, 

irresponsible and self-interested Body" +2)» 

Centralisation also produced an adverse effect upon 

the political behaviour of every individual. It undermined local 

government by allowing local cliques to control boards and devalued 

individual political opinion thereby increasing dependency upon officials. 

Local government, however, encouraged individual opinion and made 

everyone aware of their political duties. Development of the individual's
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political character relied upon which particular style of government 

was adopted, 

"The difference is, between a healthyand unhealthy 
state of the social and natural union; between that 

which ensures confidence to individuals, security to 

person and property, reliance upon self-dependence, 

and encouragement to enterprise and energy, - and 

that which takes away all these, and leaves each prostrate 

at the feet of irresponsible authority". (43) 

Local government's value and central authority's threat to the individual, 

therefore, was of primary importance. 

Toulmin Smith's view of the political system, therefore, 

began with the individual and worked its way through local government 

and onto the nation-state. Nevertheless each unit, from the individual 

to the State had its separate role to play. The objective of a unified 

society would not be achieved by centralisation, indeed many states 

were highly centralised but disunited. England, however, provided 

an example of a unified but decentralised system only because, 

"The very soul and life-blood of local government is, 

the sense of Unity; that is, the consciousness 

that each man and each Parish is part of a larger whole, 

to which each of these owes his duties, as he expects to 

derive benefit and protection from it". (44) 

This sense of unity had to exist at all levels but particularly 

within local institutions which represented the foundations 

of a stable state. Smith's attack on centralismstemmed from his fear 

that central bureaucratic control threatened the delicate balance 

between the individual and other levels of social and political 

organisation. Smith would not acknowledge, as Austin had done, that 

national interests were superior to all other forms of need. Once 

a conflict of interests developed then this clearly demonstrated that 

some unit in society had gone beyond its own sphere of action and 

trespassed upon another, disturbing the natural equilibrium. This 

was, of course, a very static view of the political system implying



114 

that change if it should have to occur should derive from 

individually expressed need to which institutions of government, 

first local, then central, would have to respond. 

Smith was adamant that changes introduced by an 

expanded central government adversely affected all men in society 

by undermining their sense of political and social duty. The poor 

law, for example, had divorced the pauper from the market, his 

(45) | and undermined individual self-confidence which ultimate saviour 

had had disastrous consequences for local government. In similar 

fashion public health legislation had threatened "moral and mental 

elevation, social well-being and responsibility, political 

independence, commercial freedom ' 5 In short centralisation 

attacked those qualities in men which local government helped 

reinforce. Given Smith's admiration for individual freedom and 

self-determination it was to be expected his schemes for local 

government autonomy would constitute a vital weapon in his attack 

on centralisation. 

(b) Community Interest and Local Government: The struggle 

against centralisation 

The three themes of community, service delivery and 

accountability all feature in Smith's theory of local government 

but unlike previous theories, however, the emphasis upon community 

is more prominent in determining the structure of administrative 

and political institutions. Our analysis of this theory will outline 

the way in which Smith used community interest as the main determinant 

of local government organisation allocating decisions over control 

and services to the community itself rather than veatesl government. 

The case for an independent system of local government had never 

been made more forcibly than by Toulmin Smith and arguably later
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writers have not matched his confidence in the ability of the 

community to control its own affairs. 

(i) Constitutional Principles 

Professor Greenleaf has noted the influence of Anglo-Saxon 

constitutional history upon the development of Smith's fheory 

while Wickwar believes, "it was Toulmin Smith in England who first 

appealed to historical continuity in an overt fight against 

(48) utilitarian reforms Smith used this study of 

constitutional history to try and convince his readers of the value 

of common law principles as guides to the organisation of local 

government. Common law grew with the individual, unlike statute 

law which was unsuitable for local government because it failed to 

recognise the importance of community interest. 

Smith hoped that each individualwould identify with a 

community and develop a feeling of responsibility to his neighbours 

within the same local district. As he remarked, 

"the whole spirit, and the fundamental characteristics 

and Principle, of English constitutions, have 

heretofore rested on the idea of Responsibility; - the 

mutual Responsibility between every man and his 

neighbourhood, and the Responsibility of every Parish 

to the State". (49) 

A strong system of local government could be built upon this 

foundation of the individual's sense of identity with community. 

For this reason local government could not be improved through 

legislation but required a re-adoption of common law principles 

since "Free Institutions cannot be made: they must epewi ol 

Nothing would be gained from central government attempts to reform 

and reorganise local government because individuals felt no» 

responsibility to artificially conceived administrative boundaries. 

But was common law sufficient in actually defining the shape 

and size of local authorities? Apparently we are led to believe
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common law principles were flexible and could cope with changing 

conditions and circumstances. Smith rejected criticism of his ideas 

that they were unsuitable for large industrial cities by claiming 

all types of area, urban and rural, could be accommodated by these 

principles. Local authorities could range from densely to sparsely 

populated areas since they did not have to correspond to artificially 

constructed boundaries. The crucial factor in determining administrative 

areas was the sense of common interest: 

"The object is very simple, but all important. 
It is first to erect districts of such an extent 
that they shall embrace considerable tracts, and yet 

not so extensive that their parts can have little of 

common interest between them; the aim being, to ensure an 

administration, on a sound representative system which 

shall, in each district, be satisfactory to all parts 

of it, and bear not unequally upon all". (51) 

Successful local government had to be coterminous with community 

identity - the problem was how this ideal was to be translated 

into reality. 

(ii) From Community Interest to Local Government Organisation 

Smith never doubted the feasibility of a local government 

system established on the basis of community. From the small 

village to the large industrial city citizens had common interests 

in the welfare of their community. Whatever the size of the 

community difficult administrative problems could be overcome by 

allowing local authorities the powers of 'combination' and ‘division’. 

Small authorities could combine when "any work requires such combined 

action in order to the sound accomplishment of what the public welfare 

needs" while at the opposite end of the administrative scale authorities 

reflecting a city-wide common interest could be divided into smaller 

areas known as ardat oe This was not,to suggest that Smith was 

in favour of grouping together town and county interests since 

he believed no possible community identity could be forged between
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(53) 
such disparate areas . But he did maintain that the same 

principle of local government organisation could be applied to urban 

and rural areas. 

In rural areas the institution admired by Toulmin Smith 

was already in existence although its status had come under attack 

from centralisation - the parish. Restoring the parish as a 

unit of local government was a vital first step in countering the 

forces of central administration. In similar fashion the 

wards in large cities could replace the need for a central 

government presence. Again Smith was adamant the inherent 

flexibility of this community approach to local government was 

better than any artificial arrangement of boundaries. He wrote, 

"Tt has already been remarked that the growth of 

population is no argument against Parish Action. 

On the contrary it is an imperative reason for its 

careful application. What it makes necessary is simple 

adaptation. The true ward system is the efficient 

adaptation in crowded towns". (54) 

Although Smith had gone much further than previous writers in 

basing his theory of local government on the concept of community 

interest this was not the only remarkable innovation in his 

ideas. He went on to argue - that other values in loeal government 

such as accountability and the extent of service provision should 

be solely determined by the local community. 

Like many of his contemporaries Smith was suspicious of 

wenensey cs and he hoped representative government would not replace 

open meetings of all local inhabitants. His: problem, however, was 

in allocating responsibility for the day to day supervision of 

local affairs. Some form of representative council was inevitable 

but the need for purely local control over this body provides an 

excellent example of Smith's attachment to community interest. 

Smith prefaced his discussion of local representative democracy with
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the remark - "the mere act of Election can create no true 

Pepresatiea tion >: A local council was no substitute for the 

regular meetings of the entire community. Nevertheless elections 

were necessary but the style adopted in the municipal boroughs was 

wrong —- "in the presence of the doctrinaire novelty of elections by 

(57) | The council thirds there can be no true Local Self-Government 

should be elected annually and since the secret ballot produced 

electioneering which led to corruption elections should take place in 

"full-folk mote", ie. open ballot of all inhabitants”. Finally, 

Smith made it clear that every 'freeman' had the right to vote.which 

included "every grown man who maintains himself and his immediate 

family upon the results of his own freely disposed means of effort" 

and éxcluded "every man who will not use his powers in accordance 

with the duty and responsibility he owes to octane All employed 

male adults could vote if they fulfilled their political duties to 

the local community. Despite his desire to broaden the local 

franchise - (in 1851 only 3% of Birmingham's population could vote 

y 660) 
in municipal elections - Smith doubted elections provided the 

community with sufficient control over its representatives. 

Smith demanded that elected members should remain in 

constant contact with the community to reinforce the idea of 

accountability. Furthermore, nothing was to be allowed to interfere 

with the pattern of regular local meetings - spontaneous meetings 

were opportunities for factions to engineer public apinion* " . 

We should not conclude that these precautions indicated 

Smith's opposition to democracy but rather his reluctance to allow 

the control over elected members to become detached from the local 

community. Indeed in many cases Smith's attitude to local 

elections and voting indicated far more confidence in the common-man 

than many of his liberal-democratic contemporaries.



Tg 

Just as Smith wanted control to be the sole responsibility 

of the local community he also hoped the question of services 

would be settled locally. Opposition to public health and 

poor law legislation was fierce and Smith believed the issue of 

services was the battleground on which local and central government 

would compete. A basic distinction could be made between different 

kinds of service - did the service supply a public good or did it 

remove a public nuisance? In the former case once the service 

was supplied there was little demand for constant supervision but in the 

latter constant management was necessary. Smith believed this distinction 

determined whether a service should be a municipal responsibility 

or allocated to the market; there was no question of central interference: 

"It is precisely this difference which, arising out of the 
very nature of the needs and circumstances, makes the 

one able to be well and most efficiently done under the 
entire management of the municipality, while it is 
absolutely impossible that the other can ever be so 
efficiently or economically done or managed in this 
way, aS when individual energy and immediate interest 
are stimulated, in the way of private enterprise". (62) 

Clearly the market would provide the best supply of services and Smith 

made clear his scepticism of local government's ability to compete with 

private enterprise. Nevertheless Smith was convinced that the 

decision to provide services was only to be made by the local 

community itself. No local authority should have conditions: imposed 

upon it by an external body - including central government. In short 

the local community was to have complete control over its own 

environment in determining the level and quality of services. 

(iii) Re-defining the Central-Local Government Debate 

From 1837-1842 Smith was resident in the United States of 

America where he came into contact with the New England township 

which held meetings of the local inhabitants to discuss issues of 

local concern. This essentially Jeffersonian model of the small
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(63) autonomous authority .Smith imported into England to help his 

campaign against centralisation. His aim was to restore individualism 

which had become threatened by the increasing dependency upon 

central government. Smith was not, however, an eccentric whose 

opinions were ignored but a writer of immense importance not only 

to the mid-nineteenth century debate but also for the present when 

concepts of community and neighbourhood are frequently invoked as 

the basic foundation for good local government. In the 1850s 

Smith enjoyed a large following and as one contemporary reviewer of 

his work remarked, 

"for many years he has laboured hard, and not without 
success, to rouse the English public from its apathy, 
and to warn against the dangers of centralisation". (64) 

In so doing Smith brought a response from writers such as Taylor 

and Chadwick anxious to defend the principles introduced by the poor 

law reforms which had inaugurated a system of local authorities suited 

more to the needs of administration and central control than the 

recognition of local community. Smith's contribution to the 

central-local debate was to provide a completely different basis 

for an alternative system of local government organisation. 

Other critics of central government ignored the 

relationship between the individual and local community. By emphasising 

community interest Smith linked two debates, one concerned with the 

role of the state and the individual, the other dealing with central- 

local relations. Although the individual should be free from 

central government interference liberty would actually thrive under 

a system of local government because of the individual's responsibility 

to his community. The individual's ability to identify common interests 

with his neighbour provided the starting point for Smith's theory of 

local government.
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The idea of community interest had featured in the reform of 

municipal government but the desire to harness the political power 

of the borough had become dominant. Toulmin Smith's outstanding 

contribution to the political theory of English local government lay 

in his attachment to community interest as the main criterion for 

organising administration. The problem of accountability was 

ultimately settled by returning to consider the needs of the 

community. Likewise the question of what services should be 

administered locally would be decided by the community and not central 

government with its desire to enforce minimum standards and uniform 

administration. This emphasis upon community interest provided 

a set of principles for organising local government completely 

different from the schemes suggested by writers favouring centralisation. 

The concepts of community and accountability appeared to be in direct 

competition with one another. The task of later writers and politicians 

was to try and compromise between the central control of local 

administration advocated by Austin, Chadwick and Taylor and the local 

autonomy for which Toulmin Smith had campaigned so vigorously. 

SECTION 4: TOWARDS A THEORY OF PARTNERSHIP 

The debate over centralisation and local self-government 

had excited opinion but many problems were still unresolved. Centralisation 

offered the prospect of greater central control and supervision 

over the quality of public goods. If the desire was to extend the 

scope of government activity then this was the direction which should 

be taken although it meant local administration was less accountable 

and responsive to local opinion. Alternatively, local government 

as advocated by Toulmin Smith promised much greater accountability to



122 

the local community. The difficulty with this arrangement apart 

from the pacetvenent that central government relinquish its controls 

was the desirability of allowing complete local diversity in the 

provision of services. Choosing between these competing theories 

of local government was further complicated by changing circumstances 

affecting the central-local relationship. 

Additional legislation had meant more pressures upon 

government departments responsible for the inspection of local 

administration. The Parliamentary timetable became choked as local 

authorities sponsored Private Bills designed to expand the scope of 

their administrative powers. In political terms calculations affecting 

the franchise question became more critical as population continued 

to concentrate in the industrial cities of the North and Midlands. 

Local government power ini these areas could become a formidable challenge 

to central authority in its attempts to exercise controls over administration. 

Central-local relations, therefore, became even more complicated as different 

problems were added to the debate. A normative statement of the central- 

Lee government reiationship avoiding the extremism of the mid-nineteenth 

century debate became more of an imperative. 

In this section we will first examine the ideas on this 

scheme of the utilitarian philosopher, John Stuart Mill, and assess 

his influence upon other writers and politicians. Following this 

discussion of Mill we will identify various schemes for reforming the 

central-local..relationship produced in this period. The object 

here will be. .to_.determine the degree to which these proposals 

Pompromisedeneteean the extremes of centralisation and local autonomy 

in their search for a partnership between central and local government.
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(a) JS Mill - Local Autonomy or Centralisation? 

Ideas on central-local government relations had reached 

deadlock by 1861 when J S Mill's essay ‘Considerations on Representative 

Government’ was first published. Mill believed compromise was 

necessary and devoted a considerable part of his discussion of local 

government to the problem of central-local relations. The key to 

understanding the central-local relationship Mill decided was the 

capacity for control of local administration. In some respects 

central authority had the advantage over local government. Knowledge 

of the principles of administration was better and in addition the 

quality of national public opinion was superior to local opinion, a 

more effective protection against the abuse of power. However, 

the qualities of local government were also worth preserving. 

Scrutiny of local officials was more effective by the local public 

anxious to maintain their own standard of living. For their 

part local officials would behave more reasonably if their actions 

were scrutinised by local opinion. 

After considering both sides of the issue Mill concluded, 

"In the details of management, therefore, the local 

bodies will generally have the advantage;but in 

comprehension of the principles even of purely 

local management, the superiority of the central government, 

when rightly constituted, ought to be prodigious”: (65) 

Mill had made a distinction between administrative details and 

principles and from here it was a short step towards a more general 

definition of the central-local government relationship. 

"The authority which is most conversant with principles 

should be supreme over principles, while that which 

is most competent in details should have the details 

left to it. The principal business of the central 

authority should be to give instruction, of the local 

authority to apply it. Power may be localised, but 

knowledge, to be most useful, must be centralised"; (66) 

This centralisation of knowledge would involve the central collection 

and dissemination of information not unlike the system advocated
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by Bentham. In addition central control would help supervise 

the enforcement of laws affecting local management. Disobedient 

authorities might force central government to dissolve the local 

council and dismiss local officiaig ; 

We should make a number of comments on Mill's attempt to 

develop a normative theory of central-local government relations. 

First, what does Mill imply when he suggests central government 

should ‘instruct’ local government? Clearly this task goes beyond 

a mere transfer of information since central government would retain 

considerable power to enforce its regulations, including the 

power to override the choice of the local electorate. 

Second, Mill does not admit that local authorities would have the 

right to ignore administrative demands made upon it by central 

government. If Parliament decided it would be in the public 

interest to expand or develop its services then the local authority 

would have no right to deny its own citizens. In addition local 

authorities were not free to manage their own affairs if this 

adversely affected other authorities or relations between individuals, 

Despite these reservations Mill had adopted a more liberal attitude 

to local government compared to the ideas advocated by Chadwick and 

others who had wanted to extend central control. Furthermore, Mill 

had also rejected the idea of local autonomy advocated by Toulmin 

Smith. 

Mill had concluded that local and central government 

were dependent upon one another. Increasing central controls 

over local government threatened to turn it into nothing more 

than an administrative agency of government departments. This would 

completely devalue the importance of local democratic opinion 

and ignore the different administrative needs of particular areas. 

Similatly, the ideal of complete local independence put forward
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by Smith was unworkable if one valued the bare minimum of standards 

an administration, services and control. The optimum position 

lay somewhere between these two extremes - local government was neither 

an agency of central government nor could it act independently of it. 

The solution was to describe the central-local relationship as some 

kind of partnership. Unfortunately, Mill did not proceed to discuss 

the detailed arrangements for making this partnership work. Howevers, 

despite this reluctance to enter into detailed discussion of 

the possible effects of this division of power Mill's ideas were to 

have an enormous influence upon subsequent attitudes to the 

central-local government relationship. 

One of Mill's most famous disciples was the Liberal 

politician Sir Charles Dilke who served as President of the Local 

Government Board from 1882-1885 and frequently introduced proposals 

for local government reform to the Cabinet and Parliament. Dilke 

openly acknowledged that Mill had clarified the relationship which 

ought to exist between central authority and local government. 

In a paper read before the Royal Statistical Society in 1874 Dilke 

commented, 

"and while Parliament ought to lay down the 
principles of administration, those bodies (local 
councils) would be the most competent powers to 
deal with the working out of the principles". (68) 

Unfortunately, Dilke did not provide us with examples of what this 

definition entailed for the distribution of power between central 

and local government. Increasingly it seemed the lesson of the bitter 

debates between Smith and Chadwick was for writers to leave 

proposals for central-local relations deliberately vague. Fortunately 

in Dilke's case his later campaigns for greater decentralised 

administration indicated his faith in strong local government. 

Mill's definition although influential was open to more
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conservative interpretations than that adopted by Dilke. George Brodrick, 

Warden of Merton College and a keen advocate of local government reform 

believed a more active control of local administration was still 

necessary. He recommended that central government should have the 

power to suspend local authorities and also to use its financial 

-.. (69) 
power to coerce reluctant local authorities - But for every 

writer who adopted a liberal or conservative interpretation of Mill's 

definition there were always others unwilling to challenge the philosopher's 

wisdom. As one contributor to the Edinburgh Review in 1888 remarked 

of proposals to reorganise sanitary regulations, 

"The central authority alone has the means of 
acquiring and of communicating that information 
which must be the basis of all really efficient local 
action. It is the duty of such a central authority to 
define these great principles in accordance with which 
all sanitary measures must be framed, to make clear the 

actual state of positive knowledge attained on sanitary 

matters, and to furnish every local body with a 
normal sketch plan by which its efforts should be 
guided". (70) 

Like Mill this writer had made a straightforward distinction between 

the principles and details of administration to outline the central- 

local relationship. Despite this widespread acknowledgement 

and support for Mill's definition of central-local relations an 

additional problem lay in translating this theory into practice. 

Since Mill's definition was vague and liable to various interpretation 

it was to be expected that proposals for reform would reflect 

the potential differences which could exist in the assessment of these 

theoretical principles. 

(b) Decentralisation - The Political Response 

Although many agreed with Mill that centralisation had 

gone too far most proposals for reforming central-local government 

relations suggested only a moderate decentralisation of responsibilities.
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Furthermore, proposals were increasingly linked with the reorganisation 

re: local government. Henry Hobhouse MP and R S Wright, for example, 

elaiwed the reform of local government areas would ultimately have 

a profound effect upon relations with central government. Elected 

county councils could assume a new range of administrative powers 

and then, 

"as the local authorities are strengthened and 
the impediments to their good working removed, 
the necessity for interference by the central 
authority will be diminished". (71) 

Similar views were held by William Rathbone and Albert Pell vps ‘7?) 

while some writers went further in proposing that local authorities 

themselves could assume responsibility for the inspection of 

2 . (73) 
various services : 

This desire to expand the scope of local power was 

common to politicians of both major parties. The leader of the 

Conservative Party, Lord Salisbury, for example, claimed any 

reform of local government would be wasted unless, 

"the local authority has sufficient powers, that it 
gets those powers by diminishing the exaggerated and 
excessive powers which have been heaped upon the central 
authorities in London; and that I claim to be a special 
Tory doctrine which will be held through good report 
and through evil report for many and many a generation". (74) 

But Salisbury himself, and eventually his Government which introduced 

proposals to reform local govenrment in 1888, had lingering doubts about 

the safety of decentralisation. Salisbury acknowledged central control 

led to greater bureaucracy but the risks of transferring certain 

services, sespecially poor law and police administration, to democratic 

local councils was too great. This was by no means a concern held only 

by Conservatives. The_Liberal, Lord Edmond Fitzmaurice who collaborated 

with Dilke in drafting reform proposals, wanted a stronger system of 

local government but considered the range of functions it was safe to
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transfer was small. Parliament's functions were deliberative, financial 

and legislative none of which could be decentralised without endangering 

(75) | Similarly, J T Bunce, a prominent figure the unity of the state 

in Birmingham's local government, was another opposed — to 

centralisation but unable to support a large-scale transfer of power 

because of the likely problems for administration, co-ordination and 

C18} Most of the reservations held by these expenditure on services 

writers and politicians related to administrative and financial 

considerations but by the 1880s additional objections to decentralisation 

were being voiced. 

In 1883 the Liberal politician, George Goschen confidently 

asserted, 

"the more work in the way of public interference 
the country demands to be performed, the greater 
in my opinion is the necessity of transferring to 
local authorities as large a proportion as possible of 
public functions". (77) 

Goschen had been involved with proposals to reform local government 

for many years as a step towards reducing the level of central 

controls and bureaucracy. By 1888, however, Goschen had left the 

Liberal Party and had become Chancellor of the Exchequer in Salisbury's 

Conservative administration. In this new guise Goschen claimed the 

problems associated with centralisation had simply been transferred 

to the local authorities. The main cause of his concern was the 

belief that local, not central, government now constituted the 

main threat to free enterprise. Goschen was by no means alone in 

this fear. A pamphlet entitled 'Municipal Socialism' published in 1885 

attacked the interventionist policies of the municipal boroughs. The 

pamphlet's author, W C Crofts, warned, 

"From the supervision of public morals and the treatment 
of infectious diseases, down to the regulation of 
old clothes dealers and the rag collectors, no department 
of life seems safe from the administrative genius of
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the town councillor, and the members of the local 
board". (78) 

A year later another pamphlet boldly asserted,"the highest form 

of local government is one of complete and unqualified private 

n(79) enterprise and other comparisons between local government 

and the market continued to frown upon municipal active Once 

again there appeared to be a resurgence of interest in libertarian principles 

but unlike Toulmin Smith these writers now believed the enemies of 

free enterprise and liberty inhabited the town-halls~as well as 

Whitehall. 

However, amidst this hesitancy, even hostility, 

towards decentralisation one proposal for a radical decentralisation 

of administrative power captured the public imagination. In 1885 a 

group of discontented Liberal politicians led by Joseph Chamberlain 

and Sir Charles Dilke put forward a series of proposals which were published 

as The Radical Parade Geek The political problems of Ireland had 

provoked this split in the Liberal Party but the opportunity was used 

to advocate a substantial decentralisation of power from Westminster 

to a series of National Councils and local authorities. Dilke 

had campaigned tirelessly for decentralisation but his 

proposals had proved too radical for his Cabinet colleagues °-? 

while Chamberlain also had opposed centralisation and the 

Irish question proved a suitable opportunity for both men to publicise 

these views. 

The Radical Programme claimed government from Westminster 

was inefficient and some form of delegation of functions was necessary. 

The criteria for allocating administrative responsibilities were 

defined as, 

"those which affect a small area, such as a county, 
and which may properly be termed local; and those which, while 

affecting several counties, do not concern more than one 
of the four countries - England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales". (83)
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In fact this division would mean the bulk of decentralised functions 

would be allocated to the National Councils which would also be 

responsible for controlling local authorities. The subordination of 

local authorities is extended still further by the provision that 

controls over local rating and the distribution of central grants 

would become the National Council's responsibility. 

How far were these proposals for 'local' government? 

First, we must challenge the view of J L Garvin who believed this 

scheme constituted, "Home-Rule-All-Round, with a federal parliament 

for the United Ringdont!o", The proposals were not as radical as 

this description suggests since there was no attempt to weaken the 

sovereignty of the Westminster Parliament. Close examination 

indicates more of a desire to decentralise administrative 

responsibilities than to devolve political power. Secondly, if 

the National Councils were neither independent states nor federal 

states they could only be local authorities of the United Kingdom. 

This rather broad definition of 'local’ had also been employed by 

Austin who had used it to describe all other forms of authority 

apart from ‘central’ government. 

Although the Radical Programme made provisions for county 

and borough government the bulk of administration was to be 

decentralised to the National Councils since it was assumed authorities 

of this size were capable of efficient administration. Despite 

their size they were considered as part of the ‘local government 

system’ in so far as they were territorial units designed for administering 

policies determined by central government. As such the National 

Councils scheme should be seen as the forerunner of a new tradition of 

ideas in local government which identified the regional area as 

the necessary development to a local government system capable of 

assimilating functions previously administered by central government.
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Eventually politics conspired against the National 

Councils scheme and proposals for a moderate decentralisation of 

power became popular. Salisbury'’s Government announced plans to transfer 

some services to the newly elected county and county borough councils. 

Despite this promise, however, poor law, police and education 

administration were untouched while the clauses transferring 

controls over expenditure were dropped from the bill. Some 

moves were made in reducing the level of central government 

(85) but the financial independence of local grant-in-aid 

government was not secured. 

In some quarters government attempts at decentralisation 

were regarded as too moderate, James Stansfeld, a Liberal spokesman 

on local government suggested, 

"there was nothing to show which powers were 
transferred and which retained, so that the House had 

nothing before it to enable it to measure the amount 
of decentalisation which could be accomplished by the 

Bild. (86) 

Other MPs attacked the decision to omit poor law and police 

administration but these criticisms were calmly dismissed by 

Sir Richard Webster, the Attorney General. He claimed the 

Government could not have included these items otherwise the Bill 

would have become unmanageable and the new local authorities uuuoskables”.* 

Dark suggestions that the Government did not trust elected local 

authorities to administer the poor laws and the police in a responsible 

manner were dismissed as without foundation. 

There were, however, many MPs from all Parties who thought 

the Government proposals had adequately acknowledged the need for 

decentralisation. Jesse Collings, a Liberal Unionist declared, 

"a sound, honest, decentralising measure had 
been brought in, far reaching, and even 

revolutionary, in its changes, yet on strictly 
constitutional lines". (88) 
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Other MPs, however, argued that the Bill went too 

far in transferring power away from central government and 

threatened to establish local autonomy. Amendments subsequently 

introduced by these members successfully emasculated clauses which had 

promised more independent and discretionary action for the local 

authorities. Despite Government intentions to introduce a moderate 

scheme of decentralisation the result of the 1888 Act was to 

leave the central-local government relationship in much the 

same situation as before. 

CONCLUS LONS 

This chapter has traced the evolution of ideas on 

central-local government relations during the nineteenth century. 

Following reform of the poor laws the idea of local government acting 

as a form of administrative agency of central government grew in 

importance under the direction of Edwin Chadwick and other 

writers and officials. By the late 1840s however there were increasing 

signs of a backlash against this degree of centralised administrative 

control in favour of a more powerful system of local government. 

In the vanguard of this protest was Joshua Toulmin Smith who 

denounced the idea of centralisation as evil and led a campaign 

supporting autonomous local government. 

The debate seemed deadlocked. Smith was distrustful 

of centralisation, Chadwick and others suspicious of local government. 

However, Mill provided a third view of the central-tocal relationship 

based on a division of administrative responsibilities. Asa lover 

of liberty Mill could understand the affection for local government 

but as a utilitarian he could also appreciate the advantages of



[35 

uniformity. The style of Mill's definition proved popular amongst 

politicians anxious to restore power to local government but 

nervous of the consequences of too much decentralisation. 

There were it seems three views of the central-local 

relationship during the nineteenth century but this conclusion 

is contrary to other analyses of the central-local relationships. 

Owen Hartley, for example, has claimed that the tradition of thinking 

on this subject can be traced to models developed by Chadwick and 

Toulmin Smith in the mid-nineteenth century. Chadwick's model 

saw central government as the principal with local authorities as 

its agents, implementing policies assigned to them. Hartley then 

argues that Smith envisaged the central-local government relationship 

as a partnership © , This analysis is misleading for two reasons. 

First, it underestimates the importance of local government 

in Toulmin Smith's political theory. Although an extreme libertarian 

Smith was confident that individual qualities would be improved by 

a system of local authorities based on the community interest. Local 

government was the fundamental political unit - not central 

government. Parliament derived its powers from local government 

and was, strictly speaking, subordinate to local authority. 

However, Smith was too much the constitutional historian to 

challenge Parliamentary power but he did conclude that each 

unit of government - central and local, should have its own separate 

and distinct sphere of action. There was no question of a partnership 

since the responsibilities of central and local government were 

different and co-operation impossible. Smith's overriding concern was 

not to describe a partnership but to announce the importance of community 

interest and local autonomy. Smith did develop a model of central- 

local relations but it highlighted the separation of these authorities 

rather than any partnership.
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The second problem with Hartley's analysis stems from 

the first. There is a partnership model of central-local 

government relations but it owes more to the work of Mill and his 

interpreters than Toulmin Smith. Confronted with Chadwick's model of 

principal and agent and Smith's idea of separate spheres of action 

Mill attempted to steer a middle-course and in this way developed 

the idea of a central-local partnership, each level of government 

having its part to play, neither able to operate without the other. 

Mill's theory of depéndent authorities lies much closer to the idea 

of a partnership. 

This is not to suggest Hartley's analysis is incorrect 

but merely to indicate that a constitutional perspective of the 

central-local government relationship is not particularly helpful 

since it forces ideas into unrealistic categories. Applying 

the term ‘partnership’ to Smith's model of central-local relations 

becomes confusing because it implies a degree of co-operation between 

the two levels of government when this was clearly not intended. 

Moreover, it forces other theorists into the same category as Smith 

who regarded all central government with distrust. In fact most 

writers examining this problem were rarely concerned with the constitutional 

issue but adopted a more pragmatic approach. A much more realistic 

division of ideas on central-local government relations, therefore, 

would reflect the concern with policy. On what basis should administrative 

responsibilities be divided; how should policies be financed; which 

authority should be accountable for the administration of specified 

services. 

If we adopt this perspective we find there are not two but 

three models of the central-local relationship - the principal-agent; 

the separate sphere of action; and the partnership. The bitter conflict 

between the first two in the mid-nineteenth century gave rise to the
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third which we will argue later has become the dominant model in our 

thinking on central-local relations. The first two models proved 

too extreme. Chadwick's vision of local administrative 

authorities responsible to a central board was unacceptable because 

of the emphasis upon impersonal bureaucratic controls. Similarly, 

Smith's idea of autonomous local authorities could not be considered 

since it sacrificed uniformity totally to the value of diversity. 

Mill's third definition proved popular with other writers and 

politicians perhaps disillusioned with the obvious stalemate 

which had developed overt this issue. 

Unfortunately Mill's definition was not as straightforward 

as might first be imagined. What kind of partnership? The distribution 

of power can theoretically range from unequal partners to one more 

between equals. Mill's definition merely refers to the distinction between 

administrative principles and details and goes no further in allocating 

power between the two forms of authority. This meant that interpreters 

of Mill could remain within the spirit of his definition 

while radically disagreeing about the relative distribution of 

power between central and local authorities. All levels of government 

were dependent upon one another, the political system would not 

thrive if one of its integral parts was not allowed to fulfil its 

functions properly. But on what basis were administrative 

responsibilities to be allocated? Not only the range of services 

but also within individual services the choice between central and 

local administration was enormous. 

Despite these problems of interpretation and allocation 

the partnership model was considered superior to the earlier 

models. Arguably it remains popular to the present day. 

In a later chapter we will analyse the development of ideas on 

the central-local relationship in the twentieth century. It will be



136 

noted that disagreements over the relative status of local 

and central government were rarely over issues of a constitutional 

nature but rather concerned with details of service provision and 

accountability. Although we do have three models :ofi the central- 

local government relationship there are few who would challenge 

the ascendency of the partnership model.
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INTRODUCTION 

The debates on local government in the late nineteenth 

century which provide material for this chapter culminated in the 

Local Government Acts of 1888 and 1894. These Acts are not only 

an excellent focus for studying relationships between ideas and 

legislation but also help in identifying the important concepts used 

in determining the pattern of local government reorganisation. 

Many principles found in contemporary local government had their 

earliest, and perhaps clearest, expression in this legislation. 

The broader theme of relations between State and individual continued 

(1) to influence debate but increasing impatience with local 

administrative chaos forced many writers and politicans to adopt 

more specific attitudes. Thus many ideas and concepts which had 

remained ill-defined in earlier discussions evolved to the stage 

where they could be used as the basis for an approach to local 

government reform. 

Our analysis of this debate and subsequent legislation 

is divided into three sections. In the first section we will 

outline some of the main political and administrative developments 

which affected the nature and outcome of the local government reform 

debate. Politically the 1880s proved an extremely turbulent decade 

witnessing the collapse of the Liberal Party amidst growing fears 

of governmental instability. Accelerated increases in the rates of 

industrialisation and urbanisation facilitated by improvements in 

communication put further strains upon the political system. Despite 

the volatility of political, social and economic circumstances the 

actual exchange of ideas on local government was relatively straight- 

forward involving a small group of writers and political activisits 

whose influence was disproportionate to their number.
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The second section returns to the theme of accountability 

discussed in earlier chapters. Extending the level of local control 

in the municipal boroughs had created an anomalous position within 

rural government where administration remained the responsibility of 

nominated Justices of the Peace. Although this situation worsened 

as the scope of local government increased the country squires 

had helped prevent reform but by the 1860s and 1870s their influence 

had waned and the opportunity to extend local democracy improved. 

Although the value of local democratic control was acknowledged 

disagreement over the extent of that control persisted. Writers and 

politicians disputed such issues as the voting qualification in local 

elections, composition of the council body and frequency of elections. 

Some wanted to extend the principle of local control as far as 

possible while others remained uncertain about the direction of 

accountability. 

Our third section examines the way in which ideas of 

community interest and service delivery were each used to defend 

a particular approach to local government. Although these concepts 

had been used in the 1830s they had mainly been separated from one 

another with poor law reform emphasising service delivery while 

community interest had directed the reorganisation of municipal 

government. In later debates these concepts were frequently in 

opposition to each other and two examples will serve to illustrate 

this phenomenon. First, the confrontation between town and country 

interests presented local government reformers with a major difficulty. 

Fully recognising the extent of the urban community interest would 

inevitably undermine the administrative credibility of rural areas. 

Failure to consider the urban interest, however, would result in 

a weakened form of local government in these areas. The problem 

was one of considering the value of each of these theoretical
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propositions as guides to legislative action. Second, the 

struggle between parish and union for the position of primary unit 

in a revitalised system of local government. Claims that the parish 

epitomised the idea of community were challenged by arguments 

highlighting the union's administrative viability and value in 

providing services. 

SECTION 1: THE BACKGROUND TO REFORM 

After 1836 various attempts were made to establish a 

system of county government similar to the municipal boroughs. These 

proposals failed, however, due to opposition from the 'squirearchy', 

failure of politicians to agree upon a common scheme and lack of 

government interest in this contentious and unrewarding issue. 

Meanwhile, local administration expanded to cover new services by 

means of a proliferation of ad hoc boards. No rationale was present 

in this development and by 1870 George Goschen, ex-President of the 

Poor Law Board, lamented, 

"The truth, Sir, is that we have a chaos as regards 
authorities, a chaos as regards rates, and a worse chaos 

than all as regards areas". (2) 

Throughout the 1870s and early 1880s pressure continued for a reform 

of local government and although these schemes failed the scope of the 

reform debate widened considerably. After 1884, however, Liberal and 

Conservative politicians foresaw political advantages in reforming 

local government. 

In 1884 Gladstone's Government extended the franchise to 

include the agricultural labourers which meant this class could now 

vote for national but not local government. The Liberals had anticipated 

this anomaly but attempts to introduce local government reform failed 

because of electoral defeat in 1885. Nevertheless, both parties were
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favourable to reform. Agricultural depressions in the second half 

of the century had weakened rural influence in the Conservative 

Party which had already begun to make gains in the suburbs. 

Similarly, Liberals felt they could consolidate their success among 

the agricultural classes by allowing them control over local 

government administration. Once again, to national politicians local 

government reform became a live political issue, one capable of 

attracting votes and winning elections. 

Eventually Lord Salisbury's Conservative Government introduced 

proposals which led to the 1888 Local Government Act. Describing 

this legislation one historian believed it represented, 

"the product of concessions and compromises 

reflecting the interests, bargaining positions and 

accidents of a given moment frozen into law". (4) 

Following the 1886 election the Conservatives found they could only 

form a government by recruiting the support of Liberal Unionists led 

by Joseph Chamberlain. One aspect of the agreement between the two 

parties concerned local government reform which Chamberlain in particular 

was anxious to see introduced. In large part the 1888 Act was the 

result of a complex set of bargaining positions but it would be 

misleading to attribute these positions solely to Chamberlain and 

his friends in the Conservative Party. 

During Parliamentary debates Chambérlain claimed his 

own scheme for local government reform prepared in 1886 while he was 

President of the Local Government Board closely resembled Conservative 

policy Hugh Childers, a former Liberal Cabinet colleague, 

challenged this claim, 

"Well my right Hon. Friend, I presume alluded 
to the Bill which he prepared, or which he found 

prepared, and which he, to some extent, altered in 

1886 - the Bill which was practically prepared by Sir 

Charles Dilke and other members (myself included) of 

the Cabinet in 1885, and which my right Hon. Friend 

found in the pigeon holes of the Local Government Board". (6)
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Another former colleague denied Chamberlain had ever shown his 

proposals to the Cabinet~a view which Chamberlain subsequently 

(7) accepted . Certainly it would be wrong to deny Chanberlain’s 

influence upon the Conservative proposals but it would be 

equally wrong to deny that of others. 

V D Lipman, for example has claimed Sir Charles Dilke, 

"proposed what was in fact the first draft of the 1888 act"6®) | 

Again Dilke's influence cannot be denied but interestingly Dilke 

himself acknowledged those who inspired him. In a letter to 

Gladstone Dilke wrote, 

"we produced today our last draft of the Local 

Government Bill, and had our funeral meeting over 

it, I fear. I wish to tell you with what spirit Edmond 

Fitzmaurice has gone into the matter, He is the only 

man I know who is fit to be President of the 

(Local Government) Board". (9) 

Fitzmaurice, a Liberal MP was closely associated with a small group 

of politicians campaigning for local government reform in 

Parliament, the press and using such literary outlets as Cobden Club 

Essays. One of this group, William Rathbone,had asked a barrister 

friend, RS Wright, to devise a plan for local government reform 

of which Dilke subsequently said, "the chaos has been illuminated 

by the admirable memoranda of RS Wright" (19) | 

The reformsof 1834-5 had been influenced by the development 

of a complex network of relationships amongst various individuals. 

A similar network developed in the 1870s and 1880s which led to an 

exchange of ideas and opinions between various writers and politicans. 

In some cases individuals were brought:together by their membership 

of the Liberal Party but the group also included Conservatives as 

well as non-aligned members. Contributions were made by various 

MPs such as William Rathbone, Albert Pell, Edmond Fitzmaurice, 

Charles D Acland, J F B Firth and Henry Hobhouse who all became
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acknowledged experts on the subject of local government. In addition, 

academics (eg George Brodrick; Warden‘ of Merton College, and F C Montague, 

fellow of Oriel College) and members of the legal profession (eg RS 

Wright,:and Lord Thring, the Parliamentary draftsman) all took an 

interest in this subject. Together their ideas and opinions developed 

a valuable political theory of English local government concerned not only 

with solving the immediate problems of the late-nineteenth century 

but also with evolving a set of principles capable of more permanent 

application. 

SECTION 2: ACCOUNTABILITY — THE LIMITS OF LOCAL CONTROL 

Support for extending the principle of democratic control 

to rural areas was justified on various grounds. The most frequently 

expressed argument was the need for local control over expenditure. 

Although rural areas had not had the dramatic rises in expenditure as seen 

in towns the power of nominated Justice of the Peace was heavily criticised. 

As one writer remarked, 

"This is utterly repugnant to all our notions of local 
self-government. It is wrong in principle and 
contrary to English ideas to confer upon any body the 
power of taxation and spending public money unless such 
body is directly answerable to those whose money it has 
to spend". (11) 

Not only did the office of JP contradict this principle it also 

contravened the idea of a separation of powers as it combined 

responsibility for both administrative and judicial functions. 

A second argument supporting elective county councils 

was the desire for decentralisation. George Brodrick, for example, 

maintained the object of reform was to, 

"create bodies capable of controlling and harmonising 
the primary local authorities and of relieving, to some 
extent, the Imperial Executive and the Imperial Legislative". (12)
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Before the administrative potential of these areas could be tapped, 

however, a viable system of local government had to be established. 

Administration without control was not anathema but accountability 

to central authority had to be balanced by local controls. 

An additional argument in favour of local control was the 

idea of political education gained through participation. That 

great advocate of political education, J S Mill believed local government 

was the 'chief instrument' of this process because, 

"But in the case of local bodies, besides the function of 
electing, many citizens in turn have the chance of 
being elected, and many, either by selection or by 
rotation, fill one or other of the numerous local 
executive offices". (13) 

Many followed Mill in this claim, including Charles Acland who 

believed county councils would be "instruments of political 

education both to electors and representatives”. This emphasis 

on political education was not patronising but exhibited 

real concern for political stability. The middle-classes grew increasingly 

afraid of working-class radicalism and extending the idea of political 

participation would be one way to defusing tension; county councils 

"would tend greatly to promote the salutary intermixture of Elasses"*!>) 

Despite this superficial faith in local democracy, however, 

real problems remained for those wanting to extend the principles 

of local accountability. How far should local elections reflect the 

idea of one man one vote? Local government unlike central government 

was not concerned with human rights but mainly with property rights. 

Lecal rates were a property tax and perhaps only those directly 

contributing should vote. A second difficulty concerned the extent 

of democratic control over local authority. Should all members of 

the governing body be directly elected? What need was there for 

counter-balancing the elective element with a nominated or selected 

group? A final problem focussed on the role of elections. While some



150 

argued elections provided a valuable opportunity for educating the 

citizen body and safeguarding local accountability others were afraid 

of the bribery, corruption and violence associated with those events. 

How far could those in local government be trusted not to abuse this 

privilege of democratic.control? By analysing the different views 

on these questions we can arrive at a clearer understanding of 

what Victorians meant by the concept of ‘local democracy' and its 

importancein the overall idea of accountability. 

(a) Taxation and Reoredéntation 

That taxation and representation should be linked was 

a fundamental tenet of democracy and as Mill remarked, 

"As the principal duty of the local bodies consists of 
the imposition and expenditure of local taxation, the electoral 
franchise should vest in all who contribute to the local 
rates, to the exclusion of all who do not". (16) 

Mill had gone straight to the heart of the issue but for those wanting 

to legislate for this principle serious problems remained not least of 

which was identifying those who contributed local rates. In fact 

the occupiers of property paid the rates but owners believed rising 

levels of local expenditure had forced a drop in the real value of 

rents as occupiers complained of their inability to pay increased 

rents and rates. 

In 1870 George Goschen instigated an inquiry into local 

taxation which provided the basis of public dispute in the following 

years. Goschen concluded both owners and occupiers had legitimate 

grievances. Occupiers had borne rate increases while owners had 

seen property values improve without having to make any financial 

contribution. Owners, however, were excluded from voting.and had no 

direct means of participating in local sduiniateation-- . Goschen 

became convinced the best course of action was to involve both 

owners and occupiers in the management of local expenditure and proposed
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that in return for dividing the burden of rates between owner and 

= : . : (18) 
occupier each group could elect their own representatives . 

Although Goschen's recommendations were approved by the Select 

Committee on Local Taxation efforts to introduce reform failed. 

Nevertheless, Goschen had made an important assertion. If the 

object was to stimulate interest in local government expenditure the 

individual's financial commitment had to be reflected in the 

quality of his control over local authority. 

A decade later J R Phillips lamented the failure to 

implement Goschen's proposals since the importance of financial 

commitment as a stimulus to local interest was increasingly evident. 

Phillips remarked, 

"If the owners are made to contribute towards local 
rates, it will follow that they must be represented 

on the bodies which have the imposition and expending of 

the rates entrusted to them". (19) 

However, the perfect formula for dividing representatives according to the 

owner and occupier franchise proved evasive.and Charles Acland was not 

alone when in despair he settled for a "direct household or 

ratepaying franchise" which at a stroke would enable a "thorough 

. * 11 (20) 

representation of owners and occupiers - Only a few 

persisted with proposals for separate representation but of these a 

notable example was the Radical Programme whose elective councils would 

consist of, 

"representatives of owners and representatives 
of occupiers, and the proportion.in which owners and 
occupiers respectively should be represented might 

follow the proportion in which local taxation falls upon 

each of the two classes". (21) 

Despite Chamberlain's influence upon Conservative policy the Government 

felt unwilling to accept these proposals, however, since the 

political risks were clearly too great. 

After considering the idea of separate representation
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Charles T Ritchie, the Conservative President of the Local Government 

Board finally chose the municipal borough as his model - a ratepaying 

R22) Reaction in Liberal quarters franchise restricted to occupiers 

was swift. The Westminster Review complained bitterly that, 

"Tf it be admitted that representation should 

accompany taxation, then all who either directly 

or indirectly are subjects of taxation should be 

enfranchised" (23) 

Liberal MPs agreed with these sentiments. Henry Hobhouse claimed the 

: : . : : (24) 
Bill disfranchised owners in an area unless they were also occupiers 

while William Rathbone suggested occupiers would willingly allow owners 

. ; ; . 2 
half the representatives if they paid a greater proportion of the raven 5) 

Goschen, now Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer thought a 

division of rates and representation was justified, 

"not merely for the sake of relieving the grievances of 

the ratepayer, but for the set purposes of giving 

the owners of land a direct and more powerful influence 

in local administration". (26) 

Ritchie replied that such proposals exaggerated the importance of property 

and would inevitably lead to antagonism between the two classes of 

representatives. Despite Parliamentary pressure Ritchie's Bill was 

unchanged and the occupier franchise remained. 

Why was separate representation of owners and occupiers 

seen as so important by many politicians and indeed writers with no 

obvious political affiliation? Certainly this scheme was partly 

advocated to win the occupiers' vote by relieving them of some 

proportion of the ratepaying burden. Forcing the owners to contribute 

directly to the rates would have the dual purpose of a more equitable 

contribution to local expenditure and also persuade owners to take a 

more active interest in local government. This second purpose is 

particularly important for our analysis of attitudes to local democratic 

control. 

J S Mill made two assumptions which shed light on this problem.
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First, he was convinced local opinion was inferior to national opinion. 

seceud, educated individuals had a more valuable contribution to make 

to good government than those of lesser intelligence. How could one 

define the educated individual? Certainly Victorians would have 

believed the ownership of property was one sign of education - not only 

did ownership imply intelligence but it could also buy education. 

The owner's opinion was important because it valued stability, 

moderation and above all economy. Liberal politicians following in Mill's 

tradition would claim that guaranteeing the voice of owners in local 

government would help balance, but not overwhelm, the political 

expression of the masses, the occupiers. By dividing representation 

between owners and occupiers local government could become both more 

democratic and at the same time protect important social, political 

and economic values. Demands for greater local controls should not 

be satisfied at the expense of diluting opinion of the more educated 

classes. 

(b) Local Democracy - Checks and Balances 

As a result of an amendment to the Municipal Corporation 

Bill a proportion of the borough councillors were known as aldermen. 

Unlike the rest of the council they were not directly elected but 

selected by other councillors. Although this amendment proved extremely 

unpopular with radicals support for the aldermanic system persisted 

throughout the nineteenth century. From 1850 to 1888 nine Bills 

were introduced to reform local government all recommending that a 

proportion of the local council be nominated or seleavea-'. Only 

a few writers wanted a totally elective council while others were 

against this dangerous proposal. George Brodrick, for example, 

indicated his distrust of the local electoral process,
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"elections supply ample proof of the fact that 
local busybodies, with no qualification but the 
capacity of active canvassing, constantly prevail 

against candidates of the highest ability and mature 
experience”. (28) 

There was widespread distrust in the ability of the local electoral 

process to provide either sufficient numbers of suitably qualified 

candidates or persuade those of the necessary calibre to stand. 

Numerous attempts were made to introduce safeguards to redress this 

weakness in the elective system and these help us to clarify 

Victorian attitudes to the idea of local democracy. 

Although J S Mill admired the practice of magistrates 

acting as ex-officio Guardians he was unprepared to advocate 

this for more important bodies where the number and quality of 

£29) Mill's faith in local potential councillors would be greater 

democracy was not repeated elsewhere. George Goschen's local government 

Bill, for example, wanted a proportion of the council to be drawn 

from the migtetratea so. Similarly, Rathbone and others believed 

the important powers of the county councils justified an argument 

oe A for a third of councillors to be selected by magistrates 

different scheme, although similar in intention, was suggested by 

Fitzmaurice where elected members would be joined by the Lord 

Lieutenant as well as MPs representing the area in question “27-5 

This idea won the support of Charles Dilke who went on to campaign 

for council seats for "populariy elected, borough and county members 

of Pariianent™ "> , It appeared to make no difference that councils 

would consist of either elected and nominated members or members 

elected by two separate electoral processes. A common theme running 

throughout these schemes was the belief that local democratic elections 

were insufficient in providing the councils with individuals of the 

right calibre and qualification.
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The Conservatives could be expected to support the principle 

of nominated members but for a number of reasons they settled for 

an extension of the aldermanic system to county councils. First, 

an overt illustration of a lack of faith in local government would 

meet with Chamberlain's opposition. Although Chamberlain was against 

nominated members, however, his successes in Birmingham's municipal 

government had demonstrated the utility of the aldermanic principle. 

Secondly, there were arguments within the Conservative Government against 

nominated members. Walter Long, Parliamentary Secretary at the Local 

Government Board, for example, advised against a nominated element 

on the councils since “odious comparisons" would be made with the 

elected mambers"?’s, Finally, the Government became convinced that 

the size of county authorities would deter all but those individuals 

With considerable free time to devote to council duties. Hence 

there was less need for a nominated element on the county councils. 

Nevertheless, there were good reasons for having selected members 

capable of providing experience, continuity and a stablising influence 

on the local authority. 

Despite Government rejection of the idea for a nominated 

element there was considerable criticism of their more moderate 

proposals for an aldermanic system. The Westminster Review 

claimed aldermen had been a "malign influence" and to extend the 

system was an attempt to create a "selected gentry" and weaken public 

eninton 2". Opposition was also yoiced by Professor Edward 

Freeman, a Professor of History at Oxford. He doubted selection 

would guarantee the presence of a certain class of individual and suggested 

that, 

"in bringing in an elective system, it is better to do 

it throughly, and to trust to the good sense of the 

present magistrates to come forward for election like other 

people, and to the good sense of the electors to choose 

them when they deserve it". (36).
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Good liberal sentiments in the tradition of J S Mill and views. likely 

to meet with thesapproyal of Liberal politicians. | 

James Stansfeld, MP, for example, attacked the aldermanic 

principle claiming it was open to abuse, distorted political opinion 

and allowed groups to retain control although electoral choice 

(37 
suggested change ) An expert on London government, J F B Firth, 

protested Government policy would replace elected aldermen in London 

with selected members, a strategy which supplied ample proof of 

the desire to safeguard aristocratic paiyilese © 

However, these objections to the aldermanic system were 

not repeated by other liberal politicians. Chamberlain, for 

example, claimed he understood the arguments against selection but, 

"in the vast majority of cases, the election of 

aldermen does secure the presence of experienced men 

in the Council, and of many men who, having done a 

great deal of public work are unwilling to undergo 

the continual fatigue and annoyance of public election". (39) 

Chamberlain's alliance with the Conservatives was seen by many as 

an indicative of the politician's ability to compromise his 

principles but significantly other Liberal MPs also supported the 

aldermanic concept. Rathbone approved of aldermen if they were 

(40) selected from district councils while Henry Fowler, subsequently 

Liberal President of the Local Government Board and responsible for 

the 1894 Act, believed a distinction ought to be made between theory 

and reality. One could object to selection because it questionned 

the value of democratic election but the application of the aldermanic 

system in municipal boroughs had proved valuable not as a mechanism 

for selecting people unwilling to stand for election but as a way 

of rewarding individuals for their services to the counter fee 

Fowler, a former mayor and alderman of Wolverhampton had made his 

contribution to the Parliamentary debate, the Westminster Review 

x (42) 
referred to his 'perverse proclivities and the Liberal amendment
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to abolish the aldermanic system failed by thirty-six votes. 

Chamberlain abstained. 

The county councils, therefore, contained a proportion 

of selected members similar to that used in municipal boroughs. 

Certainly some of those admiring the aldermanic concept had practical 

political reasons, mainly to safeguard their own interests in local 

control but it is also important to extract the philosophical 

basis for their support. Mill had also expressed doubts about the 

quality of local electoral opinion but had not regarded checks as 

necessary when the local authority was of sufficient status to attract 

candidates of the required calibre. Although county and borough 

councils were to have an elevated status various writers and politicians 

felt a balance of the democratically elected members was still 

essential. Both Chamberlain and Fowler suggested the aldermanic 

system allowed experienced and able councillors to continue 

serving local government without having to repeatedly appeal to the 

electorate. There was, however, an implicit criticism of the wisdom 

of the local electorate in this argument in so far as they could not 

always be trusted to return capable councillors. Moreover, it 

illustrated the extent to which some proposals were prepared to compromise 

the elective principle for the sake of continuity and experience on 

the council. As the Government argued, 

"it was very desirable that it should be in the power of 

the elected members to secure the services of men of 

experience who were likely to be of value in the council". (43) 

In other words it was necessary to check local democracy by adding 

the experience of non-elected members. A similar lack of total 

commitment to the idea of democratic local government could be seen 

in arguments over the frequency of elections.
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(c) Frequency of Elections - Moderating the Impact of Local Opinion 

Ideas on the frequency of local elections could be summarised 

according to the desire to moderate the impact of local public opinion. 

Frequent elections were regarded as providing electoral opinion with 

more influence than infrequent elections. Alternatively to ensure 

stability and continuity of council membership triennial rather than 

annual elections would be more suitable. Many Victorians were suspicious 

of local elections believing them to be platforms for political 

hysteria. However, the system of annual elections (for a third of the 

council) in municipal boroughs had established a precedent and there 

were pockets of support for a uniform pattern of elections. Acland 

also believed annual elections would help prevent these occasions 

: ' ' : (44) 
from becoming ‘events’ and excuses for abnormal behaviour ; 

Similarly, an article in the Westminster Review concluded, 

"At all events frequent elections are the best 

specific yet discovered for the prevention of 

apathy, stagnation, and jobbing in the 

governing body, and the promotion of life and 

intelligence in the governed". (45) 

But these ideas werein a minority; most schemes advocated a different 

type of electoral system designed to reduce the overall impact of 

local public opinion. 

Various objections were made against applying the electoral 

system used in municipal boroughs to the county councils. Ritchie 

claimedthe size of counties ruled out multi-member constituencies 

because this would require either large councils or heterogeneous 

constituencies. Other MPs, however, argued frequent elections 

would prove expensive and, moreover, result in able men avoiding 

: ’ (46) 
the inconvenience of annual appeals to the electorate : 

Rathbone even claimed that local government was already overwhelmed with 

elections to the extent that, 

"Even a man with comparative leisure found it extremely
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difficult to take an interest in the numerous 
elections which now take place". (47) 

Chamberlain for his part thought frequent elections encouraged the 

development of political caucuses and while close contact between 

electorate and representatives was advisable this should not be 

at the expense of continuity of council Pentersee 

Opinion appeared to disapprove of annual elections 

but the Conservatives had also considered the option of biennial elections 

for a third of the council. For a while this scheme proved popular 

with the Government but an Assistant Secretary to the Local Government 

Board remarked this proposal would devalue local elections and 

increase "the power of canvassers and witeeeulters"** This fear 

of electoral engineering appears to have influenced the Government 

in selecting a system of elections every three years for the whole 

county council . Even this attempt to moderate the impact of local 

electoral opinion was criticised by some MPs. Leonard Courtenay, 

for example, still feared elections would become ‘emotional’ events 

(50) 
and decided by a single dominant issue while others believed 

even triennial elections would destroy the continuity of council 

policy *>_, 

It could be argued that these debates were purely 

practical involving no implicit desire to limit the extent of local 

control. However, Ritchie's argument that the size of the new county 

authorities would make the organisation of annual elections difficult 

was weak if we recall the improvements in travel and communication. 

and that also county areas were identical to those used for 

administrative and judicial purposes for centuries. To fully understand 

the reasons for opposition to annual elections we must examine 

other factors. 

First, what was the dominant attitude to local elections? 

Clearly, many writers believed in the principle of democratic elections



160 

but were concerned with the violence and corruption which erupted on 

these occasions. Radicals in the 1830s had actively campaigned for annual 

elections but perhaps experiences with Chartism and increasing working- 

class radicalism had quelled this enthusiasm for frequent opportunities 

to sound public opinion. Second, there were also the competing claims 

of continuity and experience. Frequent elections were seen as 

inevitably disrupting the work of local government by threatening 

the security of tenure ofelected members. Continual changes in 

personnel would lead to inconsistent local government at a time when 

it was proposed to expand the range of administrative responsibilities. 

Extending local control of government should not come at the expense 

of administrative efficiency and effectiveness. Third, the 

difficulties of attracting suitably qualified councillors was a 

perennial problem for tle Victorians who believed this problem 

would be exacerbated if councillors were constantly having to 

appeal for renewed electoral support. If the services of educated 

men were to be retained some sacrifice in local control was essential. 

The decision to hold elections every third year for the whole 

council appears to have been a compromise between the ideal of local 

control and a perceived need to moderate the impact of electoral 

opinion. 

SECTION 3: COMMUNITY INTEREST AND ADMINISTRATIVE VIABILITY 

The development of local government after the 1830s 

was chaotic and unsystematic as the expansion in service activity 

was met by ad hoc local boards responsible for a small range of 

functions with no attempt at coordination. By the 1870s and 1880s, 

however, this haphazard approach to local administration became the
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focus for considerable criticism but there was no consensus of 

opinion over the direction of future.change. Some writers concentrated 

on the idea of administrative viability and recommended a rationalisation 

of boundaries and authorities to cope with increased services. 

Others, however, returned to the theme of community interest which 

Toulmin Smith had greatly developed in his ideas on local government 

organisation. It was by no means necessary that these two approaches 

should conflict with one another for as J S Mill demonstrated they could 

become compatible but ideas and opinion on local government reform 

during this period increasingly divided along this axis. 

The discussion in this section is in three parts. First, 

we will concentrate on the more theoretical aspects of this conflict 

of opinion in an attempt to understand the logic of the various 

arguments. The second and third parts will each consider different 

responses to this debate. The second part will focus on the 

problems of the town and country conflict and attempts to identify 

the points of contact between ideas of community interest and pressure 

for administrative viability. The third part examines competition between 

the poor law union and parish as the most suitable unit for basic 

local administration. Once again the definition of suitability 

depended greatly upon the disposition towards community interest 

and administrative viability. 

(a) Area and Function: Community or Service? 

As the nineteenth century developed critics of local government 

became increasingly concerned with chaotic administration, especially 

the problem of overlapping boundaries and jurisdictions. Local 

administration had evolved in an ad hoc fashion with the expansion 

in services accommodated by the proliferation of local boards. 

There was no systematic approach to the question of area and function.
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In 1870, for example, Goschen only selected the parish as the basic 

unit of local administration because union boundaries were seriously 

out of line with those of the counties. Similarly, RS Wright noted 

that every individual would be under the jurisdiction of at least 

six local authorities and receive rate demands from five of them. 

Almost in despair he concluded, "local affairs ought to be administered 

in simple areas of aggregations of simple areas, without crossing 

or interlaciag 

Where Wright led others followed. In 1885 another study 

of local administration recommended each local area should have, 

"one local authority, one valuation, one rate, one 

debt, one consolidated fund, one simple coherent, 

powerful and conspicuous administration of all local 
affairs whatsoever". (53) 

As one author of this study went on to argue there was more to this 

proposal than simple administrative rationalisation; 

"Local politics, once more important, would once 

more be interesting, men of talent would once more be 

willing to serve upon local bodies; local bodies 

would once more be braced by local criticism; and a 

wave of administrative energy, and public spirit 

would pass over the whole kingdom". (54) 

J Taylor Kay writing in Macmillan's Magazine endorsed this approach 

to local government; simplification of areas and administration would 

help attract men of ability and experience to serve on local counties >>” 

An additional bonus of administrative uniformity was the 

potential financial savings. Fitzmaurice believed a single authority 

capabie of formulating comprehensive financial plans would provide 

an important check on excessive local eupanai curva 2°? while J R Phillips 

was emphatic that the economic problems faced in local government 

meant there could no longer be "an excuse for-perpetuating the 

present chaos of Local eéterament"” | The apparent seriousness 

of the situation attracted comment from foreign observers of English 

local government. An American academic, Frank J Goodnow concluded
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that if reforms were not made it would simply be a matter of time before 

a "centralised bureaucracy" would control "all. public affairs") , 

Few of these writers, however, bothered with the detailed arrangements 

of their proposals; rationalising boundaries was seen as the most 

important step towards improving the economy and quality of services. 

There was, however, a considerable body of opinion disagreeing with 

this particular priority. 

Resisting this pressuretowards administrative uniformity 

were a group of writers extolling the virtues of community interest 

as a guide to arranging administrative boundaries. Toulmin Smith, 

of course, had based his theory of local government on the 

importance of community but unfortunately his support for the 

parish had eaused his views to become wrongly associated with small 

authorities. Nevertheless, other writers began to use the concept 

of community in their own schemes for local government. J S Mill, 

for example, claimed, 

"In regard to the proper circumscription of the 

constituencies which elect the local representative 

bodies; the principle which, when applied as an exclusive 

and unbending rule of parliamentary representation, 

is inappropriate, namely community of local interests, is 

here the only just and applicable one". (59) (my emphasis) 

This did not mean that administration was not an important 

consideration but as Mill and others recognised the community interest 

was becoming more and more significant - particularly in urban 

areas. As Mill wenton to argue, 

"There are local interests peculiar to every town, 

whether great or small, and common to all its inhabitants: 

every town, therefore, without distinction of size, ought 

to have its municipal council", 

and, moreover, - "It is equally obvious that every town ought to have 

1 (60) ‘ . . 
but one . In this way Mill brought the two sides of the argument 

over area and function together. However, this also exposed the real 

problem facing a legislative reconciliation of this confliet between
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community and administration. 

By allowing every community, regardless of size, to have 

its own local government Mill failed to consider what remained once the 

towns and cities had been taken out. Other writers willingly followed 

Mill's emphasis on urban community. J T Bunce, for example, rejected 

the arguments favouring administrative rationalisation which were 

indicative of a 'scientific' approach to local government. Bunce 

discounted Rathbone's propensity for a "scientific arrangement of 

local government areas" on the grounds that unlike foreign countries 

England was not a "scientific nation™ 7. His interest in Birmingham 

led Bunce towards the idea of urban community interest which if used 

as a guide to local boundaries would allowthe city to greatly expand 

the scope of its influence. This idea of a ‘natural urban community' 

was also shared by Wordsworth Donisthorpe who argued that local boundaries 

ought to be "self-determined and not artificially carved out" and while 

municipal government was, therefore, feasible the proposed creation of 

county councils represented the "height of Bbsardieg | 

Two potential points of conflict emerged out of this debate 

between community interest and administrative rationalisation. 

First, which approach would solve the problems of local government in 

town and country? Understandably the idea of the urban community 

received a considerable boost as towns and cities grew both in size 

and importance but what was to be done with the remaining rural areas? 

What type of community interest could exist in these areas which were 

linked together mainly by their shared connections with urban areas? 

The second point of conflict concerned a longer-term problem facing 

prospective reformers of local government. The parish traditionally 

reflected a strong sense of community; the poor law union did not. 

The union, however, was a modern creation designed to cope with a 

complex function; the parish had repeatedly demonstrated its limitations
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as an administrative unit. Each form of organisation had its advantages 

and disadvantages. The problem for reformers was to choose between 

them. 

(b) Town and Country: Urban Community and Rural Administration 

One of the most curious aspects of English culture is the 

hostility towards the city which has always appeared to harbour social, 

economic and political evils of all kinds. Throughout the nineteenth 

century tensions between urban and rural areas heightened. Between 

1851 and 1871 the population of Greater London increased by 45% and in 

other cities this rate of increase was exceeded so that by the 1880s 

two-thirds of the English population were considered urban dvéllera*°™ ; 

This increase was partly due to rural migration as the drift from 

agriculture to industry reflected changing economic patterns. Agriculture, 

however, blamed part of its decline on industry's ability to provide 

higher wages and a more secure labour market. Eventually urban areas 

grew tired of the financial demands made by an apparently inefficient 

agricultural system. The towns after all had their own problems of 

sanitation, education and housing without having to subsidise rural 

avons Von Differences between urban and rural areas were never more 

apparent. As Tom Escott observed, 

"Even in the remote districts of England something like 

an attitude of antagonism, or at least of self-assertion, 

seems to be betrayed on the part of the town towards 

its rural neighbours". (65) 

This antagonism was given political significance when the Conservative 

Party began to enjoy electoral success in the suburban constituencies 

allowing "the leaders of commerce and industry who had always provided 

1 (66) to be absorbed into the Party. This apologists for the cities 

development subsequently caused tensions within the Parliamentary 

Conservative Party over the issue of local government for urban and
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rural areas. 

Spokesmen for the urban interest advocated local government for the 

towns and cities which would reflect their status in society. Chamberlain, Bunce 

and John Bright in Birmingham; Mill, Dilke and J F B Firth in London all began to 

promote the cause of reform. Bunce, for example, campaigned through his 

newspaper, The Birmingham Daily Post, as well as contributing to the Cobden Club 

Essays. It was claimed that too much variation existed within urban government - 

boroughs ranged from half a million to a few thousand inhabitants, while 

boundaries extended over twenty thousand to less than a hundred acres. As Bunce 

argued, local government in the urban areas ought to express "the life of the 

community" which in Birmingham's case meant bringing its 'natural boundaries', 

which extended into Warwickshire, Worcestershire and Staffordshire, within a 

system of urban government, 

"If our scheme of local government were arranged upon intelligent 
principles, all such suburban districts would be included in the 
community to which in»reality they belong". (67) 

Similar hopes were expressed by those wanting to reform local government in 

London. In 1882 Firth who was leader of the London Municipal Reform League 

outlined proposals which he claimed would establish London "as the Head of the 

Municipalities of the Wor1a’ ©e8?, Another movement, 'The Metropolitan Municipal 

Association’ managed through their spokesman, J S Mill, to introduce two Bills 

(69) into Parliament but failed to obtain sufficient support These attempts to 

cover London with a single municipal authority had their critics, one of whom, 

George Sansbury defended traditional administrative arrangements claiming London 

had, 

"nothing in common with a huge Council foisted from above on a 
heterogeneous multitude of indifferent or unwilling outsiders". (70) 

Nevertheless, pressure for a reform of local government in London, and other 

large cities, continued and influenced the Conservative proposals introduced 

in 1888. 

One small problem remained, however, - how should the urban 

community be defined for practical local government purposes?
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While Birmingham, London and other large cities had special claims for 

separate treatment the real conflict helveas urban and rural 

government concentrated on the treatient for smaller towns and 

surrounding rural areas. In almost every case population was used 

as the criterion for defining urban community but if population was 

to be the guideline at what point should the limit be made? The 

most extreme suggestion came from Fitzmaurice who wanted 20,000 

to be the qualifying limit which he proposed to the Liberal Cabinet 

Committee.on local government feroun After initial signs that 

this figure would be used the Committee selected the rather more 

conservative limit of 100,000. This limit had originally been 

suggested by Rathbone whom Dilke acknowledged asia major influence when 

the Liberals finally announced they had proposals to introduce to 

Parliament, If this policy had been complimented about twenty 

of the largest cities would have qualified for separate local government. 

However, their defeat in the General Election left Conservatives 

with the task of reforming local government and they settled on the 

population of 150,000 as the qualifying limit for special status. 

Under this proposal only ten cities would be made ‘county boroughs’ 

possessing the full range of local government functions. The 

government were reluctant to be more generous to the towns not only 

for practical political reasons but also because they did not want 

to undermine the administrative viability of rural local government. 

By removing towns from the rural administrative areas a valuable 

source of revenue disappeared as well as creating difficulties 

for communication and co-ordination within the 

counties. Although these arguments reflected the importance of 

administration the Government had to face a concerted attempt from 

various quarters for greater recognition of urban community interest.
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The first Parliamentary attack on Conservative policy 

came from Henry Fowler, Liberal MP for Wolverhampton who claimed the 

financial pievisions afderiminated against urban areas ineligible 

for county borough status. Fowler maintained that Wolverhampton, unlike 

Birmingham, would have no control over its own finances and, 

"would be compelled to hand them over to a county 

fifty miles long and thirty miles wide with which 

it had no connection whatsoever". (73) 

He wanted the population limit lowered to between eight and ninety 

thousand (Wolverhampton's population at this time was approximately 

86,000). Pressure on Government proposals began to mount, particularly 

when Chamberlain commented that Fowler had made a "strong prima 

facie case for the smaller porowenat’’ 

The Government could not even rely on the support of their 

own backbenchers as arguments made by the MP for Norwich, Samuel 

Hoare indicated. He hoped Norwich would become eligible for county 

borough status: the population was almost 100,000 and with over 18,000 

municipal voters it could boast a bigger electorate than towns of 

greater size. If these statistics failed to impress the Government 

Hoare's point, that the people of Norwich and the surrounding rural 

areas were extremely disappointed with the failure to divide local 

(75) | This government, was designed to make them change their policy 

promise of urban-rural hostility caused others to criticise the 

arrangements for county boroughs. Hugh Childers, for example, 

had campaigned for municipal reform but he claimed the.Government's 

W 
proposals would bring urban populations into "quasi subservience to the 

counties". Like other MPs he wanted the population limit revised 

downwerdd =! 

After considerable pressure the Government offered to 

reduce the population qualification to 100,000 for county borough status 

at the same time making it apparent no further decreases could be
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contemplated. Increasing the number of county boroughs would 

adversely affect the administrative poLential of remaining county 

areas at a time when it was important to make these authorities 

attractive and prestigious. The President of the Local Government 

Board, C T Ritchie, went on to say that if the Government were 

forced to make further revisions of the population limit the Bill 

itself would be jespardised,/’? 

Two months later Ritchie accepted Sir Henry James' 

amendment to allow towns with populations of 50,000 and 

above to qualify as county horouchss’ 

The Government's decision followed long consultations with 

the Opposition, their own backbenchers and numerous deputations from 

municipal boroughs. Significantly, however, Ritchie had to struggle 

to defend this new figure from further revision. Several MPs 

complained financial burdens would now fall on towns of less than 50,000 

which would have to support the rural areas. The Government's position 

now became clearer as they fought to preserve a balance between urban 

and rural administration. 

If further concessions to the idea of urban community 

were made county councils would be left to administer a patchwork of 

areas separated byindependent county boroughs. At the same time 

the claims of urban community were far more apparent than the potential 

administrative needs of rural areas. The sheer physical presence of 

the town gave it an advantage over abstract notions of administrative 

rationalisation. The problem for practical politicians, however, 

was the extreme flexibility of the community concept. Only 

politics and a due regard for rural administration prevented the 

Government from continually dropping the population limit for 

county boroughs. There was no good reason why a town of 25,000 

population did not possess a community of interest any less than
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another town with 50,000 inhabitants. 

In the final analysis the government appeared displeased 

with their concessions. Ritchie regretted these compromises because 

if they had stood by the original proposals the County Council would 

have been, "a greater and more powerful Body than the Body they 

were now setting up"(79) , The reduction to 50,000 had meant sixty- 

one towns and cities would now be independent of county administration. 

Certainly, there were sound political reasons why this move to 

increase the number of county boroughs had succeeded but arguments 

used in this debate are of particular importance in helping us understand 

attitudes towards local government. 

At some point the claims of urban community and rural 

administration were bound to conflict. Defining the urban community 

in theory was much easier than in practice. Writers advocating 

the cause of urban government had only to use vague phrases suggesting 

common interest but politicians had ultimately to place a notional figure 

below which the urban community ceased to exist. This point appears 

to have been informed by the other consideration in the equation - 

what harm would lowering the figure have upon the viability of rural 

administration? At some stage rural government would cease being a 

realistic proposition as its financial base was removed and its 

administrative area became moth-eaten by the existence of county 

boroughs. The critical point at which these two competing guides 

to local government organisation met was a population figure of 50,000. 

In later discussions on local government this problem fascinated 

and confused as ideas sought to overcome the need for compromise. 

Surely there was some means of reconciling urban and rural interests 

without favouring one or the other. Unfortunately, as we will see 

in later chapters this formula lay outside the reach of most schemes 

for local government reform.
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(c) Parish and Union: Traditional Community versus Modern Administration 

From the 1830s onwards discussion over the merits of parish 

and union administration became intense. The Poor Law Amendment Act 

had seen responsibility for administering poor-relief taken away 

from thousands of parish authorities and transferred to over six 

hundred unions created specifically for this purpose. It was, in 

every sense, a confrontation between opposites. The parish had no 

fixed size, population or responsibilities but symbolised the idea 

of traditional local community. The union was much larger in size 

and population and with clear administrative responsibilities; 

it was ultimately responsible more to a central government inspectorate 

than any local community. The parish was a product of English 

history whereas the union was an alien administrative concept bolted 

onto, not into the existing framework and had undermined traditional 

local government. Increasingly, however, the union asserted its claims 

as a viable unit of modern administration while the parish continued to 

attract sentimental rather than administrative support. Below we 

will examine competing ideas on these particular forms of local 

government organisation in an attempt to understand how the conflict 

between community and administration was resolved. 

Although the parish was popular it received qualified 

praise from most writers on local government. Predictably evidence 

of Toulmin Smith's influence was not difficult to find. Thomas Gibson 

Bowles, for example, faithfully reproduced arguments in favour of 

the parish as the basis for democratic government. The parish should 

have 'fixed, frequent, regular and accessible meetings’; the 

parish was the only form of administration providing its inhabitants 

with "sufficient knowledge and sufficient capacity to govern their 

own affairs"; centralisation was to be luitareostes! Pe. But for 

others support for the parish was contingent upon other factors,
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Goschen had long been associated as an advocate of 

parish government because of his preference for this form of 

administration over the union. However, Gonchen himcale noted 

that, "of all the defective arrangements for the purposes of local 

administration, the arrangements of the parish are probably the gorau" EO); 

Another student of local government, Thomas Wellbank Fowle, advocated 

directly elected parish councils as a means of preventing the 

deterioration of English village life. This would not mean, however, 

parish autonomy because its administration would be closely scrutinised 

by another authority - the icitgt ee Even enthusiastic schemes for 

parish government were often wary of allocating major administrative 

responsibilities, The Westminster Review praised the virtues of parish 

government, criticised the Government for overlooking its value but#was 

strangely silent on which administrative functions might be delegated 

to ret) Many of these writers were attracted to parish government 

because it symbolised the village community but modern administrative 

demands meant its future was uncertain, Nevertheless, the parish 

continued to attract supporters, some of whom enjoyed positions of 

major political importance. 

Throughout the 1870s and 1880s the National Liberal 

Federation passed many resolutions expressing support for parish 

councils. Members of a Liberal Cabinet committee investigating local 

government announced in 1884 their desire to revitalise the parish. 

Lord Thring a member of this committee agreed with Toulmin Smith 

that the origins of the parish were secular not ecclesiastical 

and reflected a local community of interest unlike the union which 

covered "a disjointed and ill-considered apes oor" Other prominent 

Liberals announced their faith in parish government as the Party 

became interested in the potential electoral support of agricultural 

labourers. Charles Dilke, for example, argued,
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"There could not be a greater educational lever 
as regards the rural labourers than provision for 
regular meetings of all the ratepayers of the 

parish to express their opinions on questions as to 

which they might be solicited by the district or 

county boards". (85) 

A view shared by Chamberlain but it became clear that support 

for the parish was more an exercise in political propaganda than an 

expression of faith in its continuing viability within a reorganised 

system of local government. 

In fact neither the Liberal Government nor its more prominent 

radical leaders were prepared to entrust the parish with significant 

administrative responsibilities. Growing support for the union 

indicated a more hard-headed attitude toward local government as 

arguments of an administrative nature replaced the sentimental appeal 

of parish community. In 1882 Fitzmaurice confidently remarked, 

"The direction of public opinion is in fact 

clear. The Union ... is the future unit of the 

local government and administration of the English 

rural districts". (86) 

Similarly, Brodrick concluded, "the arguments greatly preponderate 

in favour of adopting the Unions" 87) after assessing the relative 

merits of this unit and the parish. The administrative future of the 

union had received a considerable boost from government utilisation 

of the area as the basis for services other than those for which it 

had originally been established. A former Conservative President of 

the Local Government Board, George Sclater-Booth, tracing these 

legislative developments concluded that the union had become indispensable; 

"local government for the rural districts is actually or 
potentially provided by these means, that it is already too 

stereotyped to be shifted without such a wrench as would 

be of revolutionary severity". (88) 

The union, therefore, was acceptable because it was convenient 

for central government to allocate more functions to it rather 

than continue the practice of ad hoc boards. There were, however, 

other factors supporting the union's claim for administrative convenience.
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A useful summary of the union's credentials as a sound 

administrative unit for general local government purposes was 

provided by R S Wright and H Hobhouse a 1884. First, it was a 

relatively modern organisation established for a difficult 

administrative purpose which had been accomplished and could safely be 

used for other local services. Second, union boundaries 

were drawn according to sound principles which meant areas were neither 

too large nor too small for the type of administration required 

of them. Third, although the Board of Guardians was elected by plural 

voting it would be simple to modify the electoral system to make it 

more democratic. Fourth, poor law administration had necessitated the 

appointment of paid officers whose experience and ability would 

prove an important foundation for the consolidation of local 

administration. Finally, unions had grown accustomed to strict 

inspection and auditing by central government = a process necessary 

for the efficient administration of services . 

Nowhere in this list can we detect the idea that the union 

would prove a satisfactory unit of local government because people 

identified with its organisation and objectives. There was no 

sense in which the concept of community would be invoked in support 

of the union - it was purely an administrative device designed to 

provide an economic, efficient and effective service. Despite 

this rather narrow view of local government's purpose Wright's 

summary received widespread support. Brodrick reproduced these 

(89) 
observations almost verbatim while Rathbone and others were 

sufficiently impressed by the union to include it in their proposals 

(90) : : 5 
for local government reform . At no time did these writers 

confront the weakness of the union as a unit of local government; 

the failure to reflect community interest. Essentially the 

attraction lay in the union's administrative capability not its ability
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to achieve popular support.. This approach implied a choice between 

communi ty and administration which quite clearly many writers felt 

should be made on the side of administration. Such an obvious 

bias towards a particular style of local government could not.be 

made, however, by either the Conservative or Liberal parties. 

The Conservatives were the first to face this problem and 

their decision was to establish district councils in the rural 

areas similar in size to the union. The councils would be very 

much weaker than county authorities although they would become 

responsible for a number of services, except, of course, 

(91). The Bill disappointed supporters administration of the poor law 

of the parish since no specific clauses relating to councils for these 

areas existed but responsibility for supervising parish government 

went to the county councils. Advocates of the union, however, 

received their own setback when before the Bill's committee stage 

the proposals for district councils were dropped, ostensibly due 

to lack of time. This decision by the Government postponed 

parliamentary discussion of the potential merits of district councils 

based on areas which had been designed for purely administrative 

purposes. The subject of parish government, however, remained 

a live political issue. 

The Liberals launched their attack upon the Government's 

failure to safeguard the parish - ‘the cradle and nursery of local self- 

government’. This plea for community, however, sounded hollow 

when the Opposition attack was led by James Stansfeld, a former 

President of the Local Government Board. It was Stansfeld who 

had employed the union area for the Rural Sanitary Districts established 

by the Public Health Act (1872) and repeatedly praised the administrative 

potential of this form of local government. When we discard the
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propaganda little real support for parish government actually 

existed. Stansfeld, Gladstone and even Dilke harboured 

(22). hile private doubts about the viability of parish-councils 

Chamberlain left no-one wondering what he thought of the parish: 

"nothing would be more certain to bring about 
inefficient sanitary government than to make the 
parish the first unit in the new local sanitary 
system. In some cases the areas are too 
vast, in the majority of cases they are too small, 
for any efficient local authority". (93) 

The parish could not be regarded as suitable for administrative 

purposes; as Jesse Collings argued its appeal was not 

practical but sentimental’. 

There were some MPs however who retained a faith in 

the parish not unlike that found in the work of Toulmin Smith. F S$ 

Stevenson, for example, the Liberal MP for Eye, Suffolk, claimed 

objections to parish government on the grounds of size overlooked _ 

the system used in France and the United States where administrative 

functions were carried out efficiently by much smaller bodies 

than many English paristea o>. Similarly, Henry Cobb, a close 

colleague of Dilke's on local government matters, maintained the 

parish was popularly regarded as the "Village Parliament" and with 

only slight modifications it could make an important contribution 

to Miministrateon?°?. In a speech which echoed Smith's faith 

in the parish one MP remarked, 

"Proper local self-government, like charity, 
would begin at home, and that was why he held 
the opinion that a great mistake had been made in not 
beginning with the immemorial home of local self- 
government in the country - namely, the parish". (97) 

The Liberal amendment to insert clauses on parish councils failed 

by just forty-six votes but this sentimental appeal persisted within 

the Party and influenced their own proposals for local government 

reform introduced later,
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The 1894 Local Government Act is sometimes known as the 

"Peasant's Charter’ or even 'Parish Councils Act’. In fact its most 

significant effect was to establish the district councils which had been 

omitted from the 1888 Act. In many cases the size of district councils 

were very similar to theareas covered by the unions and together 

with the county and county borough councils this system of local 

government remained virtually intact until the 1972 Local Government 

Act. It was a considerable coup by the Liberal Government to have the 

1894 legislation associated with the revitalisation of parishes. Certainly, 

the Act contained provisions for an elected parish council or parish 

meeting but close examination reveals the actual powers were minimal 

and involved little eeeuiditure’ In every sense this legislation 

attempted to compromise the competing ideas of community interest and 

administrative viability. 

Both the Conservative and Liberal Governments were reluctant 

to discriminate between the parish and union for different reasons. 

The Conservatives were too concerned with their image as guardians of 

tradition to abandon totally the parish as a unit of local 

government. Transferring responsibility for the future of the parish 

to county councils appeared to be a plausible escape route saving the 

Party from public criticism. We should accept the decision to drop 

the clauses on district councils as a purely practical attempt to 

prune an ambitious Bill. The Liberal Government, however, faced the 

problem in a different“manner by retaining the idea, if not the 

actual structure, of both parish and union administration. Although 

legislation embraced both forms of local government the arguments 

for introducing each type of organisation were entirely different. 

The value of community interest was used to justify the establishment 

of parish councils which ideally would encourage ordinary people, 

including agricultural labourers, to participate more in the
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government of their area. However, the importance of making adequate 

provisions for the administration a: locabh services required a different 

solution - the parish was unsuitable for this purpose. The 

district councils provided the means for satisfying this particular 

need of local government organisation. 

Once again the two views of local government witnessed in the 

1830s had been brought together. Just as the union in 1834 reflected 

a need for efficient service delivery the district councils were to be 

used primarily for administrative purposes. The emphasis upon 

community which municipal reform in 1835 had helped develop returned 

in the arguments supporting the parish. Neither the Conservatives 

nor the Liberals, however, had adequately solved the problem of how 

these two views of local government were to be reconciled within the 

same unit of administration. The difficulty of reconciling 

these competing guides to local government organisation remained 

for later theorists and reformers to confront. 

SECTION 4: CONCLUSIONS 

This exchange of ideas and subsequent legislation 

constitutes a critical period in the development of English local 

government. Despite reforms in the 1830s administration had 

remained unsystematic and chaotic as ad hoc boards rather than multi- 

purpose authorities characterised the pattern of development 

confusing rather than clarifying the purpose of local government. 

Although administrative development disappointed discussion of 

the essential dichotomy established by poor law and municipal corporation 

reform persisted and formed a vital part of the mid-century debate on 

central-local relations. By the 1870s and 1880s the need to consolidate 

local government became more critical as a variety of social, economic
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and political factors combined to increase pressure for reform. 

Unfortunately the heterogeneity of this pressure caused difficulties 

for legislators uncertain of the direction reorganisation should take. 

One area of uncertainty we discussed related to the theme of 

accountability. Desire for extending local control had been stimulated 

by debates on central-local relations and the example of municipal 

boroughs but it was by no means clear how much local control was 

desirable. Few wanted to trust the public with as much control 

advocated by Toulmin Smith or even Joseph Parkes and many suggestions 

for extending the idea of local democracy employed some form of 

counter-weight to electoral opinion. By and large attitudes to 

local democracy were ambivalent as support for the principle of 

democratic government was tempered by the actual experiences with 

electoral corruption. Popular dictatorship via the ballot box was 

to be avoided at all costs. 

One way of avoiding this problem was to restrict voting 

rights to classes of people who could be trusted not to abuse democratic 

privileges. By giving the vote to ratepayers it was implicitly 

assumed that an individual's commitment to expenditure could play an 

important part in moderating the behaviour of local authorities, 

Extending specific voting rights and representation to owners, however, 

was seen as having the additional attraction of guaranteeing values 

of property would act as a stabilising force on local democracy. The 

owner of property was invariably a man of education and intelligence, 

someone with a vested interest if not in preserving the status quo 

certainly in limiting the rate of change. Local government could 

avoid revolution by emphasising the evolutionary quality of democratic 

control. 

Another potential mechanism for limiting the impact of 

popular opinion was the use of selected councillors or aldermen. Although
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there was a desire to expand the influence of electoral opinion it 

was equally true that the value of continuity and experience in 

local government should be protected. Voters were notoriously 

volatile, invariably convinced by political appeals to the 

popular imagination. Support for the aldermanic system depended on 

a number of factors but these included the need to reserve council 

seats for individuals with education and experience (the magistrates?) 

who might be relied upon to guide and moderate the behaviour of 

colleagues with one eye on the next election. Admittedly the 

selection principle undermined representative democracy but to 

criticise this practice is perhaps to abuse the privilege of hindsight. 

In some sense democracy was still something of an unknown quantity 

and it should be expected that Victorians would want to proceed 

carefully in their experiement with local democratic control. 

The timing of elections was yet another way in which this 

process could be controlled. Annual elections were regarded with distaste 

not merely for their cost but also because they gave too much power 

to local opinion. Councillors elected annually would inevitably be 

guided in their decisions by the need to retain popular suport; 

election campaigning would become continuous. By adopting a system 

of triennial elections politicians felt they had sufficiently acknowledged 

the importance of locally accountable government without abandoning 

the principle of local democracy. Councillors assured of at least 

three years in office could concentrate on developing the necessary 

experience and skills required for making sound policy and good 

government. The 1972 Local Government Act by extending the councillor's 

term of office from three to four years perhaps indicates further 

this continuing desire to nurture political skills while retaining 

the idea of local accountability. 

The other concern of this chapter has been to examine the
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conflict between two competing criteria for the organisation of 

local government boundaries. Each had been evident in the legislation 

of 1834-5 but there only partial recognition of their value had 

existed since they were not to be applied to all forms of local 

government. By the 1880s, however, the values of community interest 

and service delivery had come into direct competition with one 

another. The experiences with local administration had stimulated 

criticism directed towards a rationalisation of boundaries and the 

establishment of authorities capable of administering a wide range 

of services. In the way of this development, however, lay the value 

of community interest which was now invoked to defend traditional and 

modern communities alike. The parish had long been recognised 

as the expression of village community and to abandon this would be 

to undermine individual interest in local government. At the same 

time, however, community interest was now used to defend the right 

of urban populations to control their own environment through an 

independent system of local authorities. 

The need to rationalise administratiON gave rise to 

various schemes emphasising the importance of uniform management, 

standardised forms of service delivery and a concern for economy 

of expenditure. In turn this had important consequences for the 

organisation of local government boundaries. The continuation of 

overlapping boundaries and jurisdictions could not be countenanced 

since this led to duplication and unco-ordination. It was 

not suggested that traditional boundaries be abandoned altogether, 

the survival of county areas was evidence of the recognition of historical 

continuity, but size became an increasing factor in arranging 

administration. The choice of unit for local administration beneath 

counties was particularly critical when reductions in size were
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invariably seen as increasing the risks to effective government. 

Preferences for the area of the poor law union as a base 

for local government reflected the desire to rationalise administration. 

Unions were already equipped with a number of important advantages — 

a modern organisation with realistic boundaries drawn to satisfy the 

requirements of service delivery; a professional staff providing 

uniform management under the supervision, direction and control of 

central authority. Although various schemes favoured the area few 

wanted to adopt the constitution of unions which still retained 

plural voting to elect the Board of Guardians. This 

acknowledgement that unions as presently organised were not totally 

satisfactory as instruments of general local government represented 

an important step forward. By insisting on a more democratic 

system of election which would strengthen the sense of local 

accountability these ideas attempted to combine the union's administrative 

advantages with the principle of local democracy. Unfortunately the 

main obstacle to the successful completion of this exercise was 

seen as the failure of unions to instil a sense of community interest. 

Contrasted with the union parishes had had a long historical 

development and this guaranteed their continuing success as symbols 

of village community. Nevertheless, the increasing emphasis on services 

together with the assumption that size was an important factor in 

administration gradually weakened the appeal of the parish as a base 

for local government. Support continued but it stemmed from sentiment 

more than any hope of potential administrative viability. However, 

the suitability of the value of community interest to a relative 

modern phenomenon, the urban area, was increasingly evident. 

Industrialisation had led to greater urbanisation and the differences 

with rural areas had become more apparent. The appeal of urban 

community was far from sentimental and represented a need which
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demanded political recognition. In some ways the establishment of 

urban government was straightforward involving an extension of 

municipal government but the city's growing expanse and influence 

led to new problems. 

Although the idea of community interest as a guide to 

local government organisation was attractive it was difficult to 

translate into administrative reality. Full recognition of 

urban community interest would inevitably cause severe problems 

for rural administration once this idea had been implemented. 

These problems were basically those of reduced income from rates 

and administrative difficulties caused by the removal of urban 

areas from county government. Some form of compromise was vital 

between the claims of community and administrative viability 

and the population qualification of 50,000 for county borough 

status was the outcome. The arguments for this figure were no better 

or worse than those put forward for 25,000 and 100,000. This 

suggested no formula had been found which treated community and 

administration equally as guides to local government organisation. 

As will be seen in subsequent chapters these problems continued to 

frustrate attempts to perfect a system of local government organisation.
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INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will examine debate on the central-local 

government relationship as it evolved throughout the twentieth 

century. Unlike our previous chapter examining this theme in the 

nineteenth century discussion moved away from constitutional 

issues and became more concerned with policy. This development 

had already begun with J S Mill and the growing importance of services 

in the twentieth century caused the focus on policy to be accentuated. 

Although the problems of central-local relations can be seen as 

almost one of administration, a question of dividing responsibilities 

for the management and implementation of services, empiricial studies 

of this issue have failed to reach agreement. 

W A Robson, for example, taking a legislative perspective 

has noted the transfer of institutional power away from local 

authorities and an extension of central government donmeere<o These 

conclusions have been challenged by Wiseman, however, whose own 

approach examined the scale of local authority expenditure in post- 

war Britain which led him to conclude the erosion of local power and 

status had not been as great as faagined —? . Another survey 

which focussed on administrative behaviour between Whitehall and 

local authorities decided no generalisations could be made but 

relations could be classified as ‘laissez-faire’, 'regulatory' or 

Loromotional'! > . Empirical studies, therefore, have provided us 

with a confusing if not contradictory picture of central-local 

relations and it is not surprising to note similar confusion 

in the evolution of ideas during the twentieth century on this theme. 

Perhaps the most crucial fact is the lack of consensus 

on this issue amongst those actually involved in the daily development 

of this relationship. Writing in 1951 D N Chester noted the reluctance
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of those in government, "to enunciate either a philosophy of central- 

local relations or a working administrative hypothesis”? | Similarly, 

over a decade later Griffith could only detect "a general philosophy" 

ah als. 5 
within individual government dépar meats . There are, of course, 

sound reasons for not declaring a position on the central-local 

relationship. Local authorities will alternately declare themselves 

the equals or agents of central government according to whether they 

desire their own way or more cash. Central government for its part 

will treat local authorities harshly or gently according to the pressure 

to achieve its objectives. Defining the central-local relationship 

would deprive both levels of authority of flexibility and so it is in 

the interests of neither to adopt a constitutional position. 

This means, however, that perspectives of the central-local 

relationship can be widely different at any one time. One could retain 

a rather optimistic view of local government's potential within the 

relationship as Dame Evelyn Sharp, a former Permanent Secretary with 

the Ministry of Housing and Local Government managed: 

a ‘ 3 
The increasing power of central government means, 

surely, that it. is more than ever important to foster an 

effective and independently minded system of local 

government; to provide a counterpoise. And I don't 

think the two are necessarily incompatible", (6) 

or a rather pessimistic attitude seen in the remarks of Professor 

Griffith, 

"it is doubtful how far the relationship between the 
departments and local authorities can be viable for 

the future. The centralising of power in Whitehall, the 

growth of department regional bodies, the increasing 

inadequacy of the smaller local authorities all indicate a 

decline in the status of local government". (7) 

These statements just a few years apart indicate the enormous 

difficulties in iddntifying and analysing ideas on central-local 

relations. Nevertheless, it is extremely important that we examine 

these attitudes because in the absence of strict rules and regulations 

defining the powers of each level of government the relationship will



“192 

frequently be determined by ideas of what ought to be rather than 

what is. | 

The chapter is divided into three main sections each 

of which corresponds with a historical period rather than the 

views of a particular writer or school of thought. Political development 

in the twentieth century has greatly reduced the impact of individual 

opinion and increased the propensity and influence of collective 

opinion whether this be through pressure groups, political parties or 

professional associations. The first section examines the early 

part of the twentieth century when extensions of central government 

power stimulated renewed interest in the potential of local autonomy 

as an alternative means of developing the state. Our second section 

involves an analysis of central-local relations in crisis when the 

demands of post-war reconstruction in the 1940s seriously challenged 

the viability of local government in a framework of national planning. 

The final section focusses on the period of local government 

reorganisation in the 1960s when prospects of widespread change 

suggested an opportunity for clarifying the central-local relationship. 

SECTION 1: FROM AUTONOMY TO CONTROL 

(a) Local Autonomy: The Basis for a New State 

Many of the politicians associated with local government 

reform in the late nineteenth century believed this provided a 

platform for developing public services. Radical politicians, for 

example, Chamberlain and Dilke, supported the expansion of municipal 

activity to provide more amenjties for local inhabitants. This desire, 

however, represented the limit of their ambitions ywnlike.the Fabians 

whose advocacy of municipal trading was a small part in their overall
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plan for a fundamental.social, economic and political reorganisation. 

The Fabians led by such writers as Sidney and Beatrice Webb, GB Shaw 

and aaeLad ing others like H G Wells and Graham Wallas worked tirelessly 

for further extensions of the scope of local government activity. 

In particular their efforts on the London County Council were instrumental 

in widening the impact of this local authority a 

Local government was seen as having a vital role in the 

evolution of a socialist state and in the early years Sidney Webb 

was quite clearly of the opinion this meant freedom from central 

control. Although Webb wanted a considerable expansion in state 

activity this did not imply as it had done with earlier writers a 

reduction in local government power. As Barker notes, 

, "and when Sidney Webb used his favourite demonstration 
of his case, the long recitation of actual collectivist 
responsibilities, the majority of these responsibilities 
were locally exercised". (9) 

This did not mean Webb wanted to abandon the idea of central control 

altogether - the careful use of a system of grants-in-aid could perform 

this function. Nevertheless, there was a real sense in which local 

government might be independent from central power. 

The key factor in the-central-local relationship was 

the idea of municipal socialism. The need for socialism at this level 

meant there was an important role, 

"to be played in the Socialist State by its variously 
democratically organised and practically autonomous 
Local Governing Bodies". (10) 

The phrase 'practically autonomous' indicated Webb's belief that the 

basis for a new type of political society could provide a-strong 

system'of local-government. Other Fabians shared this conviction, 

most notably G B Shaw whose interest in municipal trading caused 

him to advocate larger and more powerful local authorities,
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"a relimitation of the areas and administration 
of the units of local government is the most pressing 
requirement made by municipal trade upon our constructive 
statesmanship". (11) 

This faith in the potential power of local government fuelled 

attempts to extend the scope of municipal activity but these 

efforts were increasingly frustrated by central government 

inaction, even hostitity Oe 

Signs of central-local conflict brought others into the 

exchange of ideas including one writer who had been instrumental 

in nineteenth century reforms. Henry Hobhouse, now Chairman of 

Somerset County Council and an active figure in the County Councils 

Association (CCA) was disturbed by the character of central-local 

relations which he saw as typified by, 

"An army of State inspectors and auditors 
constantly traversing the country to enquire into 

and report on local administration, and thus 
enable the State officials sitting at Whitehall to supervise, 
and in a large measure to direct, what is supposed 

to be the free popular management of local affairs". (13) 

Central controls had developed through theuse of audit, inspection 

and the grants system and this was a legitimate activity in ensuring 

efficiency and maintaining standards but by the turn of the century 

the extent of this control had become “injurious to the public spirit 

» (14) and local freedom of the community : 

But there was even less opportunity for a return to 

former times once the impact of the first World War had been 

experienced. During and immediately after the war a steady accumulation 

of central power gradually eroded the reality if not the idea of local 

autonomy. Even the Webbs in their Constitution for the Social Commonwealth 

of Great Britain, published in 1920 placed more emphasis upon celtcaltsactan =” 

while the increase in Labour voters placed less reliance on local 

government and more on widespread planning. As Herman Finer noted 

this had important consequences for the balance between central and
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local government, 

"After the war the growth of the Labour yote shifted the 
collectivist trend from the field of local utilities 
to that of national administration". (16) 

This shift also had important consequences for individual perspectives 

of the central-local relationship. 

(b) Central Control and Coping with Crisis 

Throughout the 1920s the issue of central-local relations 

attracted more attention and professionals from both levels of 

government felt compelled to comment on the relationship between the 

two. Whitehall continued to emphasise the potential of local authorities 

while withdrawing discretionary powers. In return this provoked a 

more hostile attitude within local government where officials 

proclaimed the viability of administration and took the opportunity 

to reaffirm local government's value in maintaining political 

stability. 

Whitehall consistently made reassuring statements to the 

effect that there was no deliberate attempt to undermine local 

government but rather prevailing circumstances necessitated 

administrative solutions outside of this institutional framework. 

Civil Servants, therefore, were anxious to explain that the regional 

organisation of government departments was not a sacrifice of local 

democracy to satisfy the demands of admingarrations 7: Sir John 

Anderson's announcement that central-local relations were not 

determined by any particular theory of government but rather by 

pragmatic responses to changing stimuli was clearly designed to 

remove the idea of local government having a natural right to certain 

status. Even though power had shifted throughout the 1920s Anderson 

still felt able to claim, "the Selatiouship of the central authority 

and the local authority is essentially a relationship of co-operation,
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a partnership!" Understandably the local government view was 

somewhat different but significantly those working within local 

authorities seemed shy of making strong claims for autonomy. 

W E Hart, for example, remarked, 

"there is no reason to assume that local authorities 

are approaching the exhaustion of their power to 

undertake new duties", (19) 

but he was not hopeful that many in central government would share 

his view. Note, however, the rather servile attitude which had 

entered the defense of local government compared with the boldness 

of Fabian support for autonomy. Perhaps this weak protest was caused 

by the apparently unrelentless growth of central power at the expense 

of local autonomy. Certainly this could explain the views of Arthur 

Collins, for example, a prominent official in the City of Birmingham 

who believed central government's potential contribution to the health 

of local democracy was frustrated mainly by the hostile attitude amongst 

those working within local authorities ey, No doubt the source of 

this hostility was finance which increasingly came to dominate ther 

content of discussion on central-local relations. 

By the mid-1920s the issue of public expenditure became 

more controversial as“ways of planning the economy were investigated. 

Gradually it was accepted that if central government wanted to direct 

the economy then some erosion of local autonomy was absolutely 

essential. Arthur Collins agreed that as central government's 

financial contribution to local authorities increased it was only 

to be expected that it should want to extend supervisory beenaee ths 

However, some writers regarded the financial aspect as involving 

rather more than a straightforward supervision - it could be used as 

a mechanism for control. In particular, the idea of grants-in-aid 

as potential controlling mechanisms able to steer local government in 

specific directions became more popular. Sir Josiah Stamp, a former
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ciyil servant while applauding the virtue of local administration 

maintained it should be "checked by the system of rantasineaia’ ©" . 

The attraction of control through financial adjustment was undoubtedly 

its convenience for as another Whitehall official remarked, 

"I suggest that in all services where there is a local 
organisation, there is a place for local authority and 

a place for central authority, that the principle of 
the grant-in-aid affords a ready means of 
adjusting this relation". (23) 

This, incidentally, was almost certainly the kind of thinking which 

informed the financial provisions of the 1929 Local Government Act. 

At first it was extremely difficult to predict how these 

provisions would work in practice and certainly one writer was confident 

. W A (24) 1t would mean “less organised control from central departments . 

Such optimism was short-lived, however, as the economic depression 

saw a tightening of central controls over local government, a process 

culminating in the National Economy Act (1931). It was now clear 

that central government was anxious to extend the sphere of its 

controls, largely at the expense of local administrative autonomy. 

Reactions to these developments varied. WE Hart still believed these 

changes were "indicative, not of recurring disorder and chaos, but 

of ready adaptation to the new conditions which are so rapidly being 

2 2 . ‘ x 
n( 27) To others, however, increasing centralisation brought into existence 

indicated a need to re-state "classical" definitions of the central- 

local relationship. W A Robson, for example, deplored the growing 

interference of central government since it made "municipal self- 

respect impossible", The solution to the problem lay with ideas first 

put forward by J S Mill - "conditional freedom and responsibility in the 

localities, greater knowledge, superior wisdom and the enforcement of 

standards at the centre: these are the ideals at which we should aime”? 

Mill's distinction between the principles and details of management was 

resurrected by Robson and used as a yardstick to monitor the erosion of
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local power and its accumulation by.central government. 

This revisionism was perhaps to be expected. The patternof 

development appeared to suggest an increase in centralisation with a 

corresponding weakening of local government. Supporters of local 

government would have to reconsider their position either accepting 

and accommodating change or reverting to a more traditional definition 

of the central-local relationship. Problems were present in both solutions. 

If the definition was constantly altered to suit the direction of 

administrative change then the conclusion suggested a heavily centralised 

state bureaucracy with no room for local diversity and self-government. 

Alternatively, if modern writers used Victorian definitions then they 

could quite easily be accused of defending a hopeless anachronistic 

position, reactionary in their outlook and unworthy of serious 

consideration. 

The writers examined above clearly started with a desire 

to tolerate the changes in the central-local relationship, resigned 

to the fact that modernisation necessarily implied some degree of 

centralisation. By the late 1920s, however, there were signs that 

this attitude was changing as central controls became tighter during 

the economic depression. Robson's references to J S Mill were only 

the first signs of the revisionist thought which would later pervade 

many of the defences of local government in the debates on central- 

local relations. Admittedly there was a great deal of sense in what 

Mill had written but his words had become divorced from their 

context. The levels of financial assistance to local government were 

much lower than in the twentieth century, the nature of local 

services different, and the attitude towards social welfare had 

altered considerably. Ideally, someone was required to revise 

Mill's definition to take account of these changes, but in practice 

Robson's dependence on Mill was repeated by later writers when reacting



199 

to another surge of centralisation after the second world war. 

SECTION 2: NATIONAL PLANNING — A NEW FACTOR 

IN THE CENTRAL-LOCAL RELATIONSHIP 

The period during and immediately after the second world 

war was critical for central-local relations. During the war central 

departmental power was deconcentrated to specially created 

authorities headed by regional commissioners directly responsible 

to central government. Despite the emergency this proved slightly 

unpopular with local government and this mood worsened after the war 

as it became possible that regional administration was being 

seriously considered as a more permanent fixture. Local government 

believed itself to be the target of a two-pronged attack - an increase 

in legislative activity which reduced its status as the unit of 

administration for national services, combined with an increase in 

central administrative controls which limited the exercise of local 

discretionary powers. Before analysing thereaction to these events 

amongst supporters of local government it would be helfpul briefly to 

indicate those changes which provoked this renewed interest in 

the central-local relationship. 

(a) Service Delivery: New Administrative Demands 

After publication of the Beveridge and Barlow Reports 

the war-time coalition government began the task of reconstruction, 

a process pursued energetically by the succeeding Labour government. 

The period from 1944-50 witnessed a whole series of Acts designed either 

to inaugurate a ‘welfare state’ (Education Act 1944; National Insurance 

Act 1946; National Health Service Act 1946; Children's Act 1948; 

National Assistance Act 1948) or stimulate widespread administrative
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reorganisation (eg Water Act 1945; New Towns Act 1946; Electricity 

Act 1947+. Town and Country Planning Act 1947; Gas Act 1948). The 

cumulative impact of this legislation upon local government's 

status signified a new phase in central-local relations. Together 

these changes brought three important developments in central 

governments attitude towards local authorities. 

The first feature to note is that central government no 

longer recognised the right of local authorities to constitute the 

only unit of separate administration below central government departments. 

Previous examples of regional administration had existed but these were 

either limited experiments or extensions of Whitehall departments. 

In post-war Britain, however, the new model of administrative 

organisation appeared to be based on the region. The Electricity (1947) 

and Gas (1948) Acts,for example, both incorporated a system of 

regional "areas" to administer these services. The new administrative 

boundaries were not coterminous with existing local government 

boundaries being much larger in size although both gas and electricity 

had previously been administered by the local authorities. 

The second important factor affecting central-local relations 

was the implict rejection of local government values represented 

by the organisation of these regional bodies. As we noted in an 

earlier chapter part of the struggle to establish a system of local 

government had been to present local administration as a means for 

controlling a wider range of services. This had involved a rejection 

of ad hoc boards in favour of locally elected councils. The new 

responsibilities for administering gas, electricity and even health, 

however, were allocated to boards not accountable to a local electorate 

but with members nominated by the appropriate government minister. 

In addition, the boards were to be organised on a purely functional 

basis with no consideration of any community of local interest. To many
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involyed with local government this development must have seemed like 

a yote of Homcontidence in the future viability of that form of 

administrative eontrol. 

This question of confidence can also be found in the third 

factor affecting the central-local relationship. Increasingly, 

the assumption that organisational size was positively related to 

the quality and capability of service delivery influenced the 

direction of legislative activity. Examples of this development 

can be found in legislation affecting education, health,services, town 

and country planning, police and fire services. Although the policy 

of transferring more responsibilities to larger local authorities can 

(27) after the war this be detected in the 1929 Local Government Act 

practice became more common-place. The small authority which had long 

been regarded as one of local government's essential qualities 

was now being challenged by a Labour government interested more 

in an egalitarian state than one characterised by local autonomy and 

diversity. 

(b) Accountability: A Reassertion of Central Controls 

Embodied in much of the new legislation were provisions 

giving Ministers and their Departments specific controls over the 

implementation of policy by individual local authorities. Apart 

from those services which became the responsibility of administrative 

boards nominated by the minister other services had now to become the 

responsibility of a statutory local authority committee. The National 

Health Service (1946) and Town and Country Planning (1947) Acts each 

stipulated a specific local committee should be established to scrutinise 

policy in these areas. As one writer observed of this gradual attempt 

by central government to organise the local administrative system,
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"Once a particular type of provision has received 
Parliamentary sanction, it becomes easier to insert 
a similarly drafted provision in a subsequent statute, 
and still easier with each repetition, although the 
arguments in its favour may be less strong or non- 
existent". (28) 

This form of ministerial control was very much in evidence in the 

financial provisions of the 1948 Local Government Act. D N Chester 

regarded the Exchequer Equalisation Grant introduced under this Act 

as threatening, 

"to place the whole of the activities of the great 
majority of Local Authorities under the detailed 
control of the Ministry of Local Government and Planning". (29) 

At the same time as ministerial controls were extended 

central government appeared unwilling to relax controls elsewhere. 

One of the most unpopular of these controls was ultra vires which 

limited local authorities to carry out only those functions they were legally 

empowered so to do. Immediately after the war ultra vires was seen as 

frustrating local initiative and although the ambiguities surrounding 

: ; ; (30) it were accidental rather than contrived by central goverment 

it still brought frustration with central power. Another form 

of control, the inspectorate, was also viewed in a new light as 

suspicion of central government intentions grew. Although the 

inspectorate had its origins in the nineteenth century it had expanded 

activity with the post-war legislation and become associated with 

the new trend towards standardisation and uniformity and, therefore, 

. (31) hostile to the values local government and democracy. 

The nature and direction of this legislative and administrative 

activity in the post-war era, therefore, had a profound impact upon 

the status of local government affecting its relationship with central 

government. It was not only the scale of this change, however, which 

is of importance, but also the rate of change. In the space of 

five years the administrative map has been transformed by a Labour
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Government possessed and guided by the idea of national planning. 

Many argued that this was ultimately deteimental to a healthy system 

of local government. But to some extent this change was not 

directly designed to undermine local government but rather to 

introduce legislation capable of meeting the need for reconstruction. 

In some ways local government suffered because Labour politicians 

thought it unwise or impractical to reorganise instead preferring 

to by-pass it altogether or compromise by using only the larger 

authorities. It was not surprising, therefore, that observers 

of central-local government relations should fail to spot the first 

signs of change and so by the time they had discovered the consequences 

of change it was already well-advanced. It was to be expected, however, 

that once criticism was voiced it would be extensive and vitriolic. 

(c) Local Autonomy: A Re-Statement of Old Values 

These developments in the post-war relationship between 

central and local government caused many writers to condemn the imbalance 

which had arisen, Not even J H Warren's argument that "a comparative 

study of our system with others would reveal that we are not as much 

subject to central controls aslocal authorities in most other countries!" 475 

could remove fears that local government was destined to become an 

administrative agency of central government. As one commentator remarked 

of the new relationship, 

"There is inherent in these changes a danger of over- 
concentration of power in the hands of central authorities 
remote from control by elected public representatives and 
an undesirable growth of bureaucracy. There is some risk 
that effective local self-government may be seriously 
prejudiced, if not destroyed". (33) 

George Orwell's nightmare vision of the future state portrayed in 

his novel Nineteen Eighty Four was, incidentally, published in the 

same year as the comments above. Some writers were prepared to believe



204 

these developments were not deliberately hostile to local government. 

William Robson, for example, lay the blame for declining status 

upon the Labour Party which had lost sight of reformist principles 

held by the early Fabians. The result was that the Party had become 

"totally unaware of the dangerous threat to local independente 

involved by central dauiuaeien es Another writer, however, 

preferred to view increasing central control more sinisterly as an 

attempt to prevent the working classes from seizing power 

through their participation in local paveruuetcn Criticism, 

therefore, was extensive of post-war developments but it became clear 

to many writers that constructive comment was required if central 

government was to be persuaded against further reforms in this 

direction. 

Interestingly, more writers reverted back to what can 

only be described as a nineteenth century vision of the central-local 

government relationship. The search was for a set of principles 

which could guide central government in its relations with local 

authorities. All the complicated features of this relationship 

would have to be considered, financial, administrative, political and 

so on but some point would have to be identified around which all these 

factors could revolve. Strangely, at a time when the direction of 

change was collectivist, a re-statement of old values, almost libertarian 

in their quality and to some extent echoing the sentiments of Toulmin 

Smith, began to be heard. Two examples should suffice to illustrate 

this phenomenon. 

In a study of local government published in 1949 the 

author noted the impact of change not upon local government but upon 

the individual, 

"Inevitably, when the modern nation-state has become a 
unit so huge in size, so immense in power, so universal 
in activity, and so complex in organization, the individual
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is lost in its vastness and can feel but a remote 
responsibility, .at the best, for.its actions. Herein 
lies the attraction of local government, that it gives 
each man and woman an opportunity of participating 

immediately and. continuously in the shaping of their 
own social order". (36) 

Once again individual needs for participation in the political process 

justified the continuation of local government. Here was the 

training ground for a stable democratic system. Another writer 

arrived at much the same conclusion, 

"Concentration of responsibility and power in the 
hands of few people ... is na substitute for the intense 

activity and interest of large numbers of people in 

close contact with a service in operation and vitally 

concerned in its progress and efficiency. Central 

authority rarely initiates progress except in so far 

as it gathers together the best elements of local 

experience over wide areas". (37) 

The dangers of political alienation reawakened interest in the idea 

of local government as a convenient means for educating citizens 

and allowing. them to participate in the political process. Doubtless 

few, if any, of these writers would have been prepared to follow 

Toulmin Smith in his arguments for local autonomy but just a short 

step away was the idea of a central-local partnership as envisaged 

by J S Mill. 

The belief that a nineteenth century view of central- 

local relations was the correct one to employ. eventually extended 

even to official committees. In the late 1940s the Ministry of 

Health appointed a Local Government Manpower Committee to investigate 

the problems of staffing and central-local relations. Guiding the 

Committee in its conclusions was the following observation, 

"Tt follows that the objective should be to leave 
as much as possible of the detailed management of a 
scheme or service to the local authority and to 

concentrate the Department's control at the key points 

where it can most effectively discharge its 
responsibilities for Government poliey and financial 

administration". (38)
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Although J S Mill was not referring specifically to government 

departments but more generally ‘central authority’ it is worth repeating 

his assertion that, 

"The authority which is most conversant with 

principles should be supreme over principles, 
while that which is most competent in details 
should have the details left to it". (39) 

On this basis central government should establish guidelines and 

leave the task of administration to the local authority. It would 

seem this view was highly popular especially amongst those suspicious 

of the centralisation of power in the post-war era but the task of 

putting these ideas into practice proved altogether more difficult 

than in Mill's day. 

Unfortunately few of these writers had schemes for putting 

these lofty principles into practice. Jessup, for example, believed 

local government could be used to solve some of the most pressing 

dilemmas of modern government - ‘adaptability versus uniformity and 

certainty, and of official discretion versus popular control' 

but his prescription did not venture much beyond a reform of ultra- 

vires, weakening the power of audit and the creation of an 

independent tribunal to arbitrate in conflicts between central and 

local overcoat sored A more extensive discussion of these problems 

was made by D N Chester after an initial exploration of the financial 

basis of central-local relations. Chester concluded three reforms 

were necessary to improve the status of local authorities. First, 

central government was required to place greater trust in local authorities 

and appreciate that "one cannot have local self-government and complete 

uniformity" and in the long run detailed control of local activity was 

both expensive and counter-productive. Second, the application of 

administrative controls should be relaxed allowing greater local 

diversity and initiative. Finally, the financial contribution made 

by central government should substitute present “grants for a general
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form of grant thereby allowing local authorities more discretion over 

expenditure’, 

We can see here two forces pulling in opposite directions. 

On the one hand central government intent on extending its control 

to facilitate greater uniformity of provision and burden in post-war 

Britain. On the other hand ideas and opinions wishing to check this 

development because it threatened to undermine the status of local 

government. Jessup's point that the tensions between uniformity and 

adaptability could be solved by local government point to a fundamental 

weakness in this line of attack. By reverting to what can only be 

described as nineteenth century principles these writers appeared on 

the surface to want to discount the considerable administrative changes 

introduced in the twentieth century. The fact was that standards 

had changed with less emphasis upon individual freedom and initiative 

and more stress on minimum standards, equality and certainty. Central 

government's pursuit of efficient administration, rationalisation of 

resources and equalisation of financial support was not deliberately 

bought at the expense of local autonomy but rather represented the 

outcome of a choice between expanding the scope of services and re- 

organising local government. Considering the needs of post-war 

Britain and a Government interested in social democracy it was not 

surprising central government should prefer the former alternative. 

Using out-dated principles as guidelines the various 

schemes for re-establishing local government's status vis-a-vis 

central government appeared over ambitious. In Chester's 

scheme, for example, central government was being asked to relax its 

controls not simply with regard to standards but also finance. It was 

on thispoint that most of these ideas became unrealistic, nothing 
a 

more than vain attempts to restore local government to some unstated 

past glory. Chester's arguments, on financial reform constitute the y &
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weakest part of his proposals despite much of his work focussing on 

this aspect of the central-local government relationship. The 

simple expedient of replacing one form of central financial assistance 

with another would not alter the fundamental character of the relation- 

ship, but to be fair Chester was not as anxious to return to the 

nineteenth century as were many of his fellow writers. Arguably Mill's 

own prescriptionsfor central-local relations were inappropriate to the 

immediate needs of post-war Britain. However, by the 1960s when 

local government reorganisation appeared likely an opportunity to 

reconsider the central-local relationship presented itself. 

SECTION 3: REORGANISATION: AN OPPORTUNITY AVOIDED 

(a) Defining the Parameters of Debate 

Although attempts had been made to relax central controls 

after the report of the Manpower Committee there was little sign that 

fundamental change was imminent. Pressure on central government 

to provide more and better services led to increased emphasis on 

rational planning techniques which invariably relegated the 

importance of local diversity. The politics of positive discrimination 

required central direction of resources to poorer regions through 

the mechanism of decentralised administration. Once again, however, 

a regional rather than a local basis for administration was favoured by various 

governments as a more effective way of controlling scarce resources. The 

cumulative effect of these changes, however, saw increasing strains 

upon Whitehall and by the early 1960s central government was itself 

anxious to reduce the level of time-consuming supervision of local 

administration "2 But it would be wrong to conclude that this 

pressure would lead central government to reconsider fundamentally 

its relationship with local government.
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Hopes that reorganisation would lead to a major 

reconsideration of central-loeal relations were dispelled when 

central government narrowly defined the nature of the debate. The 

problem was perceived by central government not as one of financial 

dependency but as the structural weakness of many local authorities. 

New management techniques gradually being introduced at this time 

demanded an organisation large enough to control sufficient resources 

and manpower. The biggest obstacle to streamlined management in local 

government, therefore, was the number and size of local authorities. 

A reorganisation which reduced the numbers and increased the size of 

local authorities would enable central government to relax its controls 

confident local administration would prove capable of achieving a 

minimum standard of efficiency. 

Those involved with local government, however, perceived 

the problem rather differently. Sir Francis Hill, a prominent 

member of the AMC, the Maud Committee on Management and subsequently 

appointed member of the Redcliffe-Maud Commission acknowledged public 

demand for a uniform distribution of services but he warned, 

"But it may not always be so. There may at any 
time be a rediscovery of the virtue of self- 

help, and of individual and local enterprise. 
The time may come when strong local authori ties 

will insist on their right to initiate new 

developments; to provide services better than the 

national standard; and at least occasionally 

to defy the central government ...". (43) 

Once again we find allusions to some golden-age of local government, 

the spirit of which is lying dormant requiring only a change in 

attitudes to be rekindled. It was a viewpoint perhaps closer to Toulmin 

Smith than J S Mill as local government was seen as characteristic 

of individualism, liberty and in contrast with the dull uniformity of 

centralised bureaucracy. A similar image was invoked by other writers; 

"Equality entails uniformity of provision in 

whatever sphere equality is sought, And uniformity
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of provision argues in favour of centralised 
administration, lest the tendency for human variety 
assert itself". (44) 

This infatuation with equality had meant "a climate has descended 

that is distinctly unfriendly to local self-government". The 

considerable distance between these two views of central-local 

relations with one emphasising the importance of 

management and efficiency while the other recalled the value of 

diversity and autonomy.helps us to understand why in the subsequent 

debates between central and local government both sides were often guilty 

of talking past one another. 

It was also a debate local government was destined to lose 

since the terms of reference were literally decided in central 

government's favour. When the royal commission was announced it was 

significant its terms of reference made no mention of relations 

between central and local government because as central government 

had already indicated the solution to this particular problem would be 

found in discovering and rectifying the weaknesses within local 

government. For this reason we find the subsequent debate on central- 

local relations conducted at three levels. First, the relationship 

between organisation size and administrative potential. Second, 

the question of local accountability to central controls. Third, 

local government's financial dependency upon central government. On 

the whole it was a debate dominated by the need for better service 

delivery rather than a reassertion of the value of local autonomy. 

This was mainly because central government was more interested in 

advancing the former than defending the latter. 

(a) Size and Potential 

By the 1960s it had become clear that central government 

was totally dissatisfied with the size of many local authorities.
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It had demonstrated this lack of confidence by extending its use of 

regional ad hoc boards, most notably the establishment in 1964 of 

the Regional Economic Planning Councils, increasing the number of 

departmental circulars giving local authorities advice and instructions 

and in general emphasising the managerial deficiencies within local 

government. Earlier a leading member of the AMC had stated his belief 

that central-local relations would only improve if central government 

was to develop more confidence in the administrative ability of 

(45) and it seemed Whitehall had served notice local authorities 

that structural change was a prerequisite for any modification to its 

attitude. 

In particular, larger local authorities were required to 

improve efficiency and hence allow central government to restore 

local government power. Evelyn Sharp complained that a disproportionate 

amount of officials' time in the Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

(46) 
was consumed by the problems of the smallest authorities but other 

central departments also desired larger bodies for a variety of 

reasons. In evidence to the royal commission the Department of 

Economic Affairs (DEA), for example, hinted at the possibility of 

(47) 
greater "team-work" with larger authorities while the Department 

of Education and Science (DES) actually suggested decentralisation 

might ultimately prove feasible if authorities were increased in gives) 

Cautiously, the Treasury forecast larger authorities might be entitled 

(49) 
to greater administrative responsibility while the Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government (MHLG) promised a more "effective dialogue" 

(50) The reasons for this between itself and local government 

optimism were basically two-fold. First, central departments shared 

the view that larger authorities would be capable of employing better 

and more specialised staff who could more easily communicate with 

their Whitehall counterparts. Griffith was expressing this central
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faith in the potential of large authorities when he observed the 

following attitude amongst civil servants, 

"the stronger and better equipped the local 
authorities are, the less need there will be for 
detailed contol - but the existence of even a few 

who are weak and ill-equipped means an extension 
of departmental control over the strong as well 
as the weak". (51) 

The second reason for Whitehall optimism was the 

impression that structural reform would necessarily mean a decrease 

in the type of local authority and, therefore, in the number of 

professional local associations. Evelyn Sharp in particular had 

campaigned ferociously for a reduction in the number of bodies 

representing local authority interests claiming their effect was diluted 

; : ‘ (52) 
by the heterogeneity of their various arguments . It was an 

opinion for which she managed to find support amongst her colleagues 

on the royal commission whose report said, "what local government needs 

is a single, powerful association to look after its interests and to 

won) : : 
speak for it - Together these two factors implied central 

government desired a system of local administrative authorities as 

closely resembling Whitehall's structure and behaviour as was possible. 

Government departments believed communications between them were 

facilitated by their similar organisational style and the fact that 

there were relatively flew of them. 

The local authority associations, however, generally 

supported the view that larger authorities would help improve their 

relations with central government. The CCA believed larger 

authorities would be stronger, enabling the imbalance with central 

(54) government to be corrected while the Urban District Councils 

Association (UDCA) whose members would suffer with a policy of larger 

authorities nevertheless believed it was necessary to restore the 

(55) "lost equilibrium It was never made clear what this would 

entail but the Institute of Local Government Administrators also referred
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to larger councils acting as counterweights to central authority and 

0 (56) | This restoring local government to its "former status 

impressive unanimity allowed the royal commission to make bold 

claims regarding the likely impact of larger authorities upon the 

central-local relationship. 

The royal commission's recommendations were for much larger 

and fewer authorities than already in existence and from the very 

beginning this was seen as the foundation for a local government 

partnership with central government. Owen Hartley, however, 

believes these hopes disguised the fact that, "the Commission has little 

to offer except echo earlier hopes, while in general it allows 

central authorities massive powers" and "the Commission seeks to obtain 

partnership, but settles in fact for the status of agent), 

Whatever the real intentions of the royal commission's recommendations 

there is no doubting the Labour Government admired not only these 

conclusions but also it seems the view of the Ministry of Housing and 

Local Government. Its White Paper on Local Government Reform announced 

larger local authorities would enjoy a "more intimate partnership 

and more effective dialogue" with central povartmeue 5 

Although the local authority associations acknowledged the 

need for fewer authorities much of this opinion expressing a connection 

between size and the closeness of relations with central government 

was one-sided. Whitehall and subsequently Labour and Conservative 

governments made a number of unsupported assumptions. First, larger 

authorities would enable a more effective system of local management. 

Second, fewer authorities would enable better communications with 

the centre thereby strengthening the bargaining position of local 

government. Third, many of the problems associated with central-local 

government relations stemmed from crises of confidence and once larger 

authorities were established a new level of trust would be introduced.
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No hard evidence was produced in support of these claims - the Whitehall 

view of the relationship between size and administration was purely 

subjective. Nevertheless, for both Labour and Conservatives these 

were attractive arguments during a period which saw greater emphasis 

on sophisticated planning and extended use of management techniques. 

For others more closely associated with the idea of local government, 

however, there were more immediate concerns affecting relations with 

central authority. 

(b) Local Accountability to Central Controls 

As we noted earlier much of the local government dissatisfaction 

with central authority related to the question of administrative 

controls and legal sanctions. Central inspection, auditing and ultra- 

vires had all been criticised for stifling local government initiative 

but few of these attacks asked why these controls were necessary. 

Griffith in his extensive study of central-local relations believed 

most of the problems stemmed from the failure of both levels of 

authority to specify their respective roles. Traditionally local 

government's role had been seen as one of administering services 

consistent with national policy but as Griffith argued, 

"The refusal or failure or reluctance of government. 

departments to make policy explicit is the most 

complicating factor in the relationship between 

government departments and local authorities". (59) 

The debate throughout the 1960s ignored this problem - choosing instead 

to concentrate upon the more familiar worries of ultra-vires and the 

work of the central inspectorate. These concerns, however, did not 

grasp the essential difficulty of the administrative aspects of the 

central=local relationship. Nevertheless, a study of this debate will 

help us to appreciate the tensions involved. 

The Association of Municipal Corporations (AMC) in their 

evidence to the royal commission were convinced a relaxation of ultra-
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vires was necessary to help restore a more balanced central-local 

relationship. By relaxation, however, the AMC intended a radical 

realignment . so that local authority powers would not 

be narrowly defined by statute but rather would compose, "the powers 

of statute and those of the individual save those expressly excluded 

by starrer The onus, therefore, was to be placed firmly with 

central government to make it more explicit what local authorities 

could not finance. The royal commission report also recognised this 

problem but its proposals were more careful. 

"We suggest that the only limit on the use of 

the new power should be the wishes of the electors 

and such restrictions as have to be placed on local 

government expenditure in the interests of national 

economic and financial policy". (61) 

Central government appeared unimpressed by these claims arguing that 

the Local Government (Financial Provisions) Act (1963) by allowing 

expenditure of a penny rate had effectively removed most of the real 

grievances surrounding ultra vives oe Once again, however, the two 

sides were not debating the same issue. Local government did not 

object to the level of control but rather the principle of control. 

While the number of cases of over expenditure had fallen since 1963 

this legal limit still acted as a constraint upon the potential 

action of local authorities. This was a point céntral government 

either failed to comprehend or more likely were unwilling to concede 

because of the possible damage to controls over total public 

expenditure. 

A second area of local concern over administrative 

controls referred to the supervisory powers of individual government 

departments. Witnesses to theroyal commission referred to local 

government's potential for implementing government policy if greater 

(63) 
freedom from close central scrutiny was allowed . The Institute 

of Local Government Administrators, however, no doubt the recipient
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of complaints from its members, boldly exclaimed ; "We believe 

the choice is a simple alternative: abolish departmental control 

or abolish local eotermenet But again it was unlikely that 

either Whitehall or the major political parties would consider 

relaxing controls to this extent since they were concerned with 

uniform standards of service and the need to monitor the 

activity of local authorities was, therefore, of considerable 

importance. Furthermore, Whitehall would strongly reject a 

relaxation of any departmental controls’ until the reorganised 

local authorities had demonstrated their ability to perform satisfactorily. 

It had become clear, however, that the difference separating local and 

central government was financial. Local government basically wanted 

greater freedom to provide amenities and services demanded by the 

public while central government aware of the enormous spending power 

of the local authorities was concerned to supervise if not control 

that expenditure. Nevertheless, there was little active debate 

on such an important issue. 

(c) Accountability and Financial Dependency 

Throughout the twentieth century the level of local 

government expenditure had become more significant as a factor in the 

central-local relationship. This expenditure had risen from 3.4% 

of GNP in 1890 to 8.9% of GNP in 1963°°>), similar increases had 

been seen in terms of local government's share of total public 

expenditure but the most crucial aspect of this spending had 

been the fact that central government's contribution had risen 

enormously mainly because of the inelastic and regressive qualities 

of local rates. However, the existence of bigger central grants was 

not the only problem for as Evelyn Sharp pointed out the loan sanction 

which controlled the amount of local revenue raised through borrowing,
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"has limited the freedom of authorities to go their 
own way far more directly than their large dependence 
on central government finance". (66) 

Despite the obvious implications for the central-local relationship 

of this financial situation the debate on reorganisation either 

failed to appreciate the significance of this dependency or ignored it 

altogether. 

One of the most consistent critics of local government 

attitudes to financial dependency on central government has been 

William Robson. He became exasperated by the way in which local 

government bodies tackled financial issues, 

"those august bodies have shown a masterly ability to 
overlook or to avoid the really important questions and 
to get bogged down in the meticulous discussion of 
minor issues". (67) 

Robson was right. Surely the question of local government reorganisation 

provided an opportunity for these associations to investigate the 

essential problems of relations with central authority? If it did 

then we can only conclude they failed to ask the right sorts of 

questions. Few, if any, references are made to the levels of rate 

support grant and the effects of loan sanction to the autonomous 

action of local authorities. The entire issue of financial 

dependency was largely ignored. Robinson was forced to conclude 

that, "local authorities seem to be not only subservient to the 

Central Government but satisfied with their gubeemveerees’ > Certainly 

if silence be an indication of subservience then this description is 

deserved but does this entirely explain the neglect of this issue? 

Discovering the reasons for the absence of debate on 

a particular issue is extremely difficult but perhaps a good place 

to begin is to examine the attitudes of those within institutions 

controlling the pattern of debate - central government. A number of 

factors soon become important. First, it was noticeable that the 

terms of reference for the royal commission excluded either a discussion
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of central-local relations or an examination of local government 

finance. Arguably if these had been included the commission's 

task would have been unwieldy but what we must ask is why 

structural reorganisation was seen as a bigger and more immediate 

priority than finance? The answer surely lies in central government's 

perception of the local government problem. As we have already shown 

the question of size was seen as fundamental - small authorities meant 

a proficiency of inefficient and badly managed units of local 

government, Increasing the size and simplifying the structure of 

authorities would yield a much better quality of services. Central 

government did not begin with the assumption that increasing 

financial autonomy would allow local authorities to become more 

adept at perceiving and acting upon specific needs and demands 

expressed locally. 

The second factor follows from the first. Once this attitude 

had become popular within Whitehall it appeared a relatively straightforward 

task to convince various Government ministers of the correctness 

of this approach. In 1966, for example, Wilson's Labour Government 

published a White Paper which stated a reorganisation of local government 

structure "should provide a more promising context for drastic reform 

of local government Eigencatt 2) Similarly in its White Paper 

on local government reform published in 1970 the Labour Government made 

only a single unimportant reference to the question of finance. This, 

moreover, was not an attitude adopted only by Labour since the 

Conservatives although presented with an opportunity to tackle this 

problem in their plans for local reorganisation chose to ignore the 

question of local authority fiatiea 2, We can only speculate on 

reasons for this attitude within central government which elevates 

structural change above all other considerations - including finance. 

Given central government's earlier insistence that the
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difficulties of their relationship with local government could be 

overcome by extending the boundaries of authorities it is perhaps not 

surprising to discover this neglect of financial issues. Once the 

parameters of the reform debate had been set to exclude finance it was 

clear the problems of central-local relations would be perceived in 

administrative terms. Once local authorities were to become more 

proficient in providing services they would be able to enjoy a more 

equal status with central government. As soon as central government 

realised structural reorganisation had done its job and transformed 

local authorities into more capable and efficient organisations it 

could relax controls thereby allowing greater self-determination and 

initiative. When this had happened, and apparently only then, central 

government might consider a reform of its financial relationship 

with local government. This logic would appear to have been widely 

accepted since the emphasis upon the quality of services seemed to 

dominate discussions of reorganisation. Since size and efficiency 

were believed to be positively correlated it followed that 

structural reorganisation was the quickest and best solution to this 

problem of service quality. 

The silence that has followed the report of the Layfield 

Committee on local government finance published in 1976 is perhaps 

another indication, however, that central government is unwilling under 

any circumstances to relinquish its grip on local government expenditure. 

The Layfield Report put the choice within the central-local government 

relationship in very crude terms - "the main responsibility for 

local expenditure and taxation should be placed either upon the 

government or upon local authorises". | The Layfield Committee 

chose to transfer responsibility to the local authorities by proposing 

a localincome tax, a proposal incidentally which Lord Goschen had 

considered and rejected in 1870. Goschen's reasons had mainly
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concerned the difficulties associated with assessment and collection 

of this tax and certainly this factor worried central government in the 

1970s. However, a far more critical factor accounting for 

rejection of this scheme in the twentieth century has been the 

potential conflict between local authorities with greater 

freedom to spend and central government anxious to maintain its 

grip on public expenditure in particular and the economy in 

general. Some of those arguing for stronger local government in the 

1960s and 1970s appear to have been aware or sympathetic to this 

central government position. 

SECTION 4: CONCLUSIONS 

We should begin this section by noting the contrast 

between nineteenth and twentieth century views of the central- 

local relationship. The constitutional perspective used by 

both Chadwick and Toulmin Smith had led to two extreme positions 

neither of which was guaranteed to bring the different levels of 

government closer together. Mill's definition, however, succeeded 

where these had failed because it avoided the thorny issue of 

constitutional status relying instead on a distinction between 

administrative principles and details. Unfortunately Mill's 

reluctance to expand upon this definition meant it was open 

to considerable interpretation. This had not proved too troublesome 

in the nineteenth century perhaps because politicians then were in 

closer touch with the spirit of what Mill was saying. In the 

twentieth century, however, the popularity of the partnership 

model caused endless difficulties for the central-local relationship. 

In many ways Fabian political thoughtwas influenced by 

the work of Mill and this perhaps includes support for local autonomy.
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Certainly the Fabians campaigned for a very active role for 

local government both in their short-term aims to provide better 

services and the longer-term ambitions for a socialist state. It 

was certainly a partnership which was advocated but this idea 

proved difficult for central government to accept. Various factors 

account for this reluctance by central government to support the idea 

of greater local autonomy. Certainly the prospect of political 

radicalism was to be feared particularly with advocates of 

municipal socialism adopting local government as a useful platform 

for their ideas. Later this ideological opposition was 

replaced by a more pragmatic attitude as a succession of crises, 

economic, social and political forced central government to 

assume more powers for itself. One of the first casualties 

of this policy, of course, was local government as administrative 

and financial controls restricted the scope of local initiative. 

Local government was responsible for too many services and in command 

of too much finance for central government to allow weakened 

accountability. 

Reactions to this process were mixed amongst supporters 

of local government. Some acknowledged central controls were 

necessary in the circumstances to monitor expenditure and supervise 

the distribution of resources but others felt local government 

had been permanently devalued. This produced a response which echoed 

many ideas developed by Mill to an alternative between central 

domination and local independence. Possibly it was the wrong moment 

to make this kind of appeal to the idea of a partnership involving 

local autonomy but the strength of reaction should be measured alongside 

the considerable erosion of local power made by central government. 

Unfortunately before this opinion might have had some impact the onset 

of another world war suspended claims for greater scope for local
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initiative. 

To some extent the late 1940s continued this struggle 

between centralisation and local autonomy. Central government chose 

to ignore local authorities for certain administrative developments 

preferring regional boards more accountable to a government minister. 

The suspension of local government during the war appeared to be 

continuing in peacetime and it was not surprising to find local 

reactions to this process were hostile. Nevertheless, it is interesting 

to note the type of appeal made in support of local autonomy which 

it must be said under the circumstances was not certain to win over 

central government. The value of local government was its benefit to 

the individual, allowing him to participate in the political process 

and providing a buffer against the excessive bureaucratisation 

associated with central control. If these arguments were timed to 

persaude a Labour Government advocating social democracy to put more 

faith in local autonomy they were misdirected. The direction of 

central policy was towards egalitarianism not individualism, its 

vehicle was collectivism not libertarianism. 

This restatement of old values appeared to be a final 

attempt to return to a nineteenth century debate on central-local 

relations. It almost appeared that the distinction made 

within policy to determine the respective powers of local and 

central government would be abandoned in favour of a constitutional 

distinction. But what else could supporters of local autonomy do to 

reaffirm the value of this form of political control when the direction 

of change was overwhelmingly against them? The utility of Mill's 

definition was apparent either when the distinction between administrative 

details and principles was clear or at least understood by both 

levels of government. It was, therefore, unsuitable when these conditions 

were absent and while the rate of administrative and legislative
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change was rapid as it was in the 1940s. While we can accuse these 

writers of expressing unrealistic and over-optimistic support for 

local autonomy we must also at the same time sympathise with their 

predicament. 

Theoretically the best opportunity for advocates of greater 

local autonomy arrived in the 1960s when the prospects of 

reorganisation offered the hope of revitalisation for this form of 

political and administrative control. This opportunity was not seized, 

however, for a number of reasons. First, central government's 

perception of relations with local authorities focussed on the 

problems of organisation rather than control. The problems of local 

government stemmed from their structural defects and not any financial 

and administrative dependency upon central authority. From the 

outset, therefore, the debate on central-local relations was subordinate 

to a reorganisation of administrative areas. The royal commission's 

terms of reference discouraged active consideration of those 

elements which would lead to an emphasis upon local autonomy 

and freedom from central domination. 

Secondly, it became apparent that central government 

was either unwilling or failed to recognise the relative 

weakness of the local government position. Whitehall, as Evelyn 

Sharp demonstrated was far from convinced that central financing 

of local expenditure led to local dependence. She argued that 

many central grants were provided without conditions and were, 

therefore, "compatible with an independent local government’ From this 

it would seem that the necessary disposition to restore local government 

was absent amongst Whitehall officials. There is also a sense in which 

government departments would not realise the extent of each 

other's control over local authorities. As empirical studies of 

relations between central departments and local authorities had
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shown there was no general attitude towards control over local 

_ government and each department simply behaved in a manner which best 

suited its own objectives. The cumulative effect of this activity as 

far as local government was concerned, however, was a complicated 

series of rules and regulations and a network of time-consuming 

communications. In short, central departments as a whole 

failed to comprehend the extent of their control over local government. 

Finally, supporters of local autonomy were perhaps 

dissuaded from making their views known because the facts of 

political and administrative development in post-war 

Britain appeared to undermine their case. The emphasis continued to 

be placed on uniform patterns of administration and the need 

to monitor standards of service delivery. Furthermore, the 

increasing intervention of government in economic and industrial 

policy suggested the need for greater central control and supervision 

and less scope for local initiative. The politics of positive 

discrimination seen in industrial relocation, employment grants, 

planning grants and so on relied upon a highly centralised decision- 

making process dependent upon tightly controlled field administration. 

The various elements in the arguments for local autonomy once 

again seemed inappropriate, even irrelevant to wider social, 

economic and political circumstances. To some extent, these 

circumstances had altered by the 1970s but arguably by then the 

opportunity to re-evaluate local government's status vis-a-vis 

central authority had passed.
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INTRODUCTION 

This chapter is in two parts and will focus upon what 

we could describe as 'radical' approaches to the issue of local 

government reorganisation. The subject of the first part will be 

"regionalism' and its contribution to the development of ideas 

and attitudes to reorganisation while the second part consists of a study 

of the concept known as 'city-regionalism' which seeks to examine the 

relationship between cities and surrounding regions. Although 

regionalism and city-regionalism are quite different in some 

respects they share a number of characteristics which 

makes it important that they are examined alongside each other. 

It is also important to note that during the intensive debates on 

reorganisation in the 1960s both concepts featured prominently 

in the search for a new system of local government. 

Tracing the development of these ideas is particularly 

crucial not only because of their innovatory qualities but also for 

the way in which traditional values in local government were modified and 

expanded to meet changing social and economic conditions. One of 

the best examples of this evolution in ideas can be seen in the concept 

of community interest which was used by regionalists and city- 

regionalists alike to justify their particular approach to local 

government organisation. The use of the concept was different from that 

noted in earlier chapters since it involved extending the idea to cover 

both subjective (which was its traditional use) and objective views 

of community. Another addition to the local government debate was the 

idea of 'functional effectiveness' used by city-regionalists 

in the 1960s to overcome the limitations of the more familiar term 

"efficiency'. 

As well as developing new ideas regionalism and city-regionalism
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helped highlight some of the problems associated with other values in 

local government, Because these approaches emphasised the need for much 

larger administrative units to improve the prospects of better services 

they inevitably encountered problems of accountability. The size of 

regions and city-regions suggested remote local authorities and various 

ways, not all successful, were devised to maintain local control without 

undermining the potential administrative viability of these units. 

This helped to expose the difficulties of relations between 

authorities in a multi-tiered system of government, and in particular, 

the role and status of "intermediate" administration. It was an important 

confrontation between the need to maintain local control and the 

administrative requirements of individual services. 

One point worth noting here is the focus on planning present 

in both regionalism and city-regionalism. For a variety of reasons 

the need to plan the local environment was more imperative as the 

twentieth century developed but at the same time areas covered by 

existing local authorities were seen as inadequate for comprehensive 

planning. Herein lay the strength of these approaches as both were emphatic 

modern town and country planning requirements demanded that much larger 

administrative areas should be used for this function to reflect the 

complex interdependency between areas. Increasingly, this led 

to a dual approach to the problems of service delivery with services 

being classed as either ' personal’ or ‘environmental’ according to their 

function within the local government system. 

The first part of the chapter examines the development 

and impact of regionalism and is dividedinto four sections. The 

first section concentrates on the work of Fabians who became 

dissatisfied with the inability of local government to accommodate 

social and economic change and proposed that the concept of community 

interest should be modified to facilitate much larger administrative



231 

areas. The second section highlights the problems faced by early 

proponents of this idea in agreeing upon principles to be used in 

delineating regional boundaries. Throughout this century regionalism 

has attracted support from a wide range of academics from 

different disciplines and this section looks at the conflict 

between these approaches. In our third section the concern is 

to examine the ways in which attempts were made to rehabilitate regionalism 

as a valuable addition to local government after this form of 

administration had been used by central government effectively to 

suspend local democracy throughout the second World War. The 1960s 

became the focus of the final section as regionalism enjoyed a high 

level of popular and official support but for a number of reasons was 

not adopted as part of the new local government system. 

The discussion of city-regionalism is divided into three 

sections. First, we will examine the concept"'s origins in the work of 

Patrick Geddes whose attempt to combine subjective and objective 

definitions of community represents one of the most significant (and 

potentially the most useful) developments in schemes of local 

government utilising this value. Secondly, we then consider a 

more detailed exposition of the city-region concept as developed by 

the geographer, R E Dickinson which provides a good example of the 

empirical approach increasingly adopted by planners to support this 

model as a scheme for local government reorganisation. The 1960s 

is used assthe focus for our final section on city-regionalism. Here 

we will examine the views of various writers, planners and officials 

as they campaigned for greater recognition for city-regionalism. It is 

tempting to imagine this group as the modern equivalent of Bentham's 

followers who had met with so much success for their ideas over a 

century before. Unfortunately an altogether different fate awaited 

city-regionalists but their contribution to the political theory of
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English local government is perhaps as valuable as that made by 

more successful predecessors. 

PART ONE: REGIONALISM 

SECTION I: REGIONALISM: RE-DEFINING COMMUNITY 

INTEREST 

(a) Local Government and Socio-Economic Change 

Regional administration as practised abroad had long 

attracted the attention of English writers interested in public 

administration but it was not until the 1900s that this idea became 

popular as suitable for local government purposes. The Fabians, 

in particular, campaigned for an increased scope for local government 

activity and certain members of this group began to feel dissatisfied 

with administrative areas established by legislation in the 1880s 

and 1890s. Indications of this dissatisfaction came in a series of 

pamphlets published from 1905 under the title of The New Heptarchy 

Series while earlier in 1903 H G Wells had also instigated debate 

on a Similar theme. This literature shared three criticisms of existing 

local government, viz. authorities were too small, the system encouraged 

competition not co-operation, authorities failed to reflect changing 

social and economic reality. 

Wells, for example, believed changes affecting water supply, 

electricity supply and communication networks had effectively outdated 

(1) 
local government boundaries by redfining the nature of locality :
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Similarly, William Sanders later Secretary of the Fabian Society and 

an alderman with the LCC, claimed the size of local authorities led 

to administrative inefficiency which ultimately would retard industrial 

Bbogreen ot Worse than this inability to cope with change, however, 

had been local government's propensity to compete rather than co- 

ordinate with neighbouring authorities. By viewing neighbouring 

authorities as rivals local government had incurred greater costs, 

wasted resources and produced inequalities of supply These 

conditions had thrived because of a third factor - the growing 

disparity between social and economi¢ reality and administrative 

boundaries. 

Sanders believed it essential to the interests of economic 

development that new social and economic circumstances should result 

in modifications being made to existing local coveeancie’ |, Wells 

was more forceful referring to a 'delocalised class' composed of increasing 

numbers of people whose community interest was not covered by any 

local authority. Wells argued, 

"The gist of the argument is that the distribution 

of population, the method of aggregation in a community 

is determined almost entirely by the available means 

of locomotion. The maximum size of any community 

of r egular daily intercourse is determined by the length 

of something that I may best suggest to your mind by the 

phrase - the average possible suburban journey in an hour". (5) 

This was a new definition of community interest unlike any previously 

encountered. Before, the emphasis had largely been placed upon 

subjective perceptions of community, people's sense of identity and 

association with neighbours and so on. Sometimes, of course, this had 

allowed writers to use community interest to advocate large authorities, 

even county boroughs but Wells had enlarged the concept of community 

by introducing something other than an attitude of mind - the reality 

of mobility. For the purposes of comparison we will call this the 

objective view of community interest.



234 

(b) Regional Local Government 

The solution was to adopt a regional approach to the 

organisation of local administration which would reflect this new 

sense of community interest. For Wells regional government would 

replace all other existing forms of local government with purely 

local issues handled by local committees possessing delegated 

powers Sanders' admiration for regionalism was more limited, 

however, regarding only transport, electricity and water supply as 

Suitable for this form of edainistentien Moreover, regional 

authorities would be elected by members of the local councils within 

their area. An important distinction between the two schemes, 

therefore, was that Sanders regarded regionalism as an administrative 

convenience but for Wells it represented a full alternative to 

existing arrangements for local government. 

The importance of these early explorations in regionalism 

was the approach provided to the concept of community interest. 

As Wells later commented of The New Heptarchy Series, 

"These tracts are remarkable if only because they present 

the first systematic recognition on the part of 
any organised Socialist body of the fact that a 

scientific reconstruction of the methods of government 

constitutes not simply an incidental but a necessary 

part of the Socialist scheme". (my emphasis) (8) 

However, this concern for a more''scientific' approach to the idea 

of community interest had its drawbacks not the least of which was the 

apparent lack of concern for remoteness inherent in large local 

administrative units. Wells was more guilty of this omission than 

Sanders and below we note how this problem became more acute as the 

objective rather than subjective approach to community interest 

became more popular.
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SECTION 2: REGIONS - A GEOGRAPHICAL OR POLITICAL 

SOLUTION? 

In this section the aim is to understand the differences 

within the regional approach between what we have described as a 

"seographical solution’ and a ‘political solution’. Earlier Wells 

had introduced the possibility of a more objective assessment of 

community interest which later regionalists, especially geographers 

subsequently adopted. However, others were uncertain of the 

efficacy of this definition believing it devalued important 

elements of the local government tradition. These differences 

led to additional problems for the prospective administrative 

role for regional government which will be examined in the 

second part of this section. 

(a) Regional Community: Problems of Definition 

In 1917 the geographer, C B Fawcett published an article 

(9) and followed this discussing 'natural' divisions within England 

two years later with a more complete scheme for a regional system of 

government in Provinces of England. Although Fawcett believed 

historical, administrative and financial criteria were important in 

defining bou ndaries, in the main, 

"The task of attaining a practical and satisfactory 

delimitation of provinces is a geographical one, and 

it can only be accomplished by a systematic application 

of geographical science to the existing conditions". (10) 

Six principles were involved in this systematic application to identify 

regional boundaries. First, social-geographic indices would allow 

boundaries to reflect socio-economic conditions. Second, each 

region would contain a major city acting as a focus for the community 

identity. The third and fourth principles recommended minimum and 

maximum populations for making regional administration viable. Fifth,
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Fawcett argued that boundaries should follow watersheds thereby 

causing little disruption to existing population settlements. Finally, 

"the grouping of areas must pay regard to local patriotism and to 

tradition" +) , There is no doubt that Fawcett's proposal. implied 

a geographic rather than an administrative or political solution to 

the problem.of regional boundaries. If the first five principles 

are used to describe regional boundaries the sixth becomes 

largely redundant. Moreover, there was no sense in which local patriotism 

could be used to justify the size of provinces subsequently advocated 

in Fawcett's scheme. 

Not surprisingly this approach to regional government 

was heavily criticised by those preferring more of a political 

solution to this question. GDH Cole, for example, rejected outright 

the value of Fawcett's principles as guides to action since, 

"the regions of England will necessarily be determined 
more by the manners and vocation of the inhabitants 
than by geographic features". (12) 

In order to assess the size of the administrative region Cole referred 

to the idea of a "regional consciousness" but although convinced this 

existed and transcended local government boundaries Cole was unabte 

to supply further details of what this entailed > However, it 

seems clear Cole had hoped to use the individual's 

perception of the region as opposed to Fawcett who had wanted a 

more objective assessment of community to be used in the delineation 

of regional boundaries. 

The gap between these two approaches was filled to some 

extent by Edgar Ashby in a paper entitled, ‘Regional Government’ 

published in 1929. Ashby was far more interested in the practical 

administrative possibilities of regional government than either 

Fawcett or Cole. This concern with administration led Ashby to 

recommend regions which would combine town and country areas 

facilitating improvements in planning, transportation, public health, public



  

utility and electricity supply serviwes ©. This ignored the 

attraction of natural geographic regions and the idea of a regional 

consciousness in defining boundaries and represented a more 

pragmatic approach to the question of regional government. In 

so doing, however, Ashby had moved further away from the community 

interest concept and towards the particular needs of service 

administration. 

(b) Problems of Accountability 

Another hurdle for advocates of a regional tier of 

local government to negotiate was the question of accountabibility. 

Fawcett, for example, chose to refer to regions as "Provincial 

Parliaments" analogous to those in Canada and Australia but later made 

it clear "the problem is one of devolution not federation" with regions 

having administrative not legislative powers But what place was 

there for local government within this arrangement? It seems a very 

subordinate position indeed since local authorities would, 

"derive their authority from, and be directly subordinated 
to and under control of, the provincial parliament, since 
that body is to be fully responsible for all local 
administration within its area". (16) 

We should not forget that Fawcett himself believed his scheme for 

provinces represented a contribution to the debate on ‘Home Rule’ 

but it is significant that local government was to have such a minor 

role in this scheme for regional government. Not only was Fawcett's 

scheme likely to be unappealing for central government it was bound to 

antagonise local government interests and providesan early example 

of the confusion over regionalism because it was used in the context 

of debate on devolution and decentralisation. 

Cole allowed contemporary political configurations to influence 

his ideas on the accountability of regional government. Central government
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hoped regional authorities would, "develop gradually out of the growth 

of federal action between neighbouring local authorities of the« 

ee n(17) Mivierts."9 : ; 
existing types . After initial successes this voluntary co-operation 

would become a more permanent arrangement. Eventually it was foreseen 

that local authorities would wither away to be replaced by elected 

regional councils, 

"It might indeed well come about that, in course of time, 
many existing servicesy now in the hands of the 
present local authorities, would be voluntarily 
transferred by them to the regional bodies, on account 
of the proved superior efficiency and convenience of 
uniform organization over a wider area". (18) 

Cole might have anticipated central government opposition but it 

was naive in the extreme to hope local authorities would willingly forego 

administrative power to regional organisation. Nevertheless, this 

scheme is similar to Sanders' attempt to root regional councils in 

existing local authorities, an idea which also proved popular with 

Ashby. 

Once again, however, Ashby's scheme was more likely 

to meet with the support of local authorities. ‘Areas of a homogeneous 

nature’ would elect a committee which would in turn elect the regional 

council whose members would, therefore, be locally accountable for their 

° (19) ; ‘ 
actions - In this way Ashby had not only managed to link local 

and regional government but had also recognised that regional councils 

would only prove acceptable to those in local government if control 

over their actions was derived locally rather than directed from 

central government. 

It was imperative that advocates of a regional level of 

administration recognise the importance of the values of community 

interest and local accountability to their own schemes for radical 

reorganisation if support in local government quarters was anticipated. 

The ideas examined above had mixed success in meeting these requirements.
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The most unsuitable proposal was that of Fawcett whose dependence on 

geographical criteria meant a subjective definition of community 

interest was impossible. Moreover, his insistence that the allocation 

of local government powers became the responsibility of ‘provincial 

parliaments' appeared to devalue traditional elements of local 

government. Cole, however, recognised the importance of community 

interest hence his concept of ‘regional consciousness' but unfortunately 

we are not provided with the attitudes composing this regional frame 

of mind. By far the most balanced proposal in terms of obtaining 

local government support was that suggested by Ashby whose regional 

councils would originate out of existing local communities and be 

closely controlled by these areas. However, a criticism which could be 

made of all three schemes was the lack of attention on the administrative 

responsibilities for regional authorities. Although supporters of 

local government could become interested in the idea of regional 

authorities they would not be convinced of the suitability of this 

arrangement until it was made clear what functions might be 

administered at this level. Potentially the distribution of 

service responsibilities was the factor which would condemn 

the idea of a regional tier of local government or persuade sceptics 

of its suitability. This was the next problem to be tackled in a 

concerted manner by advocates of regional local government. 

SECTION 3: REGIONS: ADMINISTRATIVE DECONCENTRATION 

OR RATIONALISATION 

In this section the aim is to examine the struggle by 

regionalists to convince a rather sceptical local government audience 

that regions were not only suitable for administrative deconcentration 

(central departments deploying officials on a regional basis) but
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could also be adapted to perform a useful role in the provision of 

certain specialised lucal services. 

During the second world war another layer of administration had 

-been added between central departments and local councils. 

These authorities, each under the control of a Regional Commissioner, 

were used to diversify central administration while at the same time 

co-ordinating local effort. This form of control proved extremely 

unpopular within local government and a Government White Paper 

published in 1945 examining the feasibility of reorganisation had to 

specifically reject the proposal that these regional areas might 

become more permanent Pigvares Nevertheless, it became evident 

that central departments were investigating the idea of 

administrative deconcentration on a much greater scale than considered 

previously which would involve regionalisation. 

These developments were received with consternation by 

supporters of local government who feared regionalism would become the 

means for further transferring responsibilities away from local 

authorities. Concern had already been expressed at the degree of 

centralisation which many writers including G D H Cole, believed 

posed the greatest threat to local aintonomyse Robson also 

frequently criticised this process during the 1930s and 

significantly by 1948 he had concluded, 

"If regional councils were established there would be a 
practicable alternative to the transfer of functions from 
local authorities to central departments or special 
bodies". (22) 

Certainly regions had been used to deconcentrate administration 

but that did not necessarily prevent the idea from being adapted for 

local government purposes. There were several ways in which advocates 

of regionalism attempted to create a better public image for 

this form of administration.
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During the war the country had been divided into twelve 

regions and one writer believed increasing their number to sixteen, 

even twenty, would help make them less remote and hence more acceptable 

as forms of local povernment oon In a document published in 1946 the 

Labour Party supported this idea but only if areas were compiled from 

existing county boundaries in order that the region would not "lose 

5 (24) : 
the sense of a common interest . Another method of softening the 

impact of regionalism was to argue that regional authorities could 

. (25) : r : possess only advisory powers - The attraction of financial 

savings was also used and as one writer announced, 

"Especially from the financial aspect are the advantages 
seen, since the discussion of the various problems as 
a whole, on the common basis of regional interest, 
facilitates the allotment of funds and enables them to be 
more efficiently applied by eliminating duplication of 
effort, enlargement of the bureaucracy and lowering of its 
standards". (26) 

In various ways, therefore, attempts were made to describe the region 

as a potential local authority rather than a means for centtal 

government to transfer power away from local government. Despite 

these attempts, however, one major obstacle remained to the 

successful acceptance for this idea - what functions would regional 

authorities administer and why would this be an improvement on existing 

arrangements for the local provision of services? 

(b) Regions and Planning 

The region would only be accepted as suitable forlocal 

administration once it could be demonstrated its introduction would 

result in administrative improvement. It would seem the main 

justification for regionalism lay in the area of planning services. 

During the 1920s Cole and Ashby had emphasised the potential improvements 

in planning if regions were used and these ideas subsequently 

(27) received official support from two royal commissions . After the
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war further planning legislation was introduced (The Town and Country 

Planning Act (1944) and The New Towns Act (1946)) but for many professional 

planners this was an inadequate response as a short-term solution 

for reconstruction and in the longer-term interests of better planning 

purposes becausé of the numbers of small authorities and the by now 

artificial division of urban and rural areas by administrative 

boundaries. Planning began to receive considerable attention in 

schemes advocating regionalism. NALGO, for example, claimed regional 

1! (28) cotncils would "secure efficient planning while Robson believed 

the need to improve planning services represented the most powerful 

: . 2 (29) argument in favour of regional government ; 

Without doubt the most detailed and convincing argument 

for regional planning can be found in a Fabian pamphlet entitled 

Regionalism published in 1949. The author, Peter Self, believed 

planning problems required an immediate administrative reorganisation, 

particularly in the largest cities where the situation had become 

acute. Existing arrangements for local administration of this service 

prevented effective planning; 

"A provincial conurbation today is like a house divided 
against itself. The drawbacks of such divided 
administration are most clearly seen in the field of 

town and country planning". (30) 

Self's proposals, however, were limited only to the largest cities - 

those with populations below 200,000 would continue with existing 

boundaries. The size of the new regions "would be based on the 

facts of economic and social geography" and it was hoped 

that in time these authorities would assume responsibility for functions 

other than planting?" Self's ideas for regional planning authorities 

are important for a number of reasons. 

First, Self's proposals highlight the close similarities 

which sometimes exist between regionalism and city-regionalism. By
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emphasising the problems of planning for the more densely populated 

urban areas Self had moved away from the traditional desire of regionalists 

to apply this scheme wholesale and focussed on its potential as an 

administrative solution to special local government problems in 

the cities. As we will see from the discussions of city-regionalism 

this concern was fundamental to the attraction of this concept for 

those interested in local government reorganisation. Second, this 

partial application of vesighal teri would be less likely to antagonise 

local government interests who regarded this idea, particularly 

after the war, with a large amount of distrust. Third, Self had 

suggested the needs of conurbations were different from other 

areas and required special administrative consideration. During the 

1960s opinion was almost unanimous that this was the case and some 

acknowledgement, therefore, ought to be given to Self for his 

proposals. 

Together these schemes for regionalism advocated during 

the 1940s succeeded in developing the idea of regional administration 

of local services where earlier attempts had failed. By their 

greater respect for values informing English attitudes to local 

government they had, to some extent, overcome fears that 

regions were a fundamental threat to existing patterns of administration. 

Modifications to regionalism had all been incorporated to overcome 

the dangers of remoteness and the region's association with administrative 

deconcentration. Furthermore, the emphasis on regional planning was 

likely to appeal not only to local authorities who perceived their 

own inadequacies in this area but also to central government 

which had become frustrated by local government'sifailure to plan 

more comprehensively. Problems still remained, however, concerning 

the question of control and accountability. Were regions local authorities 

or were they units of administration convenient for central government
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purposes? More:important could they be neither of these? As one 

writer remarked in 1942, 

"The regional council would become at one and the same time 
an organ of evolution from the standpoint of local 

government, and an organ of devolution from the standpoint 
of central government". (32) 

In the debates on regionalism during the 1960s this question of 

constitutional status became particularly important. 

SECTION 4: REGIONALISM AND REORGANISATION 

In the early 1960s interest in regionalism became more 

widespread as a structural reorganisation of local government seemed 

imminent. Regions had already been brought to the public's attention 

by central government's use of this form of administration. Conservative 

Governments, for example, had employed regions to implement national 

policy although it had been made clear regional government was not 

(33) considered a practical proposition Opinion within the Party, 

however, was not unanimous as Conservative pamphlets endorsed the region 

as a potential basis for another level of Seceranenee Similarly, 

in 1964 the newly-elected Labour Government announced its plans for a 

new Department of Economic Affairs whose policies would benefit from 

the advice given by a series of Regional Economic Planning Councils: 

The use of regions by central government, however, still emphasised 

administrative deconcentration and as one writer observed "very little 

thought has been given to the question of democratic conenot® a>: 

Meanwhile, however, support for regionalism became more 

evident outside of central government as The Guardian and Economist 

both produced schemes for local government incorporating a regional 

tier of administration while in addition a Fabian pamphlet published in 

(36) 
1964 helped further to promote the cause of the region A good 

indication of the subsequent level of this support can be gauged from
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evidence to the Redcliffe-Maud Commission where it has been calculated 

30% of witnesses favoured a regional tier of local sovemmenee | 7 

Despite this popularity two main problems which had confronted earlier 

schemes for regions persisted. First, the question of accountability 

and the constitutional status of regional authorities. Further 

complications were added to this problem by the growing interest 

in Welsh and Scottish nationalism during the 1960s bringing demands 

for a devolution not decentralisation of power. In this section we 

have avoided discussion of this issue apart from its direct effects on 

the debate for local government reorganisation. The second problem 

related to the proposed administrative responsibility of regional 

councils. There were early indications of support for regional 

planning in surveys carried out by the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government but the conviction that size and efficiency were related 

led to much more ambitious schemes for regional administration. Despite 

this, however, there were increasing signs that the arguments suggesting 

improved services if administered at this level were being challenged 

by competing factors. 

(a) Regions, Constitutional Status and Accountability 

It is interesting to note many witnesses to the royal 

comission and indeed the official report itself preferred to use the 

term 'province' not 'region'. It is difficult to explain why this 

should have been the case, perhaps it was to avoid comparisons 

with central government's own experiments with regions, but it should 

be said that this terminology was unfortunate. If we recall Fawcett 

had used the term province and its usage had gradually become 

associated with the idea of a federal or quasi-federal system 

of government which, of course, was clearly not intended by advocates 

of regionalism in its local government context. Furthermore, as the
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debates on devolution received greater public attention there was 

increasing confusion between proyinces as units of local administration 

or to be used for devolutionary purposes. 

Another example of clumsy terminology which did little to 

improve the regionalist case was the apparent reluctance to 

describe regions as part of the organisational framework of locat 

authorities. Many schemes, for example, referred to one-tier or 

unitary systems of local government when in addition to the primary 

authorities some form of regional administration had also been 

recommended. The most public example of this phenomenon was the Redcliffe- 

Maud report which proposed a system of unitary authorities and 

Provincial councils! It almost appeared as though the idea of regional 

administration was a taboo concept and it was necessary to smuggle 

it into proposals for reorganisation. 

A second problem for regionalism was the projected size of 

these authorities - too large and they would be associated with central 

rather than local government; too small and they would become superflous 

if primary local authorities were increased in size. Signs of this 

dilemma showed in the number of schemes favouring regional administration 

which avoided references to the actual number of these areas. One such 

example was the AMC's scheme which was reluctant to number the 

regions in its written evidence and only under cross—examination by 

the royal conmission did it commit itself to fifteen provinces 

for England and waiee The AMC hoped this would enable regions 

to become associated with local government. The majority of Witnesses 

who did state their preferences, however, wanted between eight and 

twelve regions which would closely resemble the areas employed by 

central government. As Robson remarked the model of regional 

administrative areas provided by the DEA's experiences was a suitable 

(39) 
basis for local administration . This question of size raised the
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further issue of remote administration and the problem of controlling 

such large and disparate authorities. 

: : : -, 2, (40) 
Few schemes provided for directly elected regional authorities 7 

The most popular choice in the written evidence to Redcliffe-Maud was for an 

indirectly elected council followed closely by proposals for a mixed system 

(41) the 
incorporating indirect election and a proportion of nominated members 

rather complicated schemes for compiling regional council membership were 

generally intended to retain local control over this authority. The 

Redcliffe-Maud report, for example, hoped that with indirect election 

(by members of the unitary authorities) and co-opted members (between 

20-25%) the provincial councils would be seen to be subordinate to 

local authorities. However these arrangements designed to retain the 

principles of local control exposed weaknesses and inconsistencies 

in the regionalist position. 

First, opposition to the aldermanic system had been 

virulent mainly because these members were not elected by a local 

electorate and, therefore, not directly accountable. The Redcliffe- 

Maud report joined in this criticism but then proceeded to recommend 

exactly the same kind of indirect election for the provincial 

councils. In principle members of provincial councils would be no 

different from aldermen in terms of their election and accountability, 

Would members of provincial councils be responsible to the local 

electorate or to the unitary authorities? In any case it would be 

unlikely that the public would become interested in these councils 

since no opportunity to express their opinion would be provided. 

Furthermore, how were members of provincial councils to divide their 

loyalty since they would share a responsibility to the provincial 

council with their duties on the unitary authorities. Again the 

report supplies no information on the resolution of this 

potential problem.
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It is tempting to suggest the popular image of regions 

as possible saviours of local government allowed many of the 

shortcomings within these proposals to escape notice. A further 

indication of the lack of consideration of regions as part of the local 

government context was the royal commission's recommendation that the 

work of these bodies would 

"be made much easier if there exists among its 

inhabitants a sense of provincial identity, rooted 
in history, economic traditions or geographic facts". (42) 

This attempt to base these authorities on some idea of community interest 

was interesting but we really should question its success when it is 

discovered the provinces recommended by Redcliffe-Maud were almost 

identical with the areas covered by the DEA's Regional Economic 

Planning Councils. Perhaps the phrase "rooted in history" was 

intended as a reference to the tradition of central government's 

use of regions for its own administrative convenience. 

In many respects, therefore, criticism of this 

aspect of regionalism was helped by these weaknesses. The CCA 

and Rural District Councils Association (RDCA) claimed regional 

government presented a threat to local democracy. In many ways 

regions challenged the traditional values of local government and 

the CCA believed the attractionof this form of administration could 

be satisfied by the rather more simple expedient of local authorities 

nominating a member to sit on the DEA's regional planning eouneites 2. 

It was the fear of ‘intermediate’ authorities, however, which 

characterised opposition to the region's potential constitutional 

status. As one witness to the royal commission picturesquely observed, 

"Tt seems to me most unlikely that the central government 

would be willing to give them (regions) such independent 
powers and finance to plan and to execute as an assuredly 

weighty body of this kind would expect and that they would 
be in danger of being caught between the upper mill-stone 
of the central government and the nether mill-stone of 

the local authorities in the region". (44)
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This view of regional authorities being constitutionally squeezed 

by the claims of both central and local government was one which 

regionalists never succeeded in challenging. The confusion over 

terminology and the status of regions within the local government 

context alongside the difficulties of agreeing on the direction of 

accountability produced a rather hazy image of regional government. 

(b) Regionalism and Service Delivery 

The lack of agreement about the proper role for regions 

within the context of English government was apparent in discussions 

on the scope of regional administration. Schemes ranged from advisory 

bodies to authorities capable of dictating the overall pattern of local 

administration. Representative of this latter, more radical approach to 

regionalism, were the views of the Liberal Party which had identified 

a need for regional diversification of all government. Regions would, 

therefore, take their powers from central as well as local government, 

possessing limited legislative powers and responsible to a ‘Ministry 

of Regional and Local Services'. Without doubt local authorities would 

be made subordinate to regional government, 

"although we recommend that regional councils should 

possess a very wide range of powers, we hope that 

regional councils would act almost exclusively as 

policy-making bodies and that wherever possible 

local authorities would act as agents for the regional 

authorities and administer the services within their own 

area''. (my emphasis) (45) 

Similarly, the Confederation of British Industries (CBI) 

hoped regions would become responsible for making policy and 

administering services and that any powers attached to small authorities 

would be delegated by the Pacion If central government also 

used these administrative areas then this might greatly facilitate 

co-operation between the various levels of government while a number 

of other witnesses thought this was an opportunity for a transfer of
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some central government functions to regional authorities. NALGO, 

for example, clearly believed regional administration would allow central 

government to transfer responsibility for water, gas and electricity 

supply back to local government something it had campaigned for over a 

long period of time DY 

Similarly, responsibility for the development and planning 

of new towns was a function which the Town and Country Planning 

ee ; ee CaO) 
Association selected for transfer to regional authorities : 

At the other end of the scale of administrative scope were those schemes 

advocating weak regional administration or regions having advisory 

rather than executive powers. In the main, however, most ideas 

concerning regional administrative powers fell between these two 

extremes. 

The basis of these ideas was the often unsupported assumption 

that regionalisation would guarantee greater administrative efficiency. 

The argument was often not one of justifying what regions might 

administer but rather what functions ought to remain local. Given 

the historic development of the regional concept it was clear that 

planning services were to feature prominently in discussion. The case 

for a regionalisation of planning functions had found supporters in 

local and central government as well as within the planning profession. 

The .Town and Country Planning Association claimed environmental and 

transport planning should become a regional function - a view widely 

shared by other ietesees os This approach can best be summariséd 

by quoting a passage from the evidence of the Town Planning Institute, 

"The regional planning authorities would concern themselves 
with matters of real regional significance, rather than 
attempt to co-ordinate a series of separate and more local, 
approaches to the solution of planning problems within the 

area. They would prepare regional plans to take account of 

economic, physical, social, recreational, educational dnd 

cultural considerations so that a comprehensive regional plan 
and policies would be available as the background for the 
next level of local government". (50) 

The need for large-scale planning was apparent but also
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developing at the same time was an interest in the role of the public 

in planning which threatened to undermine the attraction of 

the regional concept. The Town and Country Planning Act (1968) 

introduced the principle of public participation in planning and this 

was closely followed by the Skeffington Report which recommended a clearer 

statement of local government's obligation to involve the public in 

ae Significantly in evidence to Redcliffe-Maud planning 

the Ministry of Housing and Local Government rejected the idea of 

regions because they would encompass too large an area and 

(32) Planning, therefore, too high a population for effective planning 

presented regionalists with a problem they might have wanted 

to ignore. Efficient planning was possible only with highly trained 

professionals capable of considering the total planning requirements 

of a large area. It seemed, however, that effective planning, ie 

planning that adequately satisfied the real needs of the local 

population, was only possible with the closest co-operation and consultation 

with the public; planning to be effective had to have public approval. 

Regionalists had hoped planning in particular would be greatly improved 

by this form of administration but events perhaps had once again 

stolen their advantage. The cry of "people not plans" had succeeded 

in undermining the case for powerful regional planning authorities. 

It was also ominous that many of the-objections 

to a regional tier of local government originated from Whitehall. 

The Treasury rejected the regional approach as surplus to local government 

requirements and adding to the administrative system would prove wasteful 

of manpower and resources. Furthermore, it would only hinder central 

government's negotiations with local Sutboritica> Similarly, the 

Board of Trade claimed the need for regions had become irrelevant as 

the climate of opinion had in any case come to favour much larger 

local authorities , However, the two most crucial arguments came
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from those central departments which regionalists might have 

anticipated would support their cause. The Ministry of Housing and 

Local Government believed it would be wrong to allow executive powers 

for regional councils and it was joined in this view by the Department 

of Economic Affairs whose own experiments with regional administration 

had done so much to reawaken interest in the wanaepe To some 

extent, therefore, it seemed regionalism in its local government context 

has been overtaken by events as the general move towards larger local 

authorities robbed the idea of much of its value. It was somewhat 

surprising, therefore, when Redcliffe-Maud published its 

recommendations for a system of eight English provincial councils. 

Why did the royal commission believe regional authorities 

were required? This is not an elementary question since their 

discussions of regions were prefaced by the remark "we do not believe, 

however, that the province is the right area for the operation of local 

government parvices"O, The main function of the provincial council 

it seemed would be to "set the strategic framework for the operational 

n (57) authorities which entailed keeping “continually up-to-date 

a strategic plan for the future development of its province” 

This plan would "settle the framework and order of priorities within 

which unitary and metropolitan authorities will work out their 

own planning policies and major investment proecames™ (my emphasis). 

So it becomes clear local authority planning would be compromised 

by decisions taken by the provincial councils which would include 

the siting of airports, universities, cultural and sporting facilities. 

The scope of the provincial council's planning functions 

would, therefore, have inevitably affected patterns of local government 

expenditure and it is difficult to. imagine how the royal commission 

could have imagined that this did not constitute the ‘operation of 

local services'. Once again it seemed as though support for the idea
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of regionalism was not matched by a more sophisticated understanding 

of what was involved in the context of local government reorganisation. 

SECTION 5: CONCLUSIONS 

It was unfortunate that the surge of interest in regional 

administration should coincide with the much broader debates on 

the future development of constitutional power. This concern with 

devolution led the Government first to postpone then effectively 

cancel any prospect of regional government in the local administrative 

context. Nevertheless, this lack of legislative success should not 

detract from the valuable contribution to the debate. on local government 

made by advocates of regionalism. Its relatively modern development 

originating out of increasing discontent with conventional approaches 

to local government organisation enabled it to use rapidly changing 

social and economic circumstances to its own advantage. 

One of the most important contributions made by regionalism 

was to modify the concept of community interest. Regionalists 

were well aware of the importance of community to the organisation of 

local boundaries but recognised that traditional uses of this term 

undermined the viability of their concept. However, the arguments 

supporting the idea of urban community suggested that communities 

of over a hundred thousand could beclaimed but how was the step 

towards a community of several million to be accomplished? Wells 

perhaps provided the solution by employing a more objective approach 

in identifying community interest as dependent upon greater mobility. 

The idea of the average suburban journey in one hour took account of 

the important effect improvements in transport had had upon living 

patterns as well as economic development. At the same time the view 

of a 'delocalised class' went some way in making the association
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between the individual, objective community and local government 

boundaries. 

Despite this early promise, however, regionalists 

became confused over the extent to which the objective community 

could be legitimately applied to construct regional boundaries. 

Fawcett, of course, provided the example of a writer prepared to adopt 

a scientific definition of community but the reaction of Cole and 

Ashby and later regionalists indicated some concern that this would 

devalue the importance of tradition and social and political ties 

in defining community interest. What was required was some means 

of combining the two views of community and Cole's idea of the 

regional consciouness represents one example, albeit weak, of this 

attempt. Unfortunately those proposing regional administration in 

the 1960s would seem to have been unaware of these earlier efforts 

to combine objective and subjective community with the result that 

their schemes increasingly appeared more as attempts at administrative 

convenience than a genunine bid to develop regional government. 

Secondly, we should note the valuable contribution made 

by regionalists to our ideas on accountability in local government. 

For a long time regions were regarded as extensions of central 

government rather than likely contenders for a new level of local 

government. Once regionalists had overcome the hostility to regional 

administration produced by central government's own use of this 

area they still had to confront the problem of control and 

accountability. Earlier, Sanders had suggested regional government 

should be controlled directly by the local authorities but this was 

contrasted by Wells' conviction that regions should compose 

the only form of local administration. But if this latter form of 

organisation was favoured major problems of remote administration became 

significant and from the beginning it was unlikely, therefore, that
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this idea could be accepted, 

Nevertheless, the problem of accountability remained. Who 

was to control regional administration? The difficulties experienced 

by regionalists in this respect can be seen in the various electoral 

contrivances used to guarantee some form of local control. In every 

sense the scheme favoured by the Redcliffe-Maud report was unfortunate 

because it replicatedthe system in respect of aldermen which had 

attracted justified criticism. In the final analysis regionalism 

never satisfactorily answered the problem posed by the authority 

sandwiched between central government and the more traditional forms 

of local administration. However, their experiences were valuable 

in highlighting the types of problem encountered in this experiment 

and we will return to these questions in the final chapter. 

PART TWO: CITY REGIONALISM 

Although the similarities between regionalism and city- 

regionalism are many the latter represents a more complete approach 

to the problems of local government organisation. In this section 

we will trace the development of ideas on city-regionalism from the work 

of Patrick Geddes in the early decades of this century to the 1960s 

when it competed as a possible model for a reformed system of local 

government. This part of the chapter is divided into three sections, 

each of which will examine the work of a particular writer or group 

of writers. Ina final section we will summarise the value of the 

city-region concept to the overall development of ideas and opinion on
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English local government. 

SECTION 1: PATRICK GEDDES AND THE EVOLVING CITY 

The term ‘conurbations’ which we now use to describe areas 

of high-density population was invented by Patrick Geddes, one of the 

pioneers of civic and regional planning in this country. Although 

we are less certain of the origins of the term ‘city-region’ it 

seems likely that Geddes can also claim to have introduced this concept 

to our ideas on local government organisation. The culmination of 

Geddes' thinking on city-regions came in 1915 with the publication of 

Cities in Evolution which fully developed the idea of an urban region 

whose parts were inter-dependent and whose centre, the city, acted 

as a focus for interests within the region. Discussion of Geddes" 

theories is considered under three headings - defining the city- 

region; the importance of planning; the relationship between the 

individual and city-region. 

(a) The City-Region 

Geddes believed the modern city had evolved to a new form 

because of changing social and economic conditions which had produced 

urban sprawl and human squalor. The reasons for highlighting the 

wretchedness of urban life was not, however, to fuel the anti- 

urbanism which we discussed in an earlier chapter but rather to make 

people more sympathetic to this peniate o The term city-region 

was applied to both ‘town aggregates’ and ‘conurbations’ to evoke an image 

of interdependence between town and country. The organisation of 

human activity - social, economic and political - could not usefully 

be classified according to whether it was urban or rural and by 

viewing these areas as different there was a danger of ignoring their
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potential when combined together; 

"This idea though as old as geographical science ... 

is in our present time only too apt to be forgotten, for 

town and country interests are commonly treated separately 

with injury to both. The collaboration of rustic and 

urban points of view, of county and rural authorities, should 

thus as far as possible be secured, and will be found of the 

greatest value". (61) 

Whatever the wisdom of this view many of Geddes' contemporaries amongst 

the early town planners were suspicious of his attempts to blur the 

distinction between urban and rural and opposed reorganising local government 

along such es 

The reforms of the late nineteenth century had firmly 

established this administrative division of urban and rural areas 

and Geddes believed this policy had been misguided since, "the old 

Borough Councils and County Councils can no longer separately cope 

with what are becoming so plainly yet larger Regional and Inter- 

‘ 1 (63) % : 
Regional tasks . However apparent these inadequacies of 

local government structure it was also clear no government would 

contemplate further reorganisation. To overcome this artificial 

separation, therefore, Geddes forecast urban and rural representatives 

within the city region would recognise the similarity of their problems 

and this would stimulate "amicable conference" and in time "such 

meetings will gradually increase in number, in usefulness, in co-operation 

and by-and-by take more permanent Form!6°4) The similarity between 

this and Cole's later schemes for regional government should not 

be overlooked because criticisms we made of Cole's scheme apply with 

equal force here. Whatever the state of local government's awareness 

of its own weaknesses it would be unlikely voluntarily to transfer its 

powers to another organisation. Nevertheless, Geddes was convinced that 

once the fact of the inter-dependence of urban and rural problems had been 

recognised this in itself would stimulate the organic:administrative
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growth of the city-region. This relationship was presently only 

implicit but it ought to be made explicit if effective control over 

city region development was to be exercised. 

(b) Planning - The ‘Need for City-Region Government 

Solutions to urban problems would not be discovered until 

greater knowledge was acquired about the actual nature of the relationship 

between the city and its surrounding region. Geddes, after Frederick 

Le Play, "the father of scientific vegienalion™*°>> advocated the idea 

of a regional survey which would focus not only upon existing conditions 

but would also trace the city's historical evolution. After this 

more accurate forecasts of growth and development could be made which 

Geddes anticipated would show, "it takes the whole region to make the 

citys (68). 

The Times gave its seal of approval to Geddes' scheme - "it 

contained ideas of practical value to be recommended to the study of 

1 (67) and it also appeared to have a considerable ambitious municipalities 

influence on the Town and Country Planning Act (1909) which 

began the establishment of planning as a professional pursuit in 

local government. The following generation of planners (Abercrombie, 

(68) | Geddes himself Mumford, Howard) all reflected Geddes' influence 

confidently prophesied, 

"City surveys are urgent, practicable and useful, so useful 
that they must before long become for civic statesmanship 
and local administration what charts now are to the Admiralty 
and pilot". (69) 

Once adoption of city surveys had become well-established the need to 

reorganise local administration to reflect these findings would 

become more evident. Planning requirements provided the key to 

understanding the form of the city-region and its complex relatiomship 

with the individual. A successful reorganisation of local government
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using the city-region concept would have to acknowledge the individual's 

role within urban society. 

(c) City Regions and the Individual 

Geddes believed a greater awareness of the city-region would 

, . - : ‘ ee Ely ; (70) ; 
be possible if a notion of ‘constructive citizenship existed . Like 

Toulmin Smith Geddes claimed a civic dducation would improve the 

individual socially and morally and help replace the inertia created 

by politics: 

"In civic sckence the task of each acquires a directness of 

responsibility exceeding that of politics, with a 

significance and a value which money economics missed. 

Though in an age of science we no longer expect that 

abstract level of perfection which has been dreamed and 

phrased by the age of politics, as it waxed and waned, we 

are compensated by a more concrete vision - that of 

opening possibilities, of social betterment and uplift - 

day by day, year by year, generation by generation - of 

folk, work and place together". (71) 

The vision of the complete community composed of individuals 

qua individuals yet integrated and united would provide the vehicle 

for the civic consciousness - Geddes wanted men to recognise their 

role within the city environment but he also wanted to engineer the 

consciousness through a civic education. Previously we have recognised 

two views of community - subjective which deperded on the 

individual's perception of his own environment and objective which 

described the community interest in terms of social and economic 

interdependence. Through civic education Geddes was attempting to combine 

the two so that the subjective view of community became coterminous with 

the objective. Of course this was all highly theoretical but the 

reward for pursuing this course of action would be a system of local 

government that not only recognised the subjective community interest 

but also reflected social and economic reality. 

Unfortunately Geddes himself never thought to develop his
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theory with the needs of local government organisation in mind. Clearly 

as a pioneer in this field Geddes did not possess the data to define 

the extent of city-regions and the scope of planning but he had 

challenged the administrative division of urban and rural areas. 

This was particularly important in the development of ideas on 

local government as the separation of town and country had become 

artificial by the twentieth century if it had not been artificial 

in 1888. The main weakness in Geddes' theory was the actual scope 

of city-regions. Without this information it was difficult to assess 

the potential of the city-region concept as a guide to local government 

organisation. Later writers tried to remedy this weakness in the city- 

region approach to local government reorganisation. 

SECTION 2: DEFINING AND DESCRIBING THE CITY REGION 

(a) Defining the City Region 

One of the main weaknesses of Geddes' city-regions was his 

inability through lack of data to describe adequately .the extent of 

their areas. By the 1930s and 1940s governments, central and local, 

had begun to accumulate more information about living patterns and 

the growing sophistication of analytic techniques had enabled a 

more accurate description of the extent of the city region. In 1947 

a Professor of Geography, R E Dickinson, published 'City Region and 

Regionalism' which argued that opportunities for post-war urban 

reconstruction should be seized but claimed local administrative 

boundaries were defective, especially for planning. Plan-making 

(72) 
had to transcend unrealistic local boundaries or else fail to 

curb "notorious ribbon-building" which had impeded "communal 

(73) - Ironically it seemed the living and community consciousness 

urban community which had proved so important for nineteenth century 

reformers of local government was now hopelessly unrealistic for practical
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planning purposes. What kind of community did the city now represent? 

Dickinson claimed the modern city was radically different 

from its predecessors because of changes in physical, social and economic 

conditions. The city was now exercising a much greater influence 

upon a society 80% of whose population could be classed as urban 

dwellers. The city region concept was now used to describe an 

(74) and the level of area ‘functionally dependent’ upon the city 

this depednency could be accurately measured according to the level of 

trade-relations, social relations, population movements and patterns of 

land use. On this basis Dickinson described three distinct areas within 

each city-region - the urban tract, city settlement area and city 

trade area and concluded the city region extended to a distance approximately 

twenty miles beyond the urban core. Once the city-region had been 

described it remained to recommend a structure of local government 

that could reflect this pattern of the enlarged community. 

(b) City Region and Local Government 

Administrative boundaries, Dickinson argued, should be 

coterminous with community of local interest, He spoke of the, 

"natural fabric of community-interests - upon which the 

delineation of new local government and major federal 

units of intermediate government must be based", (75) 

but this generalised treatment of local and regional government 

becomes increasingly confused. Just as Geddes had been casual in his 

treatment of the terms ‘'regions' and ‘city regions’ Dickinson also 

became unrealistic in his application of these terms. So a region 

becomes any "geographical association of human space relationships" - 

a definition which included cities, towns and villages. Since it 

was Dickinson's desire to reflect community interest in administrative 

areas this would involve the establishment of local authorities at all 

(76) levels and of widely differing populations leading to an enormous
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number of local authorities, something which Dickinson himself had 

criticised as contributing to the overall inefficiency in local government. 

Once again it seemed a proponent of city-regionalism had 

succeeded in describing the importance of social and economic 

conditions in determining communal interest only to ignore 

the specific demands of realistic local government organisation. 

Eventually Dickinson recognised this weakness and was forced to 

abandon his earlier advocacy of administrative boundaries reflecting 

community interest instead suggesting that boundaries should be drawn 

according to the administrative needs of particular functions. Rather 

lamely Dickinson added he still hoped that wherever practicable 

functions would be grouped within the same administrative feameworter 

Despite these weaknesses, however, Dickinson's work represents a significant 

development to the concept of city-regionalism devised by Geddes. The 

description of the social, economic and geographical criteria to be 

used in defining boundaries of the city-region proved to be of immense 

value to later writers faced with the prospect of a reorganisation of 

local government boundaries. Similarly, the examination of the 

complicated network of inter-dependency between urban and rural areas 

helped to modify attitudes towards the city and its social and 

economic influence, Although proponents of regionalism had attempted 

to use definitions of objective rather than subjective community it was 

Dickinson's strength that he moved towards a clearer statement of 

what this objective view of community would actually entail. In the 

1960s when local government reform appeared likely this would be of 

crucial importance to the city-region approach. 

SECTION 3: CITY REGIONS AND REORGANISATION 

Although there were some similarities of approach between 

regionalism and city regionalism the latter had not captured the public
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imagination to any great extent but it continued to win the support of 

many closely associated with local government, especially planners. 

Planning legislation had failed to overcome the artificial division 

of town and country with the result that cities were now surrounded 

by ‘green belts' designed to limit their expansion. The result of these 

policies was that urban expansion had simply "leap-frogged" the green 

belt and commuter distances had increased bringing pressure on inner 

city areas. These problems were discussed by a working group of the 

Ministry of Transport under the Chairmanship of Sir Colin Buchanan. 

The report published in 1963 predicted the problems created by the 

motor-car would increase as the number of car-users increased. 

Rising standards of living together with anticipated population 

increases made this deterioration a prepbabiiaty 10!) This concern 

with traffic problems was one sign of a growing interest in the 

environment which included criticisms of existing housing stock, the 

consequences of a national motorway network etcetera which all 

contributed to a growing awareness of local government's inadequacy 

in coping with the scale of these problems. The strength of the city- 

region concept, of course, was its comprehensive approach to planning 

problems and it was this appeal that caught the attention of planners, 

in central and local government who increasingly saw city-regionalism 

as a potential scheme for a reorganisation of local government structure. 

In the early 1960s a number of city-regionalists and interested 

observers met at summer schools, organised by the Town and Country 

Planning Association. Those attending included Dame Evelyn Sharp, 

Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Housing and Local Government, 

John H James, Chief Planner with the Ministry, Maurice Ash, a member 

of the Town and Country Planning Executive, Professor Peter Self 

and finally Derek Senior, a journalist specialising in local government 

planning. Sharp and Senior were later appointed to the Redcliffe-Maud



  

Commission on Local Government with Senior publishing his own 

Memorandum of Dissent supporting city-regions while James' enthusiasm 

for the city-region concept was almost certainly important in 

influencing several Whitehall Departments subsequently to adopt 

this approach in evidence to the royal commission. 

Three factors, therefore, were important in transmitting 

the concept of city regionalism. First, the views of various planners 

concerned with developing a more comprehensive planning approach and 

faced with structural problems of local government. Second, the 

agreement between various central government departments that city- 

regionalism represented the best scheme for improving local government. 

Third, Derek Senior's position on the royal commission provided him 

with a platform to popularise the idea of city-regions. By the late 

1960s city regionalism had attracted the support of important informed 

opinion but it remained a very narrow audience indeed. 

The concept of city-regions had been radical when 

originated by Geddes and even Dickinson's ideas were considered 

ambitious but by the 1960s the impact of motorised transport meant 

distances were less important. The potential size of city-regions, 

therefore, would not prove too great an obstacle to the success of the 

idea. Nevertheless, many problems associated with earlier schemes still 

remained with more modern advocates of city-regionalism. First, the 

need to develop an acceptable definition of the city region. Second, 

the difficulties of constantly changing social and economic relationships 

for the organisation of a local government system based on community. 

Third, the difficulties of service delivery on a city-region scale. 

(a) City-Region: Definitions for Local Government 

Both Geddes and Dickinson had failed to provide an 

acceptable definition of the city region which could then be used
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to describe a new structure for local government. Senior was 

conscious of this weakness but his. own attempts to clarify the position 

were marked with difficulties. In The Regional City (1965) Senior 

used the terms ‘urban region" and ‘city region’ interchangeably, and 

his definition elsewhere appeared too broad: 

"an area whose inhabitants look to a common centre 
for the specialised facilities and services (social, 
cultural, professional, commercial, educational and 
other) whose economic provision demands a user population 
of large but less than national proportions". (79) 

Using this as a guide England and Wales could be divided into "thirty-odd" 

units grouped under four headings - mature, emergent, embryonic or 

potential. Senior's definition therefore, was intended to cover all 

types of area. 

Where a city acted as a focus for the surrounding areas a 

"mature' city-region existed. Should the city be small but growing 

in size and importance then 'emergent' or ‘embryonic' city-regions might 

be used to describe this situation. Other attempts at local government 

reform had recognised some areas were not eligible to qualify as a 

particular type of authority (eg 1888 and the creation of county 

boroughs) but Senior's approach went a step further. By introducing 

the category of 'potential' city region Senior suggested that if a 

city of sufficient size was not in existence then one might be 

created. This artificial construction of viable city regions was 

an approach also supported by the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government in its evidence to the royal commission. Supporting city- 

regionalism the Ministry argued that where a natural urban focus did not 

exist eg Humberside, South West England, and Mid-Lancashire, then 

one ought to be Peaved 7s 

Although this attitude might be expected from central 

government Senior realised that supporters of local government would 

look unfavourably upon a scheme which had to distort reality before it
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was suitable . Senior felt obliged to reject his earlier definition 

in favour of another which implied natural rather than artificial 

forces were influencing the city-region approach to local government 

reorganisation. Senior wrote, 

"Our motorised society organisessitself in a series of 

more or less self-contained geographic entitites (called city regions 

...) ranging in continuous gradation from the simplicity 

of a single-centred rural region to the complexity of 

a hierarchical system of community relationships with a 

major conurbation centre as its unifying focus". (81) 

"Continuous gradation' had replaced the four types of city region and 

the phrase ‘community relationships’ had made its seemingly obligatory 

appearance. Despite these efforts to modify the city-region concept the 

traditional hostility to the city (region) still remained as the 

views of the National Association of Parish Councils serve to indicate; 

"There is a phrase floating around - "city regions" - which 
implies that everyone in the country really depends on 
some neighbouring big city. We doubt the facts". (82) 

Senior's colleagues on the royal commission were impressed with this 

type of criticism as their own later dismissal of city-regionalism 

suggests; 

"insistence on the idea of the city region seemed to mean 
creating artificially constructed areas whose people have 

no sense of looking to a city centre or sharing interests 

peculiar to themselves"; (83) 

Whether these views were accurate or not Senior and other city- 

regionalists had failed to project an image of the city-region as a 

natural not artificial solution to local government's structural problems. 

Part of the problem stemmed from the increasing difficulties of using 

two views of community interest - one objective the other subjective. 

(b) Organising the City Region: Two Views of Community Interest 

As we noted in the debates on county borough status population 

tended to be used as the guide to organising local government boundaries. 

Senior attacked this approach because it took "no account of the
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11 (84) 
geographical requirements of democracy and efficiency One of 

the main factors important in switching attention from population to 

spatial considerations of local government organisation was the 

growing influence of the motor car. The focus on transportation patterns 

suggested the direction of local government reform for as one city- 

regionalist remarked "to civilise the motor car is to create the City 

Region’, But the fact of greater mobility had had important 

effects on the idea of community. 

The improvements in transport had allowed individuals more 

freedom in terms of where they lived with the result that "the 

centres of industry and commerce are disintegrating under this 

Ww (86) 

pressure and reforming themselves elsewhere Local administrative 

boundaries failed to recognise the economic influence of the city and 

its social importance. This resulted in a lack of identity with local 

government for as Ash believed, "the civic community emerging as 

typical of our times is most commonly termed the Ciey-tesiou™* The 

problem, however, was that the speed of change introduced by the 

motor car posed serious problems for individual perceptions of community. 

Later Ash was forced to admit the advent of city-regions would mean, 

"the end of many of our conventional ideas about 'community'" and 

concluded by asking if "the word 'community' ... has meaning if we 

seek to apply it to the city Peeventth ee Although Geddes had thought 

a civic education would solve this problem of disparity between 

subjective and objective community the rate of growth of the 

objective community interest had made this task increasingly difficult. 

Senior's proposals for reorganising local government on 

the basis of city regions acknowledged the existence of two views of 

community interest but he preferred to treat the two separately 

and not combine them as Geddeshad done. At one level identifying such 

factors as the journey to work, patterns of leisure activity and so on
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surrounding aheage City-region authorities would recognise this 

objective community of interest. At the other end of the scale 

studies carried out for the royal commission had identified the subjective 

community as no larger than a neighbourhood or small town. Senior 

unwilling to ignore the importance of this view of community 

introduced the proposal for ‘common councils' in order to "focus 

the sense of local communtiy". Unfortunately, there are a number 

of reasons why these proposals did not provide the perfect solution 

to the problems of reorganising local government using these two 

views of community. 

First, Senior had recognised the importance of community 

interest and administrative viability to reorganisation but he had 

not succeeded in combining the two together in a single unit of local 

government. The common councils did reflect the sense of community 

but they were to have advisory not executive powers. This raised 

potential problems of public identity with and participation in these 

councils. The subjective community was socially determined 

and merely establishing a political institution in this area would not 

guarantee political identity. If the council had been provided with 

significant powers then this development might have taken place but 

Senior was too concerned with the needs of effective services to 

grant executive powers to so small a body. Similarly, the city- 

regions although reflecting the extent of objective community ignored 

the fact that some level of public sympathy was required for local 

government to succeed. It was somewhat arrogant to suggest to 

people that they should recognise the area of city-regions as viable 

units of local government simply because empirical evidence suggested 

they reflected socio-economic reality. Political institutions, 

and particularly local authorities, should be composed of rather more
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factors than the facts of social-geography. What of tradition for 

example? 

Second, if local government could only be realistic if it 

reflected the sense of objective community city region boundaries 

would require constant modification to take account of change. Senior 

recognised this need and proposed that a periodic review of local 

government boundaries should be carried out by a central commission. 

But surely this readjustment of boundaries would frustrate any 

chances of individuals identifying with the subjective community as 

manifested in local political institutions? This attempt at 

mathematical precision inthe delimitation of local authority boundaries 

would ignore the importance of such factors as continuity, tradition 

and public sympathy to good local government. In a political system 

which emphasised the value ofthe-past as a guide to the future Senior's 

idea of frequently changing local boundaries was unlikely to receive 

much support. 

(c), Meeting the Requirements of Service Delivery 

Although earlier city regionalists had concentrated on 

planning their views had failed to attract widespread support - mainly 

because planning was not seen as vital to good local government. 

By the 1960s, however, planning was seen as crucial - physical planning 

as well as management planning. The Town and County approach to 

physical planning was seen as inadequate to the range of problems 

confronting the environment where the conurbation was considered as 

holding the key to future physical development of the country. 

Estimates of population growth in the conurbations were enough to 

convince planners of the need for a more comprehensive approach to 

planning. John James, chief planner with the Ministry of Housing 

and Local Government argued that planning requirements meant the
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conurbation could no longer be treated apart "from the life of the 

(90) region it dominates One of the main obstacles in taking. a more 

comprehensive view of planning were the 'green-belts' drawn tightly 

around cities and both Ash and James believed city-regionalism 

could overcome this problem?!) 4 Similarly, Senior believed the city- 

region constituted "a highly significant entity for the purposes of 

physical planning” compared with existing arrangements for environmental 

pianaias Again it was the motor car that had brought this need 

for change as Senior wrote, 

"TI am also convinced that the only basis on which a plan- 

making authority can effectively operate in this motor 
age is the city region, and therefore that local 
government cannot long remain responsible for plan 

making unless its major authorities are reorganised on 

this basis". (93) 

As Senior listened to evidence given to the royal commission it 

quickly became clear that his views and those of Ash and James had 

their supporters within Whitehall. 

Of greatest significance was the support for city 

regionalism given by the Ministry of Housing and Local Government, 

perhaps encouraged by John James. The Ministry claimed that if 

planning was to become more effective the city-region would have to 

form the basis of a reformed system of local government since this 

would overcome the problems of many cities with insufficient land to 

house its population and avoid the hostility between neighbouring 

urban and rural authorities, In short the need for comprehensive 

plan making, with authorities having sufficient land, financial 

resources and skilled manpower demanded the city region be used as 

(94) | 
the basis of a new local government system An emphasis on 

planning was also present in the views of the newly-established 

Department of Economic Affiairs which believed city-regions would help 

facilitate co-operation with central government and strengthen local 

(95) planning However, despite the importance attached to planning
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there were other aspects of local administration which required 

attention. How were these to be incorporated in the city- 

region concept? 

Earlier advocates of city regionalism had largely ignored 

local functions other than planning believing this problem superceded 

all others. Senior's problem was more difficult;beeause he had 

to describe city-regionalism so that it appeared all functions could 

be administered better under this system. Most of his problems 

derived from the common assumption that size, efficiency and 

democracy were all part of an insoluble equation. The larger the 

authority the more efficient its administration, the smaller the 

authority the more democratic its appearance. Improving 

efficiency entailed increasing size: improving democracy meant keeping 

scale within certain margins. None of this had ever been proven, of course, 

but it was sufficient that everyone believed it to be true. For a 

scheme recommending just thirty-five main local authorities 

these assumptions were potentially extremely damaging. 

Senior chose to solve the problem of this equation by 

tampering with its parts, substituting to some extent the term 

‘efficiency’ with 'functional effectiveness’. Efficiency was a word 

with too many meanings - managerial, technical, administrative or 

functional efficiency all suggested differing drineriaes).: By using 

the term ‘functional effectiveness’ Senior recognised the importance 

of service output - how would the organisation and size of local 

authorities affect the achievement of policy objectives? Using the 

criterion of 'functional effectiveness’ Senior concluded that there should 

be a two-tier local administrative system consisting of thirty- 

five city-regions with one hundred and forty-eight district authorities. 

The gige of these areas would mainly be determined by the 

administrative requirements of particular services. District boundaries
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would be drawn according to population while the city-region would 

reflect the importance of area. This dual approach was dictated by 

the fact that certain services to be effective required careful 

consideration of the area over which they were to be administered. 

A good example of this type of service would be planning. However, other 

services depended upon the close association between administration 

and the recipient of that service. As Senior noted some services had 

to take account of case-load in order to be effective, for example, 

social services”), For this second type of service it was 

important to encourage public accessibility and a more personal style 

of administration to prevent remoteness and Senior recommended 

a population of between 90,000 - 500,000. By using the concept 

of ‘functional effectiveness’ had Senior succeeded in overcoming the 

traditional conflict between administration and democracy 

as competing guides for the organisation of local government boundaries? 

Certainly Senior had broadened the debate on local government 

services by preferring 'effectiveness' to the more usual concept of 

‘efficiency’. Efficiency had traditionally been used in ideas on 

local government reform because this focussed attention on the 

costs of a service and the way in which it was to be administered. 

The importance of allocating administrative responsibilities 

to ensure accountability and accessibility had helped preserve the idea 

of efficiency as the best guide to local administration. Using the 

term 'effectiveness', however, allowed Senior to divert attention away 

from how services were administered towards what was achieved by this 

administration, Essentially it emphasised the distinction between 

administrative inputs and outputs, the difference between how a service 

was brought to the local consumer and what impact it had in satisfying 

his needs. 

Unfortunately there is a basic weakness in using the idea of
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effectiveness to make proposals for an alternative system of local 

government. More than efficiency the term effectiveness demands 

some kind of analysis to substantiate its claims - it requires 

empirical observation of the implementation of local services. 

Without this kind of evidence a great deal of what Senior was 

suggesting in terms of the relationship between administrative 

organisation and effectiveness had to be taken on trust. Of course, 

in reply it could be argued that proposals implying greater 

administrative efficiency for a certain type of structural 

reorganisation depended on speculation rather than evidence. But 

the important difference here, however, is the frequency with which 

the terms are used in the language of local government debate. 

The city-region concept was relatively unknown outside of a 

small group of writers and planners and perhaps it was, therefore, 

ill-advised to prefer the use of effectiveness to efficiency when the 

meaning of the latter term was frequently stretched to refer to a whole 

range of ideas - including the impact of local services. 

A second problem exposes a weakness in Senior's proposal 

to delineate boundaries according to area or population depending 

on the service to be administered. He justifies this distinction by 

claiming that some services rely upon case-load and hence population 

should determine boundaries while other services have to be considered 

in terms of area. It is this second group of services which causes 

problems since Senior appeared to suggest that the appproach to 

planning and similar services should take more account of the 

administrative requirements of these services,rather than their effect 

upon the individual consumer. This is not to say that these functions 

could realisitically be administered on a seale represented by Senior's 

district councils but it does highlight a further weakness in using the 

term functional effectiveness. The effect of planning decisions was their
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implementation in the local environment and hence the idea of case- 

load should not be absent from the consideration because the impact 

on the individual is considerable. Since the individual is closely 

involved in the idea of ‘effective’ planning it follows that his 

control over the administration of that service should be equal to 

that exercised over such items as social services. In short what we 

are saying is that the delineation of city-region boundaries should 

take account of both area and, albeit to a lesser extent, population. 

SECTION 4: CONCLUSIONS 

Whatever its claim to be an original and relevant approach 

to the problems of reorganising the structure of local government 

city-regionalism failed to elicit significant support from either 

major political party in the 1960s. Local government reform has 

always been regarded as a difficult issue for any government to confront 

and one not guaranteed to recruit voters at election time. It is 

essential, therefore, that proposals do not appear too radical but 

as we can see from various criticisms made against the city-region 

concept this label was hard to avoid. The Times, for example, remarked, 

"In the long debate about local government reform ... 
the radicals' ambition has been to get an administrative 
structure that fits the facts of contemporary social 
geography. Their key notion is that of city-region". (98) 

The Labour Government had found Redcliffe-Maud's proposal for sixty- 

one authorities attracted charges of remoteness and perhaps felt 

reluctant to accept the idea of just thirty-five city-regions.which 

after all had received the support of only a single member of the 

Commission. Elsewhere the Conservatives together with the Local 

Authority Associations were unanimous in their dislike of the city- 

region concept. This lack of support, however, does not condemn the
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value of the idea as a contribution to our thinking on local government 

but rather indicates the force of tradition and vested interest in 

determining the direction of reform. 

Without doubt the most important aspect of city-regionalism 

has been its attempt to make us more aware of our environment. Geddes 

hoped that increasing the individual's awareness in this respect would 

help legitimise the city-region concept as a suitable basis for the 

arrangement of local government boundaries. The most difficult 

obstacle to a successful completion of this exercise was the force 

of tradition in determining the reform of local government. A vital 

part of this tradition was the idea of community interest developed 

in the nineteenth century which had been used in arguments for 

greater local democracy. Geddes preferred not to abandon this concept 

as the regionalists had perhaps done but to incorporate it in a wider 

definition of community. By emphasising the importance of a civic 

education Geddes followed the example of writers as diverse as JS 

Mill and Toulmin Smith but his ability to merge this idea into the 

concept of objective community was a genuinely original 

development. 

Individuals could be educatéd in such a way which helped 

recognition of objective community as a valuable basis for organising 

local boundaries. In theory this approach combined two views of 

community (individual perceptions and empirical observation) but it 

was perhaps too much to expect that politicians could consider it in 

practical proposals to reorganise local government. Nevertheless, there 

are signs that Senior was aware of the need to bring the two views of 

community together as can be seen in his proposal for common councils. 

It has been a long tradition in English local government that 

the very small local authority can have a powerful effect in developing 

the individual's perception of local government's potential for improving
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his environment. It is vital, however, that some kind of institutional 

recognition is provided if only to provide a focal point for the 

generation of community. Unfortunately Senior himself appears to have 

failed to develop the idea of links between the common council and 

the city-region. 

Although this attempt to use two views of community interest 

was not quite successful in gaining acceptance for city regionalism other 

additions to our ideas on local government were made by this concept. 

In particular Senior's decision to use the term ‘functional effectiveness' 

in considering the organisation of local services moved towards a more 

comprehensive view of administration. Traditionally the idea of 

‘administrative efficiency’ had emphasised the importance of internal 

management, the costs of services, the respective roles for elected 

members and permanent officials and had mainly concentrated on how 

services were to be administered. Senior insisted that this was a limited 

view of administration, particularly with regard to 'personal' services 

where the most important consideration should be the impact of services. 

As we noted above, however, this approach has its drawbacks in making 

proposals for an alternative system of local government but this should 

not obscure its value in clarifying attitudes to local administration. 

Ultimately administrative costs have to be compared with the effects 

of administration. There is little point in developing a theory of 

local government which takes no account of its likely impact 

upon the local consumer of its services. Although Senior's attempt 

to expand our approach to administration was not accepted in the 

1960s there is little excuse why we should not begin to recognise 

its value in further reforms of local government.
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INTRODUCTION 

Although theories of regionalism and city-regionalism have 

both made important contributions to our thinking on local government 

the bulk of twentieth century debate has reflected the crucial 

role of nineteenth century administrative organisation in determining 

attitudes to reorganisation. After the legislation of 1888 and 1894 

two models of administration were established and although this was 

an improvement on the previous chaos it resulted in a polarisation 

of opinion. Supporters of the county boroughs claimed the all-purpose 

authority represented the most effective system of local government 

while others declared the organisation of rural government by 

dividing responsibilities had balanced the claims of administration 

and democracy. The hostility between county boroughs and other local 

authorities guaranteed no compromise of these viewpoints was likely and 

this conflict has dominated discussions of local government reorganisation this 

century. This conflict is the focus of this chapter as we attempt 

to identify the values used to support one form of organisation as 

opposed to another. 

Frequently this debate has been dogged by petty squabbles 

between opposing groups, a condition which can be largely 

attributed to the rather myopic approach to reorganisation of the 

various local government associations. However, it would be unfair 

to condemn the debate completely because there have been genuine 

attempts to modify and expand ideas on the value of local 

government in modern society. This century has seen enormous 

social, economic, political and ideological change which exerted 

pressure On what remained an essentially nineteenth century system 

of local government. Although debate on reorganisation continued 

to focus on the models developed in 1888-1894 it encompassed other
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issues of more contemporary importance. So the problems of allowing 

urban expansion while protecting the rural interest were discussed 

in terms of extending or checking the county borough system. Similarly, 

the special problems posed by conurbations, the growing disparity 

between individual perceptions of community and administrative 

boundaries, the requirements of better service delivery, were all 

considered as factors in the choice between all-purpose authorities 

or a two level system of administration. Indeed the initial positions 

within this debate reflects the importance of nineteenth century ideas 

and legislation but opinion has also evolved to meet the challenge 

of this century. 

The chapter is divided into three main sections. The 

first section examines the intense conflict which developed between 

county boroughs and other forms of local administration. Initially 

this struggle concerned the desire of urban areas to expand and become 

independent from rural administration combated by the understandable 

reluctance of county councils to weaken their financial and administrative 

status. Gradually, however, the much wider consideration of local 

services gave rise to discussions on the importance of management and 

local government structure. The second section concentrates on the 

period immediately after the second world war when debates on 

reorganisation reflected the growing strength of the local government 

associations in dictating the nature and even the outcome of discussions. 

Our third section focuses upon the 1960s which became one of the most 

active periods for the exchange of ideas and opinions on local government 

as reorganisation became imminent. In this final section the choice 

between recognising and incorporating traditional ideas and responding 

to modern conditions allows us to identify those values underlying 

contemporary local government.



) co
 

S 

SECTION ONE: URBAN-RURAL CONFLICT: THE 

NINETEENTH CENTURY HERITAGE 

This section will examine the urban-rural conflict which 

followed the decision in the nineteenth century to separate these areas 

for administrative purposes. The first part concentrates on 

the main issue of administrative boundaries as the counties defended 

themselves against the expansion desired by the county boroughs. 

Eventually the intensity of this conflict caused central government 

in the 1920s to establish a royal commission to investigate the problem 

which led to legislation designed to resolve the conflict. The second 

part of this section, however, will demonstrate the ways in which 

problems of management and the co-ordination of policy gradually became 

absorbed within the debate on local government structure. Again this 

opinion should be seen as having an important influence upon subsequent 

legislation designed to improve administrative and managerial efficiency 

through a reorganisation of local government structure. 

(a) Conflict of Communities 

The Victorians had anticipated the need for boundary 

changes with section 54 of the 1888 Act but interpretation of this 

clause proved difficult’ and further legislation was subsequently required. 

However, tensions between individual county-boroughs and counties 

continued until in 1923 the Conservative government was forced to 

establish a royal commission under the chairmanship of the Earl of 

Onslow, a former Parliamentary Secretary to the Local Government 

Board. Its terms of reference were: 

"To enquire as to the existing law and procedure to the 

extensions of county boroughs and the creation of new county 

boroughs in England and Wales, and the effect of such 

extensions or creations on the administration of the councils 

of counties and of non-county boroughs, urban districts and
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rural districts, to investigate the relations between 

these several local authorities; and generally to make 
recommendations as to their constitutions, areas and 
functions". (1) 

The County Councils Association (CCA) had been instrumental in persuading 

government of the need for such an investigation and membership of 

the commission deliberately reflected the interests of the various 

Fe 2 : 2 ; : 
local associations’ , Although the investigation was ostensibly 

about boundaries it provided a platform for urban and rural authorities 

to raise doubts about the viability of the other's continuing relevance 

to modern conditions. As one observer remarked, 

"Much strength of feeling was displayed on both sides, 

for serious questions were at issue. Each side attacked 

the efficiency of the other's administration. There 

were naturally instances of gross exaggeration, occasionally 

of wild distortion of facts, and there were times when it 

was felt that if only the controversy had been shifted 

from the Royal Commission to the Assembly of the League of 

Nations there would have been a good chance of European 

War". (3) 

An examination of this debate would prove too difficult since the royal 

commission sat for five years and accumulated a mass of evidence but it 

is possible, however, to discover the nature and climate of this 

opinion from a series of articles published in the journal of Public 

Administration during the 1920s. 

The county council point of view, of course, had to concede 

the important effects social and economic change had had upon local 

administration but their supporters maintained the principle of urban- 

rural separation was worth preserving for practical purposes. This 

tone was adopted by H A Millington, Clerk to Northants County Council, 

but even he could not resist likening county boroughs to Imperial 

Germany since both were guilty of "handing themselves over to their 

expansionists and ‘dvarrere! on Expansion of county borough 

boundaries had led to the ‘mutiliation' of county government, a phrase 

also used by Sir Charles McGrath who objected to the removal of sources 

of revenue from the counties and while urban growth was inevitable,



"To take in a genuine overspill is one thing .- but 
to seek a zonal expansion over wide territories, industrial 

and agricultural, in anticipation of the prospective 

developments of the next sixty years, based on the prophetic 

vision of experts (apparently quite easily inspired after 

a casual glance round the neighbourhood) is quite another 

story «— (5) 

This opinion should be seen as conciliatory despite its tone since 

the existence of county boroughs was not objected to but rather their 

expansion at the expense of county boundaries. This was not a mood 

to be discovered, however, amongst those in the opposite camp who had 

become frustrated with a system of local government that appeared 

to disadvantage the urban community. 

Dissatisfaction with existing arrangements went further than 

those with vested interests in expanding the county boroughs. One 

writer, a Clerk to an Urban District, thought the solution to 

existing problems was, 

"a complete self-governing unit for all purposes, with its 

centre in a town, and having round it and within its 

boundaries the county areas", (6) 

but in general a more aggressive tone was set by those within the 

county boroughs. The Town Clerk of Manchester C.B. was unswaying 

in his faith in the county borough model, 

"the claims of the boroughs that a county borough type 

of local administration was designed for, and is the most 

efficient and most economical method of providing for 

and administering the local needs and requirements of a 

large urban community will be sustained". (7) 

The suitability of this form of administration was evident but grave 

doubts had arisen over the counties where individual loyalties lay 

with the geographical rather than the administrative county. As 

E P Everest noted, 

"who could claim that there has ever) been any 

attachment to quarter sessions or their administrative 

successors, the county councils? Only the justices 

and county councillors. Apart from these, 

no one would shed a tear for departed antiquities if 

they were abolished tomorrow". (8)



Much of the evidence to the royal commission reflected the flavour 

of this debate and largely consisted of representations from 

individual counties and county boroughs all claiming, but for 

markedly different reasons, that the boundary problem threatened 

the viability of local administration. 

The Onslow Commission made its first report in 1925 

recommending the qualification for county borough status should be 

raised from 50,000 to 75,000 and that proposals for new county 

boroughs should be in the form of a Private Bill, thereby requiring 

Westminster's approval. In 1926 the Local Government (County 

Boroughs and Adjustments) Act succeeded in making applications 

more difficult for county boroughs and this severely restricted 

their future territorial Bepansion*, A further victory for ‘the 

"county view' came after another royal commission report was followed 

by the 1929 Local Government Act. Sections of this Act made county 

borough extensions conditional upon agreement between interested 

parties. One contemporary view that this "may accentuate the long- 

standing conflict between county administration.and county borough 

(10) 
administration" proved accurate But while this debate had resulted 

in legislative changes aimed at rationalising the process of urban 

and rural boundary changes another issue was becoming increasingly 

significant in determining attitudes towards local government 

structure - the need to improve the management and co-ordination of 

local services. 

(b) Structure, Management and Services 

The increasing application of new management techniques 

in industry, commerce and eventually central government gradually 

infiltrated thinking on local government problems. Organisation 

theorists such as Henri Fayol and F W Taylor, whose principles of
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"scientific management" were warmly embraced by a number of writers 

in local goverment emphasised the relationship between an 

organisation's structure and its efficiency. Improving administrative 

efficiency in local government, therefore, would involve closer 

attention to the principles and characteristics of internal and 

external organisation. The new watchwords became 'co-ordination"', 

"planning', and ‘specialisation’ as writers began to emphasise the 

inter-relatedness of local services. Functions could be grouped 

(12) under broad headings and administrative departments could be made 

to conform to this classification. Fewer departments would mean more 

effective co-ordination. 

Co-ordination, however, referred to both policy-making and 

implementation, affecting councillors and officers alike. The 

proposal for a central committee able to supervise this co-ordination 

became. more popular. A Grierson,. the Town Clerk of Edinburgh, believed a 

Finance Committee would enable the elected members to co-ordinate policy and 

thus afocuson budgeting in local administration proved favourable with other 

writers, A slightly different approach was suggested by Sir 

Gwilym Gibbon, a senior official at the Ministry of Health, who 

preferred, 

"a committee of carefully selected members of the 

council, with the particular duty of formulating, so far 
as that was necessary, long-term programmes for the 

decision of the council, and still more (for the less 

the committee had directly to do itself the more 

efficient it is likely to be) of seeing =that such programmes 
are prepared by the various committees and of co-ordinating 
the plans". (14) 

This early forerunner of the Policy and Resources Committee recommended 

by the Bains Report in the early 1970s is perhaps the best indication 

of the extent of management thinking in local government at this period 

as the emphasis on services increased. The importance of this opinion 

to local government structure became clear as more criticism was



directed on the size of local authorities as obstacles to efficient 

Management. 

Although the county-borough debate continued to dominate 

discussions on local government the difficulties presented by the 

small authorities graduatly attracted attention. E P Everest claimed 

many urban and rural districts were "too small for sound ediinistratien™ 

while projections at the other end of the scale began to exceed one 

million where authorities of this size might increase civic interest 

and oride ee Size, therefore, became linked with efficiency in a 

pseudo-scientific manner allowing Grierson to observe, 

"Tf local authorities were to be set up for the first 

time today to carry out the duties now falling to these 

bodies, it is almost inconceivable that the existing 

units or areas of administration would be preserved". (17) 

The resource demands of efficient modern management suggested authorities 

established for nineteenth century purposes were now obsolete. 

This opinion proved influential as provisions within the 

1929 Local Government Act allowed counties to make ‘a systematic 

review' of districts involving the amalgamation of these small 

authorities. In the 1830s the parishes had been criticised as too 

small for efficient administration and now just a century later it 

was the turn of the district councils to receive similar treatment 

as the assumption that efficiency was a function of size continued 

to affect ideas on local government structure. Accordingly between 

1929 and 1933 the number of Rural Districts was reduced from 652 to 

475 while Urban Districts decreased from 783 to 572‘18) | In addition 

the Act effected a transfer of responsibilities from district to county, 

a change designed to improve the administrative efficiency of these 

services. At the heart of this reform, therefore, was a belief that 

problems of structure, organisation and administration were indissolubly 

linked and all had to be considered as integral to the overall 

efficiency of local government services.
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What this section demonstrates is the way in which 

early tensions arising out of problems of administrative boundaries 

developed into a wider consideration of the role of local government. 

While the debate began as an urban-rural conflict the root causes of this 

problem were discerned and various attempts made to overcome these. 

The discussion grew into a consideration of the qualities and weaknesses 

associated with particular patterns of administrative arrangements and 

the consequences for existing structure. As local government 

assumed responsibilities for administration in education, poor relief 

and other areas it was inevitable closer scrutiny would be made of its 

administrative capability. The traditional concern for administrative 

boundaries to reflect a recognisable community of local interest became 

challenged by this emphasis upon managerial and administrative 

efficiency. It appeared to suggest a rather uncertain future for the 

small authority in the twentieth century. 

SECTION TWO: VESTED INTEREST AND THE POLITICS OF INERTIA a 

In this section we will examine the exchange of ideas 

and opinions on local government reorganisation during the late 1940s 

and throughout the 1950s. The section is divided in two, each part 

covering a different phase in this debate. The first phase begins 

towards the end of the war when the need to revitalise government and 

administration stimulated ideas for various schemes of reorganisation. 

The Government's response to this opinion was to establish a Boundary 

Commission to investigate this aspect of local government. The report 

and its subsequent rejection by central government marks the end of this 

first phase. This is then followed by a period covering the entire 1950s 

when discussions over the future organisation of local government were 

almost exclusively conducted between the local authority associations
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and central government. 

(a) Reorganisation and Reconstruction 

The end of the war brought a desire to re-build the physical 

and institutional structure and this period produced proposals for 

reorganisation from a wide range of groups but as C H Wilson observed 

these, 

“proposals all recognise that post-war local authorities 

must be directly responsible to the local electorate, must 

be in close touch with their constituents to realize 

and to fulfil their needs, and must be such that the 

community can take an active interest and participation 

in the government". (19) 

This sine qua non of English local government meant the 

real disagreements continued to be those debated extensively in the 

1920s, namely the separation of town and country and the size of 

authorities. 

The urban-rural problem Robson believed had been "gnawing 

at the vitals of local government with increasing intensity for half 

a contig but the issue seemed unlikely to be resolved because 

of the entrenched positions of the local government associations. 

The Association of Municipal Corporations (AMC) published 

its proposals in 1942, 

"we suggest that the most satisfactory form of local 

government is for most areas a single authority 

imvested with complete powers of local government within 
its area <wm(2h) 

In summary, services were inter-related; efficiency required a single 

authority accountable to the local electorate. The new authorities would 

encompass both urban and rural areas since rural communities had not 

enjoyed a comparable quality of services received by their urban 

neighbours. Lord Kennet, Vice-President of the AMC continued the 

debate in the letters columm of The Times where it became clear 

widespread support for reorganisation existed but that this was the
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(22) limit of agreement : 

The remaining local associations continued to repeat their 

endoresement of the two-tier approach but found anunlikely ally in the 

guise of the Labour Party. Their own proposals rejected the AMC 

scheme because, 

"(1) In rural areas the resources available would be so 
limited that the area required would be too large for 
all purposes, with a danger of the structure becoming 
remote, particularly in relation to purely local 
services ... 

(2) In the large conurbations, there is a two tier 
system in being which will continue’ to be necessary 
in all centres of large population if local interest 
is to be preserved". (23) 

The interests of town and country needed 'fusing' but "adding tracts 

of rural land to an existing town" would only accelerate urban sprawl. 

The urban-rural problem Labour believed could only be settled by a 

regional approach to planning. In the light of criticisms levelled 

at the Labour proposals for local government reform announced in 1970 

the Party might have been advised to reconsider its earlier proposals. 

Resolution of the urban-rural problem seemed no nearer, therefore, 

and other proposals continued to have a well-worn appearance. The CCA, 

for example, continued its attack on the population qualification for 

county boroughs wanting an increase from 75,000 to 125,000. The 

small district councils were criticised for their inability 

to meet growing demands. They in turn responded by emphasising the 

(24) need to keep local government close to the people which as some 

writers now argued meant expanding the administrative responsibilities 

ons 1 (e5) P ‘ i of smaller authorities . The view that size and efficiency should 

not be seen in crude terms was reiterated when as J H Warren noted, "every 

: : a ‘ 1 (26) service has a scale on which it is most economically conducted : 

Opinion, therefore, tended to be conservative, schemes such as Self's 

proposal to reduce the number of counties and county-boroughs enabling 

authorities to be financially viable and to reflect socio-economic
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(27) 
reality » were in a very small minority. 

In 1945 the Gowerament responded to the need to reorganise 

local government and established a Boundary Committee and despite limited 

terms of reference it produced a radical report focussing on the major 

issues confronting local government - the urban-rural separation and 

the suitability of all-purpose authorities in the conurbations. 

Larger county boroughs, it recommended, should be expanded into 

‘conurban counties’ while smaller examples could be absorbed into the 

surrounding county. Medium-sized county boroughs would remain as 

the only examples of the urban all-purpose authority. The report 

attracted considerable attention. G DH Cole believed it would have 

"the tactical merit of dividing the opposition" but he himself could 

not support the report's proposal to retain the all-purpose eee 

These proposals, however, represented an important advance in. 

thinking on the structure of local government. Clearly it was believed 

urban areas of below and now above a certain size were unsuitable as 

all-purpose authorities. Below this size the urban area was not 

sufficiently distinct from surrounding areas to warrant its own 

independent local government. Above this size the all-purpose authority 

inevitably lost touch with the local electorate. To administer 

adequately the conurban area a two tier system was necessary. It 

was hoped by a number of writers this innovation would meet with a 

favourable response from central Pouce ae 

In the.event the Labour Government rejected the report 

and subsequently disbanded the commission in 1949, The Minister of 

Health, Aneurin Bevan, believed local government reform was of secondary 

(30) ,» and the hostility of local 

(31) 

importance to other legislation 

associations was also thought to have been influential 

Whatever the actual reasons for this rejection the commission's 

chairman, Sir Malcolm Trustram Even, had no doubt, " a deliberate
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stand-still policy has been introduced" preventing "any major 

2 : ool 
(3 ). The reaction to the commission's changes through local legislation 

radical proposals signalled the beginning of a period of even more 

limited responses to the question of local government reorganisation. 

(b) Limited Visions - The Local Authority Associations 

The absence of major reorganisation during the 1950s and the 

early part of the 1960s is due partly to the success of the local 

authority associations in defending the vested interest of their members 

by maintaining a particular form of administrative organisation. The 

CCA, UDCA and RDCA, for example, all claimed, 

"The existing framework of local government has proved 
to be not only satisfactory but also so flexible as to be 
capable of modification and evolution without of necessity 
any alteration of structure". (33) 

The AMC disagreed, as it had done so for half a century, claiming a 

readjustment would only continue 

"the frustrations of the present system" (and) "maintain 
the existing unsatisfactory structure of county government 
and the continuation of areas which, in many cases, were 
constituted to meet conditions existing over fifty years 
ago". (34) 

The AMC's diagnosis of local government ills was similarly uninspired 

ranging from delegation to finance, and the problems of urban-rural 

separation. Only one issue seemed capable of injecting some kind of 

spark into this seemingly endless debate. As the Boundary Commission 

and other writers had pointed out local government would soon have to 

respond to the problems posed by the conurbations. 

In 1953 the AMC proposals for reorganisation wereiidentical 

with those announced in 1942 but since then the problems of the conurbations 

had received increasing attention from various writers, particularly 

city-regionalists. The AMC remained firmly attached to the model of 

all-purpose authorities but they now felt compelled to remark, 

"we do not believe that the conurbations present such a
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serious difficulty as is sometimes suggested. Community 
of local interest is most marked in many of the areas of 
large population. We see no reason why the same basic 

principles which are applied to the rest of the country 
should not be applied to those areas with such limited 
modifications as the extent of the areas may make necessary 

in regard to certain functions". (35) 

The following year the AMC boldly announced these principles guiding 

their support of the all-purpose authority had become "maxims confirmed 

. (26) fs ; , 
by experience . The other associations questioned these conclusions 

and aware of the Boundary Commission's Report suggested in the ‘great 

conurbations' a "two-tier system of local government shall be earabiiehed’ a). 

The unitary principle had a limited application - too small an area 

and it became unviable, too large and it became unwieldly. This 

was a line of reasoning which had received some attention just before 

the war and gew more popular as the prospects of reorganisation became 

more certain. 

Although the schemes put forward by the local associations 

were not particularly imaginative this seemed to match the mood 

of the Conservative Government who seemed content to allow the associations 

to fight amongst thakelea oe, After discussions with the associations 

the Government published three white papers between 1956-7 dealing with 

areas, functions and finance in local government respectively. Self 

regarded the 1956 White paper as a "very cautious document" while 

Richards described the Government attitude as "essentially modest, 

if not timia™ 3?) . These discussions, however, went to form the 

basis of the Local Government Act (1958) and instigated an inquiry 

into local government in London which had two important effects upon 

the development of ideas and opinion on reorganisation. 

First, the Act established a Boundary Commission for England 

with powers limited to proposing.the creation and extension of 

county boroughs, revising county and district boundaries and the 

introduction of special review areas for the conurbations. However,
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throughout its existence the commission struggled against the vested 

(40) interest of various groups and politicians and the.outcome of 

its proposals proved geeligiple 2°" The behaviour of the local 

associations had already been described as simply one of "issuing 

manifestoes against each other and proposing schemes which would 

annihilate or cripple their pepencnes >? but the work of the boundary 

commission enabled them to come to the "defence of their entrenched positions" 

and remain "unadventurous, safe, unseized of the need for radical 

Zetiont "=", 

The second development arising out of the Conservative 

Government's deliberations was the creation in 1957 of a royal commission 

to investigate the problems of local government in London. The 

establishment of the Herbert Commission allowed a consideration of 

the fundamental problems of local government within the metropolitan 

area and stimulated the development of principles which might be used 

as guidelines for reueganisation <> , The contrast between these two 

developments could not have been more dramatic. The Herbert Commission 

reported in 1960 and its proposals proved largely acceptable to the 

Conservative Government whose London Government Act (1963) established 

the Greater London Council and the 32 London boroughs. Meanwhile 

the Boundary Commission found itself unable to consider boundaries in 

isolation from other issues with the result that its proposals were 

piecemeal as was the response of various Governments. This appeared 

to suggest a thorough reorganisation of local government was a necessity, 

a simple readjustment of boundaries was both impractical and unrewarding. 

Future schemes for local government reform would have to become more 

aware of wider issues and values and not solely concerned with the problems 

of individual boundaries. 

This period from the 1940s to the late 1950s should be 

remembered for the failure to reform local government due mainly to



more pressing needs of post-war reconstruction and the limited approaches 

of both central government and the local government associations. 

The debates on local government became jaded eventually becoming 

almost exclusively a dialogue between central and local authorities. 

This period of inactivity, however, is important for the following 

reasons. First, it allowed the general dissatisfaction with local government 

to increase to a point where radical reorganisation was seen as 

entirely appropriate and necessary. Second, it reawakened interest 

in the principles of local government which as the work of the Herbert 

Commission demonstrated were far from self-evident. The need to reassert 

basic principles implied a thorough investigation of local government 

where the power of vested interest might be reduced. This realisation 

that the problems more commonly associated with local government such 

as the urban-rural conflict or the relationship between size and 

efficiency were in part defined by broader principles of local democracy 

and administrative efficiency helped enrich the debates on reorganisation 

during the 1960s. 

SECTION THREE: VALUES IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

CONTINULTY OR CHANGE? 

In September 1965 Richard Crossman, Labour's Minister of 

Housing announced in a speech addressed to the AMC that, 

"the whole structure of local government is out 

of date and that our county boroughs and county councils 

as at present organised are archaic institutions whose 

size and structure make them increasingly ill-adapted 

to fulfill the immensely important functions with which 

they are charged". (45) 

Crossman's own frustration with the work of the Boundary Commission 

and his undoubted admiration for the Herbert Commission prompted 

this attack which appears to have taken his own civil servants by
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; 6 : 
gunptiee.: oS Shortly afterwards the Government established a royal 

commission to investigate local government in England with the following 

terms of reference; 

"to consider the structure of local government in England, 

outside Greater London, in relation to its existing functions; 

and to make recommendations for authorities and boundaries, 

and for functions and their division, having regard to the 

size and character of areas in which these can be most 

effectively exercised and the need to sustain a viable 

system of local democracy". (47) 

From this it becomes clear, however, that the problems of local 

government were still perceived by central government as those of 

scale. As Crossman had earlier suggested, what was required 

was a thorough analysis of two main problems, 

"first of all, the relation of size and function in 

local government under modern conditions, where many 

services are regional in character; and secondly, and 

equally important, the way to resolve the conflict between 

local democracy, which is inherently small, and efficiency, 

which is sometimes large". (48) 

This diagnosis conforms with the traditional approach to local government 

reorganisation which Ashford has described as an attempt "to rationalise 

. : (49) 
boundaries and functions . Nevertheless, the subsequent 

investigation carried out by the commission should be seen as one of 

the most important developments in the intellectual history of English 

local government for reasons outlined below. 

First, it provided a forum for a massive demonstration 

of the wealth of ideas and opinions on local government organisation. 

These ideas, either contributed directly to the commission as evidence 

or as by-products of research instigated by the commission, allow us 

to build a fairly comprehensive picture of public opinion at this 

time. As in the late nineteenth century the prospect of an imminent 

reorganisation during the 1960s provided a stimulus to writers, 

organisations and governments to think in terms of general principles 

to guide legislation. Second, the local government debate in the 1960s
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continued a process begun earlier of examining the relationship 

between structure and other variables such as size, management, 

administrative requirements of specific services, and community 

interest. Nevertheless, it would seem this. widening 

of the local government debate has been ignored by its critics. 

We should note the comments of two academics comparing the schemes 

of the AMC and the royal commission report; 

"It is instructive to note that the Royal Commission which 
sat for three years recommended as a basis for reform the 

unitary principle as advocated by the AMC". 

"The evidence put forward by the AMC has been swallowed 
hook, line and sinker by the Royal Commission". (50) 

Alternatively it could be argued that the only similarity between 

the AMC and Redcliffe-Maud was the support for a single level of 

administration and in most other respects such as the size, importance, 

technical efficiency, and democratic viability of these 

authorities the two schemes were far from agreement. 

This section, therefore, acknowledges the complexity of 

this debate upon the principles of modern local government. Although 

"structure' inevitably played an important role as the starting point 

for ideas and proposals other considerations were also vital. The 

section will be divided into four parts. The first part takes a 

conventional view of this debate and concentrates upon the structural 

arrangements of the many schemes submitted as evidence together with 

the recommendations of the royal commission. Secondly, we will 

examine the debate from the perspective of administration exploring 

the relationships between structure and the management of policy as 

well as the organisational implications of functional allocation. 

In the third part we will be focussing upon the problems of the 

structure-democracy relationship, in particular the definition of 

‘community' and the need to modernise local government without 

unnecessarily sacrificing traditional values. The final part will
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briefly examine the political response to this extensive debate on local 

government reorganisation. 

(a) Balancing Democracy and Efficiency 

Traditionally discussion on the structure of local government 

has operated with an assumption that there is a relationship between 

the size of an organisation and its efficiency and democratic viability. 

There has never been any firm evidence produced to support or disprove 

this assumption but as we have seen in previous chapters it has 

greatly influenced approaches to reorganisation. There were signs, 

however, initially amongst writers supporting regionalism and city- 

regionalism that a more rigorous examination of this relationship 

was required. The royal commission took an important step in 

instigating research into correlations between size and efficiency 

which might be used to substantiate or disclaim this conventional 

wisdom. Nevertheless, tradition, and this includes traditional 

ideas and attitudes, has been a powerful force in English local 

government and many of the schemes put forward in the 1960s relied 

upon the common assumption that large authorities were inherently 

efficient while small ones were more democratic. 

Evidence to the royal commission was almost unanimous 

in demanding an increase in the size of local authorities and 150- 

250,000 population emerged as the most popular minimum for important 

local authorities. Few schemes bothered to specify a maximum limit 

but of those which did one million was frequently cited as desirable. 

What these proposals had in common was the profound belief that 

authorities of this scale could now satisfy both vital requirements 

- they would prove efficient in administration at the samertime 

democratic in 6uelooK > Despite this claim, however, many schemes 

had provided insurance in the form of smaller consultative authorities
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(52) 
(between 10-30,000 was popular) which would safeguard local democracy 

or more substantial executive bodies (mainly between 50-150,000) 

capable of assuming responsibility for some of the more ‘local’ 

Punétions 2°? . Authorities of this scale would allow local government 

to continue to be accessible and help prevent the growth of bureaucracy. 

This concern with population as the scale on which to decide local 

government boundaries proved to have a number of important consequences. 

Advocates of a unitary approach encountered serious 

difficulties when considering boundaries for both sparsely and densely 

populated areas. In rural areas where population was sparse and 

scattered conforming with minimum population criteria would entail 

authorities extending over enormous areas. In terms of democracy 

these bodies would be remote and inaccessible and would not reflect 

a community of local interests. At the other end of the scale it 

was also felt application of the unitary principle could not go 

beyond certain limits. The conurbations, therefore, presented a real 

problem and three possible solutions were suggested. First, 

boundaries would have to be drawn artificially tight to meet the 

requirements of population. Second, population would have to be 

abandoned as the best scale for determining boundaries. Third, the 

conurbations would have to have what was regarded as a second-best 

form of administrative system and receive two levels of local authority. 

In practice this final choice was most popular (it had been used in 

the reorganisation of London government) but this, of course, 

invited criticism that if a two-tier approach was acceptable in the 

conurbations it could prove satisfactory elsewhere. 

However, weaknesses also began to appear in the two-tier approach. 

Invariably, it was suggested the smaller authority would safeguard 

democracy while the larger would continue to make improvements in the 

quality of local services. Certain problems emerged with this chain



of reasoning as the empirical data emerging from various 

research studies could not be used to substantiate this claim. The 

research could find no significant patterns within the size- 

efficiency-democracy relationship and indeed the evidence if anything 

argued against the conventional wisdom: it was not necessarily 

true that larger authorities were more efficient than smaller or 

that small authorities were the most dewperaeie 2 Since this had 

been a basic assumption of the two-tier approach it is not surprising 

to find considerable scorn being placed upon the 'objective' method. 

This concern to balance democracy and efficiency also affected the 

two-tier approach in another way. The wholesale application of the 

two-tier system meant in the rural areas the population of the lower 

tiers would have to be much smaller then in the urban centres. The 

CCA, for example, suggested a population range of between 40,000 and 

500,000 for the second-tier which provoked one member of the 

commission to accuse them of advocating a 'patchwork' of local juthovities ">. 

These schemes encountered these difficulties because of 

the traditional emphasis placed upon devising local government areas 

that recognised the importance of population as a determinant of 

administrative and democratic organisation. An additional opportunity 

for inconsistency, however, was introduced with the evidence available 

to the royal commission. It now had its own research to counterbalance 

the conventional wisdom supplied by witnesses which provided conflicting 

statements about the relationship between size and efficiency and the 

requirements of local democracy. The research suggested size was not 

an important factor in this relationship; the acquired wisdom said it 

was. Moreover, the attitudes which had evolved from the nineteenth 

century had polarised to such an extent that the response to this 

question of democracy and efficiency was either all-purpose 

authorities or a two level system of government. This meant Redcliffe-
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Maud's support for a unitary system exposed it to two criticisms. 

First, that it had ignored the evidence of its own research findings. 

Second, that by increasing the size of all-purpose authorities 

it had, according to the conventional wisdom sacrificed too many of 

the values of local democracy. Perhaps the best example of the extent 

to which these criticisms had been anticipated and had complicated 

proposals can be found in the commission's recommendations for 

specific areas. 

The report acknowledged the special case of the conurbations 

but so attached was it to the unitary principle that only three 

conurbations were identified - Merseyside, Greater Manchester and 

the West Midlands. Other large urban centres, for example, South 

West Yorkshire, could not apparently be classified as conurbations 

despite their population Gendtey os The adherence to population caused 

other problems for the commission whose proposals in the South West would 

have seen a ‘Devon and Exeter' authority extending over two thousand 

square miles while in the North East the ‘Sunderland and Durham' 

area would cover a mere ninety-three square wiles") The bitter 

debate throughout the century between one and two tier local government 

had brought a reluctance to compromise - the choice was clear one tier 

or two tier. The consequences of this slavish devotion to one model 

of administrative and democratic organisation based on a belief that 

it was necessary to balance democracy and efficiency can be seen 

in the Redcliffe-Maud proposals and elsewhere. The availability 

of evidence gathered by research which challenged existing attitudes 

towards local government also proved vital-in complicating the debate 

on reorganisation in a number of other areas - particularly with 

regard to the question of improving the administration of local services.
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(b) Structural Pre-Conditions for Improved Services 

Two vital aspects of the relationship between structure 

and administration dominated the debate on reorganistion during 

the 1960s. First, the significance of structural organisation for 

the management of policy. Second, the administrative requirements 

of the whole range of services undertaken by local authorities. 

(i) Structure and Management 

Local government has frequently copied management styles 

developed in industry, commerce and central government and during the 

early 1960s dissatisfaction with local government saw attention 

diverted away from structural problems towards the subject of local 

Management. In 1964 two committees of inquiry were established to 

investigate Staffing (Mallaby) and Management (Maud) in local 

government. Increasingly opinion suggested a relationship existed 

between success in clarifying and achieving policy objectives and 

local government structure. The publication of these reports in 1967 

seemed to give the official stamp of approval upon this opinion. 

The Maud Report criticised the use of separate committees 

and departments each responsible for a small range of services because 

"departmentalism' led to confusion over the respective roles of 

members and officers and a lack of co-ordination in policy. Maud 

recommended a Management Board composed of between five and nine 

élected members to initiate and review local policy while both Maud 

and Mallaby suggested the number of departments could be reduced if inter- 

related services were administered fosetaen Underlying both 

reports were certain common principles. More efficient administration 

was necessary and this required greater co-ordination, planning and 

management of policy. Rationalisation of internal administrative 

machinery was essential to reduce the number of contact points (committees
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and departments) within the organisation and to encourage a more 

corporate approach to policy. Once the argument that linking services 

was an inherently efficient action had been advanced the pursuit of 

efficiency would influence consideration of the allocation of functions 

and ultimately, therefore, the structure of local government. 

Elsewhere, similar approaches to the problems of local 

policy management were emerging. J A G Griffith, for example, to 

improve the efficiency of local services proposed "making committee 

chairman approximate in their duties, powers and responsibilities 

to Ministers", while local officers should resemble more their 

Whitehall eeotierparta. 3 L J Sharpe, who was later to become the 

Research Officer for the Rédcliffe-Maud Commission, recommended a 

"policy committee' capable of determining broad policy and he prophesied, 

"we may see something like a local Cabinet system eieriing 

This idea of importing a cabinet-style into local government had been 

considered much earlier but it now suggested a growing interest 

in the organisational requirements of efficient administration which 

became reflected in subsequent developments. 

Early indications of the influence of this approach were 

(61) given by Richard Crossman in his speech to the AMC and it became 

clear from the membership of the royal commission the work of the 

Maud Management Committee was regarded as of crucial significance. 

The Chairman of the commission, Sir John Maud, together with Francis 

Hill, Peter Mursell, Victor Feather and Dr A H Marshall had also 

been associated with the Maud inquiry and no doubt would be expected 

to inject some of their earlier conclusions into the royal commission's 

deliberations. Elsewhere it was also clear Whitehall was anxious to 

emphasise the importance of a more positive attitude towards management 

as a factor in determining the structure of local government. The
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Home Office, for example, believed larger local authorities were 

necessary to guarantee the right calibre of staff while a two- 

tier structure would impair Aieetdination’° =’. Similarly the 

Department of Education and Science (DES) expressed fears that elected 

members were too involved in the management of routine sdiineetraticn’ = « 

The concern for management extended to groups within local government. 

The Town Planning Institute, for example, believed the problems of size 

and management were closely related. Local authorities should not be 

so small as to be unable to support an adequate planning team nor 

so large as to undermine "the capacity of management to plan, organise 

and Gontnodeoe These points would have been warmly received by 

certain members of the royal commission. 

The Redcliffe-Maud Report contained a chapter entitled 

"Local Government Management' scattered with vague generalisations about 

the relationship between management and structure. Large authorities 

it was claimed had 'managerial advantages’ but members of such 

organisations were not ‘unduly bureaucratic in outlook'. Nevertheless, 

there was a point at which the size of the authority became critical 

since, 'it is however clear that the very large authority has management 

difficulties to contend with' causing it to ‘easily fall short of its 

potential’, and where, 'a corporate view may be hard to reach’. 

A central board or committee was required to avoid ‘isolated services' 

and allow administration to ‘transcend the interests of a single 

denaremenes >>. Services were all inter-related because they 

served the same community. The report concluded that local 

authorities should be alive to the potential of ‘modern management 

technology' and exploit ‘technical advances in individual Benyiceston? 

These generalisations moreover, proceeded to play a crucial role in 

determining the Commission's approach to the question of local & PP q 

government structure.
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Emphasis was placed upon scale, co-ordination, the pursuit 

of clearly stated objectives and the importance of a ‘corporate’ approach. 

By definition, therefore, certain types of local government structure 

began to disqualify themselves. The small authority was regarded as 

inherently weak because of its inability to afford the necessary 

manpower and resources required for this advanced management style. 

Second, there was an implicit criticism of two-levels of administration 

because of the difficulties of co-ordinating divided services which 

were, after all, inter-related. For those who valued administrative 

efficiency and viewed the real purpose of local government as the local 

administration of public services these arguments appeared convincing. 

Others, however, challenged the conclusion that since all local services 

were interrelated they should be managed by the same authority. One 

critic of Redcliffe-Maud claimed that although services were interrelated 

a closer examination of the relationships might show services could be 

arranged in 'clusters' and hence more than one level of local authority 

might be operecred@ Those opposed to the unitary principle, 

however, were forced away from a consideration of management style and 

decided instead to concentrate their attention upon the structural 

requirements of better service delivery. 

(ii) Structure and Administration 

The debate over the structural allocation of local government 

functions eould be briefly summarised as follows. Some opinion regarded 

all functions as-interrelated requiring a single authority to co- 

ordinate and distribute those services. Others held the basic belief 

that different functions needed different areas and the choice of 

area depended upon the primary objectives of each service. Rather 

than wasting resources and confusing responsibilities dividing 

responsibilities for services would produce a more efficient and
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effective local government system because it put more emphasis on 

the needs of the local consumer. Both arguments although ostensibly 

about improving the quality of local government services had considerable 

implications for the structural arrangement of authorities. 

Those emphasising links between services attacked the 

disadvantages of delegation between local authorities despite the 

a, ; : : - (68) 
absence of much empirical examination of this practice . The AMC 

claimed delegation was wasteful of resources and manpower with the 

inevitable damage to eciciatey oe. NALGO, whose members were 

closely involved in local administration made it clear a unitary 

system was necessary to, 

"replace the present jigsaw puzzle of county, county 

borough, municipal borough, urban and rural district 

and parish councils, joint boards and committees, and 

the confusion of delegated and overlapping powers now 

existing". (70) 

Another body with a vested interest in reducing the division of 

services was the Ministry of Health whose complaint referred to the 

need to increase the numbers of inspectors when functions were 

mae 2 (7) 
divided between authorities . 

This opinion, therefore, suggested a unitary approach provided 

the answer to better local services. Redcliffe-Maud decided services 

could be grouped as either ‘environmental" or 'personal' and then 

went on to recommend, 

"If possible, both the "environmental" and the "personal" 
groups of services should be in the hands of the same 

authority, because the influence of one on the other is 

great and likely to increase". (my emphasis) (72) 

The key to understanding the relationship between the different types 

of services apparently lay in recognising the social implications 

of environmental planning. The report itself cited the influence of 

a number of inquiries (Seebohm, Cullingworth, Plowden and Newsom) which 

all seemed to agree that altering the physical environment inevitably
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affected the social environment which in turn led to further changes 

in the physical environment. Meanwhile the Skeffington Committee had 

been investigating the broad theme of people and planning as more 

attention was focussed upon the value of public participation in 

73) The helping to avoid adverse social effects from planning 

royal commission concluded that given the relationship between social 

and environmental services only the all-purpose authority, 

"can see the full extent of the relationships between 
different services, what developments in each are 
necessary to meet people's needs and what gaps between 
services ought to be filled. It is the local government 
of its area. There is no doubt where responsibility lies, 
no confusion over which authority does what. This is local 
government in its simplest, most understandable and potentially 
most efficient form". (74) 

Others, however, criticised the logic of this conclusion believing 

it over-simplified the nature of local government services and 

sacrificed too many of the values of local democracy on the altar of 

administrative uniformity. 

Previously, advocates of a two-tier system had had to contend 

with criticisms of delegation but the 1960s saw a more positive approach 

to the advantages of dividing administrative responsibility for services, 

perhaps spurred on by a study of London government which suggested, 

“where the respective responsibilities of the two tiers are clearly 

defined, the system appears to be working satisfactorily", Th e 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government for its part, believed the 

problem of shared functions could be overcome by co-opting members 

(76) of the lower tier to co-ordinate with the upper-tier while others 

claimed sutécessful delegation only required the right attitude of 

mind. Elsewhere, however, stronger, more positive claims were being 

made for dividing responsibilities. 

The debate on reorganisation allowed supporters of a two-tier 

system to portray themselves as not only advocates of a more efficient 

system but also at the same time as defenders of traditional local
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be carried out byas small a local authority unit in terms of population 

and area as can carry them out efficientiy' 72). Similarly, the CCA 

argued the "local government unit should be no larger in population 

and area than is necessary for the efficient provision of services 

for which it is responsibier’!?) The most convincing argument in 

support of dividing administration, however, was that of Derek 

Senior examined in an earlier chapter. Certainly an important 

relationship did exist between the social and physical environment 

but as Senior argued the purely administrative demands of local 

government meant, 

"there is no automatic identity between the geographic 

scale of this or any other social entity and the 

functional requirements of the personal services, 

because some of these requirements are related not to 

area but to case load". (79) 

Put another way what this opinion appeared to suggest was that the 

administrative requirements of services should not be divorced from 

a consideration of the primary objectives ofithat service. Services 

directly affecting the general public, e.g., housing, social welfare, 

should be limited to small areas to allow and encourage public 

accessibility. The administrative costs of a service were not, 

therefore, necessarily the only guide to its likely efficiency. 

What also had to be taken into account was the need to optimise 

the impact of services and in certain cases the small authority was 

better positioned for this purpose than the more remote large 

authority. It was in fact a much broader view of the relationship 

between services and efficiency which enabled advocates of the two 

tier approach to claim their system was an improvement upon the unitary 

principle. In this way the two-tier approach was able to present 

itself as not only capable of planning the physical environment but 

also protecting the interests of the social community.
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Although the unitary and two-tier approaches both 

focussed on administration they were not necessarily concerned with 

the same aspect of this problem. The unitary system as we have shown 

emphasised the internal organisation of local government and the need 

to rationalise administration to facilitate better management, planning 

and co-ordination. If services were interrelated it was better to 

recognise this by placing responsibilities with a single authority. 

The two-tier approach emphasised the specific requirements of individual 

services in terms of increasing their impact. Services were inter- 

related but to take these relationships to their logical administrative 

conclusions would be to ignore the claims of local democracy and the 

need to consider public access to services affecting them directly. 

Clearly no agreement existed over what constituted administrative 

efficiency.and, therefore, it was possible for both sides to claim 

that their approach to the reorganisation of local government offered 

the best opportunity to improve the quality cf services. 

(c) Community Interest - Traditionalism versus Modernity 

In the debate on reorganisation two main problems emerged 

regarding the status of local democracy. Firstly, the definition of 

local community interest which had been a basic concern from the 

nineteenth century onwards became further complicated by the desire 

to utilise more ‘objective’ assessments of community. This led to 

the second problem of choosing between different definitions of 

community. The difficulties of this choice reflect the inherent 

tensions within debates on local government as traditional values 

were increasingly challenged by more modern approaches. 

(i) Defining the community of local interest 

The problem of community has concerned writers and legislators
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on local government for many years and rather than being closer we 

now seem even further from a consensus of opinion. An additional 

difficulty in the twentieth century has been the development in 

transport and communications so that we must now recognise 

two approaches to the definition of community: one concerned with 

administrative boundaries and legal institutions the other with social 

interaction and ej-aperation =. Although this view had been held 

previously an extra problem during the 1960s was the existence of 

data which actually proved, no doubt to the disappointment 

of many theorists on local government, that these communities, 

social, economic and political, were completely different. 

The royal commission itself was instrumental in acquiring 

this data since to help its investigation a Community Attitudes Survey 

(CAS) was carried out as well as surveys undertaken by the commission's 

own research gratis oe This research examined the concept of 

community from a number of angles, from individual perceptions 

(subjective) to social and economic determinants (objective) of 

community interest. In short, both ‘subjective’ and ‘objective' 

definitions of community, which many writers had alluded to in the 

past, were now available as empirical observations. Unfortunately 

the results supported the long held suspicion that a considerable 

gap existed between the two definitions of local community. The 

evidence agreed, moreover, that local government boundaries failed 

to reflect either form of community interest. 

The major problem for proponents of the large authority 

was evidence from the CAS data that people identified community in 

terms of ‘home-area' which consisted of a small town, rural parish, 

even a neighbourhood. Increasing the size of authorities would only 

exaggerate the sense of remoteness individuals might experience towards 

local government. The royal commission itself, however, seemed
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unperturbedby this evidence even going so far as to suggest it made 

introduction of larger authorities easier because, 

"any re-drawing of local authority boundaries to create 
larger units would do less damage to the sense of local 

community among the inhabitants than might be supposed", (82) 

It felt confident in making this kind of assertion, however, because 

of its reliance upon ‘objective’ community as a guide to the optimum 

organisation of administrative boundaries. This approach agreed 

with what planners and city-regionalists had claimed for a long time - 

the interdependency of urban and rural areas was extensive in social 

and economic terms and any administrative separation was artificial. 

In particular large towns and cities acted as focal points for socio- 

economic activity and the characteristic division of local government 

into town and country units was now hopelessly out-dated. The 

‘objective’ definition of community, therefore, pointed in the direction 

of much larger local authorities. 

The availability of ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ definitions 

of community provided the basis for considerable controversy within 

the debate on reorganisation. The appeal of 'subjective' 

community however, was that it personified the traditional values of 

local democracy - public participation, interest, and accessibility. 

The attraction of the 'objective' community was its recognition of 

modern living-patterns which local government had to reflect if it 

was adequately to meet the requirements of public need. This 

distinction between different types of local community interest saw the 

clash of modern and traditional values and produced some interesting ideas 

on the structural organisation of future local government. 

(ii) Structure and ‘Subjective’ Community 

After the second world war the movement towards larger 

local authorities eventually produced a backlash of opinion favouring
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a form of government that would encourage greater public involvement. 

Large authorities were regarded as remote and potentially divorced from 

the real needs of the local community. In the late 1940s 

professional planners began to experiment with the 'neighbourhood 

unit concept’ which it was claimed enabled a more comprehensive 

appreciation of an area's needene on In the 1960s more demands for 

greater participation in the planning process were made and this 

was accompanied by support for neighbourhood or parish types of local 

government. Groups such as the Association of Neighbourhood 

Councils and particularly the National Association of Parish Councils 

(NAPC) became more active and campaigned for an extension of local 

government on this scale. 

Evidence to the royal commission reflected this widespread 

support for some form of community-based government which would have 

urban as well as rural application. The NAPC maintained interest in 

local government would be increased if urban and rural communities 

had their own authority and representatives able to communicate 

interests to higher subhowptiee a Pe The other local associations 

all favoured retention, even extension of parish type councils. 

In particular the AMC which had proposed all-purpose authorities 

introduced the idea of "community trusts" based on smaller areas 

which could be useful in preserving traditions and retaining public 

interests The AMC's concern to avoid the charge of remoteness 

was evident in the community trust scheme and this was also true 

of the Redcliffe-Maud proposals which had less than half the AMC's 

number of major authorities. Whatever its views on the democracy / 

efficiency argument the commission appears to have been unable to 

escape from the traditional view that a small directly elected 

authority is more truly democratic than a larger body;
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"It is clear that the bigger the main local authorities, 
the more an effective system of democracy will require 
local representative institutions capable both of rallying 

and giving expression to local opinion and of doing a 
number of things for themselves". (86) 

But while the force of tradition guaranteed acceptance for the 

principle of small scale councils modern demands for greater 

efficiency provided arguments against allocating excutive powers to 

such organisations. 

In general opinion supporting the community council concept 

desired only advisory and consultative powers for these bodies. 

The scheme should be extended to include urban areas but the 

administrative role should be pinoe Ot. Although this view was 

popular more ambitious proposals were advocated by the NAPC and it 

was these which influenced the royal commission's recommendations 

for local councils. The NAPC wanted these bodies to have greater 

powers because that would encourage the public to become involved 

and communicate their demands. Moreover, it was argued this form of 

authority was particularly suited to modern needs where it seemed 

capable of reporting the special needs of developing suburbs, 

inner-cities and new housing Sacarees These authorities should 

be allowed to finance those services which local people wanted 

. (89) ° L 
and were prepared to finance themselves - Despite the obvious 

weaknesses of the viability of self-finance schemes, for example, 

in the inner-citires, the NAPC scheme proved influential. 

The CCA, for example, admitted it had initial reservations 

about the powers of parish-type councils but later endorsed the NAPC 

(90) : ae : 
proposals - More important the royal commission after hearing 

evidence from the NAPC became convinced of its potential within their 

own scheme for local reorganisation. The commission recommended a 

system of local councils which might overcome the dangers of remoteness. 

However, a number of weaknesses were apparent in this attempt to satisfy
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the appeal of ‘subjective’ community. First, local councils would be 

based on existing administrative boundaries which research had already 

demonstrated did not reflect the individual's perception of his community. 

Second, local council responsibilities would have varied with size. 

Although the report was careful not to give too much detail the smallest 

councils would concentrate on local amenities, for example, swimming 

pools and community centres but the largest councils would have 

the power, 'to take a part in some of the main local government 

(91) This, of services’, including aspects of housing and planning 

course, totally contradicted earlier statements about the dangers of 

dividing functions and the need to have single authorities responsible 

for all services. Third, as in the NAPC scheme, expenditure would be 

locally derived inevitably bringing considerable variation in the status 

of local councils. Clearly the attraction of the local councils 

scheme for the royal commission was its apparent compromise between 

the values of local democracy and administrative efficiency. 

The idea of local councils found the support of politicians 

anxious to be seen as valuing the traditions of English local government. 

Support was, however, superficial as Labour supported the Redcliffe- 

Maud proposals but refused to allow the transfer of administrative 

responsibilities. In defence of this policy Anthony Crosland, 

Labour Secretary of State for Local Government and Regional Planning, 

claimed local democracy would be protected not by a weak second-tier 

authority but rather by a body, "representing the local community 

and caring for the local Seiroment"\2-, These proposals were 

attacked from both sides of the House for failing to reflect 

comunity interest in urban areas and doing little to overcome the 

(93) but as far as the Labour Government problem of public apathy 

was concerned they had been seen to desire reform in this 

direction. The symbolic value of the local councils scheme was important
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in diverting attention away from more serious revisions of local 

government. 

For its part the Conservative Government presumably felt 

less need to make token gestures of this kind since its two-tier 

scheme included authorities much smaller than those advocated by 

Redcliffe-Maud and Labour and it was made clear that if community 

councils were genuinely desirable legislation was unnecessary as 

voluntary action would prove Bucficieae tt After various Labour 

attempts to amend the Local Government Bill to include community 

councils the Government retorted it would be wrong statutorily to 

define authorities of this size since they might establish an 

alternative focus to the district councils for local democratic 

interest which would create problems for decision-making and administrative 

efficiency. Not even the Conservatives respect for tradition 

could be allowed to obscure the modern need for greater efficiency 

in the provision of local services. 

(iii) Structure and 'Objective' Communi ty 

The additional difficulty caused by the availability of 

socio-economic definitions of community was manifest in the debate on 

the urban-rural relationship. The separation of urban and rural 

areas for local administration had traditionally been regarded as the 

major weakness of nineteenth century legislation and any reorganisation 

of local government would have to confront this problem. Research 

of various kinds had demonstrated the inter-dependence of town and 

country tracing the éxtent of urban influence (or 'zones of influence’ 

as Professor Robson termed it) upon surrounding areas. The city- 

regionalists had based their approach to local government upon 

this relationship but such was its importance that more conventional 

schemes for reorganisation also had to confront the issue.
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Those: favouring the unitary approach claimed their form af 

administrative organisation could easily reflect the relationship 

between urban and rural. Earlier the Maud Management Committee had 

indicated a reorganised local government system would have to end the 

town-country separation and this theme was enthusiastically adopted 

by various groups. The AMC, for example, argued that administrative 

boundaries should be determined by the influence of the town or city 

that would form the nucleus 7. The DES added "the division between 

town and country, especially between county boroughs and counties, 

eons : Be ay ce aap 
is in many cases quite artificial ° 

The Redcliffe-Maud Report agreed with the broad theme of 

these conclusions and recommended: 

"Rach local authority should be responsible for a 

continuous area that makes, so far as practicable, a 

coherent social and economic whole, matching the 

way of life of a mobile society and giving the 

authority the space it needs to assess and tackle its 

problems. Such areas are essential for effective 

planning and transportation policies. They will 

also suit other operational purposes". (98) 

The key word in this passage is 'continuous'. Few would reject the 

evidence of the close ties between urban and rural areas but a number 

chose to reject the logic adopted by the AMC and the Redcliffe- 

Maud Commission. Town and country were inter-dependent but was 

it absolutely essential administrative boundaries should reflect 

this relationship and if so to what extent? 

Apart from the city-regionalists proponents of a two-tier 

approach thought it unwise to allow urban areas to 'dominate', 

"overtake' and 'destroy’' the surrounding suburban and rural areas. 

For administrative purposes the urban-rural relationship required 

balance and a start could be made towards this by abolishing the 

county boroughs which had acted as islands of administrative autonomy. 

During the 1950s the local associations (except the AMC) had regarded 

the separation of town and country as a ‘natural severance’ but in the
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1960s more positive attitudes had to be adopted. The RDCA, for example 

whilst acknowledging the inter-dependency of urban and rural areas 

claimed the upper tier of local administration could reflect this 

but at the lowest level of government other considerations might be 

Retamiiced *” . District councils could, therefore, continue to be 

based upon urban and rural areas because the upper tier would embrace 

both types of area. It is also important to note that none of these 

schemes assumed the central focus for the location of the upper 

tier should be urban. 

Each conventional approach to the problem of local 

government structure, therefore, wanted to recognise the social and 

economic ties between urban and rural areas. A major stumbling block 

to both attempts to reflect objective community interest, however, 

lay in the special features of the conurbations. Already major 

discrepancies in the size of authorities had occurred despite this 

interest in socio-economic communities. The Redcliffe-Maud had proposed 

unitary authorities at least double the size of the AMC's councils. 

Derek Senior's proposals for a two-tier system envisaged just thirty- 

five first tier authorities, much lower than many other schemes. 

Although there was agreement over the need to reflect urban-rural 

relations in administrative boundaries it was clear some writers 

were prepared to do this to a greater extent than others. 

The conurbations in some ways presented the acid-test. 

These densely populated urban centres would have influente-over 

an extremely wide expanse of territory, possibly thirty or forty 

miles across. Although the CCA supported the view that the upper 

tier in a two-tier system could encompass both urban and rural areas 

it realised that to do this in the conurbations would result in 

authorities of enormous size. The solution was to draw tight 

(100) 
boundaries around the conurbations , an approach later adopted
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by the Conservatives in their legislative proposals. The Government 

defended this policy which was expected to prevent urban sprawl 

and what Michael Heseltine referred to as the "nibble" approach to urban 

housing pecetede 

The effect of these conurban boundary proposals was to 

deprive these authorities of their own green-belt area and to undermine 

planning capability. To some extent this tactic provides us with 

a clear view of the tensions within local government reorganisation. 

The modern demands for greater administrative efficiency recognised 

the importance of social and economic determinants of community 

interests. Alongside this, however, was the traditional suspicion, 

even hostility, of the CCA and the Conservative Party to the large 

cities. In this particular instance it would seem this prejudice 

was allowed to out-weigh all other considerations but we should recall 

that almost a century before a very similar problem had beset Salisbury's 

Government requiring a balance between the claims of urban community, 

the viability of rural administration and political interest. 

Most of the problems concerning local democracy in the 1960s 

stemmed from the force of tradition in our understanding of this concept. 

Notions of subjective community could easily be used to symbolise the 

value of local democracy because this form of community was 

associated with the same kinds of values which had helped define local 

democracy - the importance of the individual and his immediate social 

environment. Unfortunately, the idea of a subjective community forming 

the basis of administrative units of modern local government proved 

unacceptable because of the reluctance to invest executive powers in 

these bodies. This, of course, only undermined their potential value 

to the system of local government. 

The ability to assess objective community produced 

difficulties for those unwilling to go as far as the city-regionalists



in defining local government boundaries. Here the clash between 

traditional and modern demands was clearest, particularly in the 

conurbations where the logic of objective community suggested enormous 

authorities. For mainly practical or political reasons many of the 

schemes were unprepared to apply this logic to their own proposals. 

In the 1880s it was the counties which had stood to lose by wholseale 

application of the urban community interest and in the 1960s once 

again it seemed rural areas needed protection. Whatever the strengths 

of the community interest (subjective and/or objective) in urban areas 

it was clear it should not be allowed to dwarf all other considerations. 

(d) Ideas and Opinions: The Political Response 

(i) Labour and Reorganisation 

Immediately the Redcliffe-Maud proposals appeared in 1969 

recommending just 58 unitary and 3 metropolitan authorities criticisms 

were made of the potential remoteness of such large councils. 

However, members of the royal commission defended their proposals, with 

even Derek Senior claiming the gap between himself and his 

(102). 
colleagues was not in practice too great In February 1970 Labour 

published their proposals on local reorganisation, substantially 

agreeing with the Redcliffe-Maud scheme. If we use Geetertehetecto” 

framework to gauge the influence of the royal commission report on 

Labour policy it becomes clear the result would be positive. Little 

time elapsed between publication of the two schemes; Labour's 

proposals were almost exactly the same as the commission's 

recommendations: the climate of opinion had not overwhelmingly 

supported the unitary principle adopted by Redcliffe—Maud. 

Although Whitehall departments had wanted a different type of local
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government these proposals would not have appeared "too troublesome te Oe, 

Labour's description of local government problems was 

virtually identical to that used frequently by various other groups. 

Local government was weak because of the urban-rural separation, the 

size of authorities and the confusion caused to the public. It was not 

surprising central government had been forced to intervene in local 

affairs. Labour Ministers defended the unitary principle which 

was seen as "a great gain for the public understanding of local 

2 CRE . (105) 
government, without which there can be no effective democracy ; 

Some Labour backbenchers, however, made it clear where priorities 

shotld lie when one announced, 

"it is fairly obvious, however, that what the people 

want above all else is to know that the services 

which are being run by local authorities are efficient". (106) 

Even Conservative Ministers later recognised the administrative 

superiority of unitary authorities. Peter Walker openly acknowhedged 

his belief that the unitary concept had the administrative advantage 

while a Tory backbencher declared, "there is no doubt in my mind 

Pe : , . ‘ 1 (107) 
that for efficiency a large single tier authority is best ; 

However, dissenting Labour voices could be heard against 

the unitary principle and their objections were typical of criticisms 

of this approach. Inevitably the fear of remoteness and the threat 

to local democracy featured prominently. One Labour MP declared he 

would "sacrifice a little efficiency in order to get a local government 

. ; . . (108) 
in which people were interested and which was close to them ‘ 

while a former Labour Minister of Housing and Local Government spoke 

of the royal commission's "fanatical attachment to the unitary 

ey 1 6109) ' 
principle . Towards the end of the debate on Labour's proposals 

another of the Party's backbenchers said, 

"most of us believe that it is worth paying some price 

in efficiency to know that ordinary people have ready 

access to the very people who are taking the decisions 

which affect their lives so closely". (110)
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But as Labour marched towards the June election such criticisms were 

lost in the support for "larger and stronger local authorities" 

capable of "better planning, more efficiency, stronger councils 

n (111) and improved quality in local democracy and services >» which 

unitary authorities would help introduce. 

(ii) Conservatives and Reorganisation 

In the event the Conservatives won the 1970 General Election 

and proceded to put forward their own proposals for reorganisation which 

were incorporated in the 1972 Local Government Act. The Conservatives 

had rejected the unitary approach in favour of a two-tier system as 

early as February 1970 $114) but the important question of the 

allocation of administrative responsibilities was settled in consultations 

between the Government and various interest groups, especially the local 

authority seugctaeions te. Meanwhile, support for a two-tier 

system had grown even to the point where Lady Sharp could announce "most 

of us who have struggled with the difficult question of how to 

best organise local government have really groped for a two-tier eyatan’s mg 

This statement together with Lord Redcliffe-Maud's own endorsement 

of the Conservative proposals allowed one Conservative Minister 

to exclain, 

"IT am therefore pleased that ‘the. distinguished people who 
sat on this Commission, including the Chairman, Lord 
Redcliffe-Maud'and Baroness Sharp, have paid a tribute 
to the proposals we are now bringing forward. Both 
of them have stated that these proposals are, in their 
view, sensible, radical and good". (115) 

The Conservatives believed the strength of their proposals lay in the 

ability to satisfy the need fora more efficient system of administration 

without endangering local democracy. This attitude was best expressed 

by one Conservative backbencher: 

"Do not let us be led away by the Pied Piper of so called
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managerial efficiency or administrative convenience, 

for we are dealing here with the government of the people, 
and the nearer we can get to the people the better, even 

if doing so means sacrificing a little of the convenience 
of some officials and occasionally being marginally less 
efficient. That is preferably to being super-efficient, 
inhuman and remote". (116) 

This had been one of the main defences of the two-tier approach but 

it was still important how the distribution of functions would give 

power to both levels of government. 

The Government preferred to use the term 'two-level' 

rather than 'two-tier' to try and instil an image of partnership 

between the counties and districts but=the Bill clearly envisaged 

a top-heavy administration. The Government was criticised for 

proposing weak district councils that would have difficulty in 

attracting suitably qualified manpower.and even Conservative backbenchers 

attacked the division of functions. Conservative MPs for Cambridge, 

' ; (117) 
Portsmouth and Luton all asked for more powers for the districts 

while various Labour MPs alluded to the "fine and ancient history of 

the county ponougiet «soe The Government had second thoughts and 

, ‘ ; 1 
transferred more functions to the districts <! 9) » but clearly this was 

not sufficient as complaints by MPs representing the larger cities 

continued. To some extent the recent demands of the largest district 

councils based in the cities has stemmed from the Conservative 

decision to invest the bulk of administrative power with the county 

authorities. 

In adopting the two-tier approach the Government were 

clearly anticipating the electoral consequences of local government 

reorganisation. Their arguments in defending this decision echoed 

many of the points made by proponents of the two-tier system, 

particularly the County Councils Association, but it was noticeable 

that in the crucial issue of dividing functions the Government had 

favoured the administrative aspects of this approach to reorganisation.



The bulk of administrative responsibilities remained with the first- 

tier authority where it was widely assumed the management and control 

of services was more efficient because of economies of scale, greater 

resources, and a more comprehensive approach. Meanwhile, the 

district councils, many comprising the former county boroughs, were 

given a reduced role in local administration. It could be argued 

that their value in the Conservative scheme was to provide a symbol 

of greater local democracy without actually threatening the administrative 

potential of the new system. 

SECTION 4: CONCLUSIONS 

In 1920 the Webbs summarised the difficulties facing anyone 

with the desire to reorganise local government; 

"The fundamental problem of any democratic reorganisation 

of British Local Government ... is how to provide for the 

administration, as a single environmental complex, of 

diverse services, retaining and even intensifying the bond 

of neighbourhood and the consciousness of common life, 

under one and the same body of directly elected representatives 

immediately responsible to their constituents — and yet to 

secure for each of the different public services ... such 

an area of administration as will permit, in all of them 

alike, of a maximum of efficiency and economy". (120) 

What the Webbs were alluding to is the apparent need felt by 

prospective reformers of English local government somehow to balance 

the competing claims of local democracy and the administrative 

requirements of services in a uniform and comprehensive reorganisation 

of authorities. The purpose of this chapter has been to examine 

various proposals for reorganisation this century, most starting 

with the assumption that either the model of all-purpose or two-tier 

authorities, but not both, provide the best opportunity for satisfying 

these requirements. 

Debate on reorganisation during the twentieth century has
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narrow visions of the potential local government structure by an 

almost dogmatic adherence to a particular mode of administrative and 

democratic organisation. There have been few examples of a willingness 

to compromise these views and to accept that while their adopted 

model of structural organisation might be superior to all others it would 

perhaps be unwise to apply it wholesale to the map of England. At 

least from the 1920s onwards the partisan quality of debate has had 

a number of important consequences for our ideas and values on 

local government. 

First, the relationship between the value of community 

interest and its implications for local government structure had 

become more complicated. The availability of more objective determinants 

of community has provided us with several definitions which appear to have 

been used indiscriminately and with little forethought. The best 

example of this development can be seen in the conflict between urban 

and rural government as one sought to extend its boundaries while 

the other fought off these threats to its territorial integrity. 

The county boroughs claimed local government under-valued the 

growing influence of cities and this position required an extension of 

boundaries to reflect the inter-dependency of town and country which 

now constituted an identifiable community without administrative 

recognition. At first this proved a limited demand but gradually 

it was hoped a wholesale application of this model was 

possible as the inter-dependence of urban and rural areas increased. 

However, advocates of a two-tier system employed a rather 

different interpretation of the relationship between structure and 

community interest. The inter-dependency of town and country could 

no longer be denied but equally this had not signalled the end of a 

distinct urban community with a completely separate set of characteristics
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to the distinct rural community. A single continuous authority would 

inevitably overlook the importance of these separate communities co- 

existing within a much broader community interest. If community 

interest was to be adequately reflected in the structure of local 

government a two-tier system would have to be used - the first 

tier embracing both urban and rural communities and reflecting their 

dependency upon one another while the second tier would help retain 

the distinctiveness of the two communities. 

This was the theory, of course, but obstructing successful 

application of these ideas was a host of different problems ranging 

from the new demands made by the existence of conurbations to the force 

of tradition and political interest in dictating our approach to re- 

organisation. The conurbations proved especially difficult for advocates 

of all-purpose authorities because the size of this community 

interest was beyond the scale considered practical for this style of 

administration. In the end it had to be acknowledged that a division 

of administrative responsibilities was necessary in these areas. 

A far more serious problem, however, for this approach has been the 

general trend towards larger authorities as the improvements in 

mobility have formed a much wider objective community interest. 

By chasing a modern view of community, however, advocates of the all- 

purpose authority have ignored, or at best made only token gestures 

toward, nineteenth century conceptions of local community resulting 

in accusations of 'remoteness' against their proposals and an uncaring 

attitude to the value of local democracy. 

Supporters of a two-tier system have not been without 

their own problems brought on mainly by a reluctance to observe the 

logic of their own interpertation of the community interest for 

the organisation of local government boundaries. If the first tier 

was intended to encompass both urban and rural areas why, for example,
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did the Conservative government draw the metropolitan boundaries 

so tightly? If the intention was to acknowledge the impact of modern 

determinants of community interest why were county boundaries which 

had persisted for centuries relatively untouched by reorganisation? 

The answer, of course, was that somewhere in the process the idea of 

community interest determined by social, economic and geographical 

criteria had become diluted, if not eradicated entirely, by the 

more appealing (in political terms) sense of community instilled by 

tradition and historical eeeceiatiea ee 

A second important aspect of twentieth century debate 

on local government reorganisation has been the increasing emphasis 

upon the problems of service delivery. Despite pleas against the 

extension of central government controls local government has greatly 

enlarged the scope of its activity and the range of services provided 

locally. Improving the quality of these services has become an 

overriding concern of modern debate and once again assumptions 

about the optimum local government structure have proved influential 

in determining attitudes to the question of services. This 

exchange of ideas, especially in the 1960s, has been particularly 

useful in highlighting the various interpretations of what 

factors are crucial to our understanding of administrative efficiency. 

In the 1920s various writers stressed the importance of a 

more rigorous attitude to management style in order to improve the 

quality of local services. It was necessary to modify internal 

organisation reducing the number of departments and committees 

responsible for policy to help facilitate co-ordination. This theme 

has persisted throughout the century and is evident in the reports of 

the Maud Management Committee, Redcliffe-Maud Commission and 

more recently Bains. The definition of administrative efficiency 

has largely been framed in terms of the quality of internal management



since good practices here will naturally be translated into better 

services. However, this remains a rather narrow definition of 

efficiency focussing on the process of administration rather than its 

impact but there were increasing signs during the 1960s that some 

writers wanted to expand the meaning of administrative efficiency. 

This opinion recognised that services were inter-related but 

while the requirements of good management suggested services should be 

administered together, the need to allow public access to certain 

services indicated a rather different organisational response. 

There were, therefore, two views of administrative efficiency. The 

first recommended that such services as housing and) planning were 

invariably linked and administration which failed to acknowledge 

this relationship would invariably be inefficient. The second view, 

however, recognised the need to encourage public accessibility in 

housing administration (and similar services) which implied a different 

approach to the reorganisation of local government structure. Administration 

to be efficient would not have to be remote, it would have to facilitate 

public accessibility. For some services, therefore, large authorities 

would prove inefficient because of their inability to respond quickly 

to specifically local needs and demands. 

Many of these difficulties and inconsistencies associated 

with attitudes to community interest and the needs of service 

delivery were self-inflicted reflecting tensions and priorities in 

the values expressed by writers, groups and other organisations. 

Additionally, the understandable interest of political parties and 

government to consider the possible electoral effects of reorganisation 

produced many compromises and manipulation of schemes to safeguard 

this interest. Nevertheless, if we look beyond these factors we can 

begin to detect genuine developments inthe thinking on local government 

provided by these debates on reorganisation throughout the twentieth
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century. The continuity and change in ideas originating from 

nineteenth century conceptions of community, accountability and 

service delivery and the overall evolution of an English political 

theory of local government provides the focus for our final chapter.
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CONCLUSIONS 

In this final chapter we have two main objectives. The first 

of these is to consider the evolution of ideas, opinions and debates from 

the early nineteenth century onwards which together have constituted an 

important element in the political theory of English local government. 

One of the main strengths of this thesis has been the continual emphasis 

upon the historical context of ideas and the way they represent a 

continuation of the past as well as the basis for future debates. This 

particular approach has enabled us to begin to understand the content 

of ideas and their continuity over time. Our second objective will be 

to assess the importance of ideas in contributing to the general 

framework within which government policies for reorganisation have been 

determined. From the beginning our primary interest lay in specific 

historical periods of local government reorganisation because at these 

times interest in the role and purpose of local government was high 

and because the relationship between idea and event could be better 

appreciated. 

Before we consider these two objectives, however, it would 

be useful at this point to recount some of the more important aspects 

of earlier chapters. This summary will facilitate our analysis of 

continuity in ideas of local government and the relationship between 

ideas and legislation. 

SECTION 1: SUMMARY OF MAIN POINTS ee EN EEN EY 

The starting-point of this inquiry was the early nineteenth 

century when a combination of industrialisation and ideas of individual 

liberty inspired a reassessment of local government which had remained 

virtually intact for centuries. We should recall that there was a marked 

change in the direction of local government around the 1830s. Before
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this date the three notions of Crown, corporation and community were 

dominant. The municipal boroughs with their charters of incorporation 

were strongly linked with the Crown with a succession of monarchs 

attempting to use the boroughs to instal favourable MPs in the 

frequently troublesome House of Commons. Elsewhere, although the 

economic order was changing with industrialisation, social patterns 

continued to reflect the traditional strengths of village and town. 

These small communities were often an individual's main source of 

social contact given the costly and restricted means of travel and 

communication. As far as government was concerned little affected 

these communities apart from the odd decision by the parish vestry or 

the local Justice of the Peace, During the 1830s, however, much of 

this was to change. The parish was replaced as the primary unit of 

local poor law administration. The constitution of municipal boroughs 

was changed, substantially reducing the chances of any single group or 

individual from controlling the election of Parliamentary members. 

Traditions which had withstood the centuries were cast aside as new 

criteria for organising local government became established, It was 

important from our point of view to identify and understand those 

political ideas which had informed such a radical change as took place 

in the organisation of local government in the 1830s. In discussing 

Bentham we had two objectives in mind - what was his theory of local 

government; and to assess his likely influence upon others closely 

associated with his name if not exactly his philosophy. 

After outlining the principles guiding Bentham's 

political theory we examined indetail the Constitutional Code, and 

particularly the sections on local government and administration. 

Our conclusions differed substantially from existing assessments of 

Bentham‘s views on local gbverrment ">, Although prepared to introduce 

directly elected local councils Bentham“s oyerall approach to political
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theory emphasised more the need for aggregative happiness. The organisation 

of his ideal state reflected this desire to safeguard majority not 

minority interests - a uniform system of administration staffed 

by professionals appointed for their aptitudes a clearly defined 

pattern of hierarchical relationships with power emanating from the 

central legislature; various devices, including powers of appointment 

and dismissal, designed to facilitate central control and supervision over 

subordinate authorities. Admittedly Bentham's Code contained proposals 

for a form of community government with a local headman as its symbolic 

leader but within the overall system it could not be described as 

independent and autonomous local government. 

Nevertheless, Bentham's concern with democratic local government 

in a unitary state had identified themes which have proved durable in 

political ideas on local government. First, where possible local 

authority should be based on community interest - this was most evident 

in Bentham's ideas for government beneath the sub-legislatures. Second, 

a concern for a professional, uniform and hierarchical administrative 

system for the delivery of local services. Third, the need for a complex 

system of representative local government - accountable to local 

opinion and at the same time responsible to central government. We 

can identify traces of French, American and English local government in 

Bentham's theory but most important was that a whole range of ideas had 

been synthesised to produce this particular view. 

How far did this theory of local government influence the 

development of policies towards the reorganisation of poor-law administration 

and the municipal boroughs? This question was discussed in Chapter 

Three where it was felt misleading to assume Bentham and Benthamism were 

synonymous, In assessing those ideas which had provided the background 

for government policy ve were particularly interested in exploring the 

mechanisms for the transmission of ideas. A network of personal
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relationships, political acquaintances and an ability to occupy 

strategic positions on royal commissions allowed the ‘philosophical 

radicals' to gain an audience for their ideas much greater than might 

have been expected. While this told us how ideas were brought to bear 

on the policy-making process it did not reveal which ideas were 

borrowed: from Bentham and which were developed independently to 

meet specific circumstanees. 

In fact we concluded that the poor law and municipal 

corporations reports contained only partial theories of local government 

compared with Bentham. Bentham's value, for example, to the municipal 

reformers was his theory of representative and responsible local 

government based on divisions of area according to the sensecof 

community interest. For many radicals, including Parkes, municipal 

reorganisation became the logicalcorollary of parliamentary reforms 

enacted in 1832; another means of reducing the power of the Crown 

and the landed aristocracy. It was, first and foremost, a political 

solution requiring extension of the principle of democratic representative 

government; the need to balance local democracy with uniform and hierarchical 

administration was subordinate, if not entirely irrelevant, to these 

proposals. Depsite Bentham's concern for professional administration, 

specified functions and a close relationship between central and local 

authority these factors were unimportant to municipal reformers and 

were subsequently absent from the 1835 Act. 

Another partial view of Bentham's theory was adopted by 

Chadwick in the poor law report. In his case Bentham's uniform and 

hierarchical administrative system made its appeal but in adapting 

this to English conditions the emphasis on community and locally 

controlled services became suppressed. Chadwick's report recommended 

a central board capable of allowing a centralised system of direction, 

supervision and control over local administration consolidated by full-
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time officials trained and appointed ina manner first suggested 

by Bentham. Any role for the political expression of local community 

in poor-law expenditure was a secondary consideration to improving 

management and co-ordinating resources. 

The balanced view of local government present in Bentham's 

own theory had become distorted by these various interpretations for 

particular circumstances. The resulting legislation produced what Hill 

(3) 
has described as a "dual philosophy" of local government and in 

effect supplied two different responses to the question - what is 

local government for? Chadwick's approach suggested it was primarily 

an administrative convenience for providing poor-relief (and 

similar services) where central control was crucial in maintaining 

standards and uniformity. Alternatively, Parkes had helped to 

introduce a system of municipal boroughs where no-one was really sure 

what they could do in terms of administration but where a degree of 

political autonomy had been given to authorities based on an identifiable 

community interest. 

This lack of agreement on the purpose of local government 

provided the background to mid-nineteenth century debates on the 

subject of central-local relations which were discussed in Chapter Four. 

Here we disagreed with Hartley's analysis of theories of the central- 

(4) 
local relationship and concluded that Victorians had not two but 

three approaches from which to select the optimum form of local 

government consistent with a unitary state. Chadwick continued to 

extol the virtues of centralisation but a far more sophisticated 

defense of this form of control was developed by John Austin. However, 

Victorians shared with other Europeans a reaction to the expansion 

of state activity and from the late 1840s onwards ideas against 

centralisation and for local government proliferated. In rejecting 

utilitarianism writers such as Toulmin Smith rejected this view of 

Local government tightly controlled from the centre.
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Smith's view of government derived from his theory of 

individualism. Centralisation undermined an individual's development 

because it severed ties with 'community' which had promoted political, 

social, moral and intellectual virtues. By reorganising government 

according to the needs of administration and notccommunity reforms 

had made the individual indolent instead of active; subservient and 

dependent instead of assertive and confident. Although Smith remained 

suspicious of municipal reform his ideas remained broadly in line with 

the direction this legislation had steered local government. He was 

(5) 
not against the idea of democratic participation’ *.but was wary of 

representative government. He believed local government should be based 

on small units (parishes in rural areas, wards in urban areas) 

recognising the sense of common interest where men could elect councils 

but also monitor progress in frequent meetings of the entire 

population. Assessing Smith's influence is difficult but by the 

(6) 
1850s Chadwick was largely a spent force and the aims of the 

1858 Local Government Act represented a positive step away from 

centralised control and minimal local discretion. 

We concluded that Smith's ideas had challenged the 

principal-agency approach propounded by Chadwick and Austin but in so 

doing he had not argued for a central-local partnership as claimed 

by Hartley: we have only to recall Smith's antagonism towards all 

centralisation to dismiss this viewpoint. Smith's theory rested 

on the assumption that central government was useful for some 

functions, primarily defence, but most services demanded by the community 

should be supplied by the community itself - even policing. To 

uncover a better elaboration of the partnership model of central-local 

relations we considered the work of J S Mill. 

Mill could neither contemplate the loss of liberty and 

subordination of minorities to majority-rule implicit in Bentham's
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theory of government and advocated so extensively by Chadwick and 

Austin, nor support the fragmentation which seemed the logical 

development of Smith's theories. Admittedly a distinction could 

sometimes be made in services which affected only a particular locality 

but frequently it was of national importance how local authorities 

provided such services as poor-relief, policing and public health - 

Mill's view of the central-local relationship represented an extension 

of his theory of self-regarding and other-regarding sctiban A 

distinction could be made between services and in those cases where 

local authorities administered services which directly or indirectly 

affected their neighbours then central authority was required. By 

making the principles behind the policy the responsibility of central 

government but the management and implementation of policy a local 

function Mill had suggested the idea of partnership in an important 

sense of that term,i.e.,the two parts were inter-dependent and without 

each other both would become weaker as a result. 

This third approach to the central-local relationship 

proved a relief for other writers and politicians worried by the 

extremism which had entered this debate. Local government 

should not be an administrative agency of central government and 

while it did not, nor could not, enjoy the separate existence advocated 

for it by Toulmin Smith, it did have a part to play in government. 

Note, for example, the Report of the Royal Sanitary Commission: 

"Local Self-Government Essential to England. The 

principle of local self government has been generally 

recognised as of the essence of our national vigour. 

Local administration under central superintendance, is 

the distinguishing feature of our government". (8) 

In Chapter Four we gave further examples of the increasing support 

given to this image of azpartnership between local government and 

(9) 
central authority’ *. 

But how practical was this theory to prospective reformers
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inspired with a need to decentralise administration? Certainly, 

politicians and writers from all points of the political spectrum 

advocated greater local autonomy but the problem with Mill's 

definition was that it could accommodate various degrees of partnership 

- one between unequals and one between equals. We noted in Chapter 

Four the willingness of Dilke and others to restore considerable powers 

to local government permitting autonomous action but the task of 

reorganisation fell to the Conservatives, who, although promising 

decentralisation, did little to remove the central controls which had 

accumulated throughout the nineteenth century. Despite this apparent 

willingness to decentralise power and allow more local discretion and 

autonomy reform had not established the idea of an equal partnership 

to any great aefent °*., 

In Chapter Six we considered the development of ideas on 

central-local relations during this century and noted generally 

the increasing discrepancy between theory and practice. From the 

early 1900s with opposition to Fabian schemes for municipal socialism 

to the 1960s when dsicussions of reorganisation and local finance were 

taken separately, central government has indicated its reluctance to 

extend the potential for local independent action. This did not mean 

that local government had become unimportant, indeed its 

responsibilities were increased by legislation throughout the 

twentieth century, but these changes fell short of the prescriptions 

made by numerous writers defending what we considered to be a nineteenth 

century view of the central-local relationship. 

Writers such as W A Robson attacked the seemingly relentless 

centralisation of power and wished for a return to those ideas expounded 

by Mill in his theory of partnership. Later writers, including Lythgoe, 

Jessup, Hickey and Sir Francis Hill made bold claims for local 

government as a deterrent against centralised bureaucracy and drab © 

uniformity. In the section discussing the theme of accountability in
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local government we will return to this form of argument and speculate 

further on its continuing appropriateness in a system of government 

which emphasised collectivism, egalitarianism and uniform provision 

of services. Arguably the time has come to reconsider and if necessary 

revise some of the more propular images of what local government's 

relationship with central authority ought to be. What seems certain 

from observations made in Chapter Six is that central government, 

and in particular, Whitehall, has quite clearly indicated the 

approach to this issue and cannot be expected to restore 

voluntarily an enhanced status for local government. 

In Chapter Five the subjects of our inquiry were Victorian 

principles for reorganising local government following the contradictory 

nature of legislation in the 1830s. Generally the response suggested 

a disposition to balance the dual philosophies in much the same 

way that Bentham had tried to do. Writers speculated on the idealssystem 

of local government that could not only permitthe democratic political 

expression of community interest but also at the same time establish 

authorities capable of delivering services in a manner that was both 

efficient and effective. In discussing attempts made to satisfy 

both requirements we unearthed a number of Victorian attitudes towards 

local government which have proved extremely durable and continue to 

affect contemporary attitudes to reorganisation. 

However, this effort to reconcile two views of local 

government was not without its problems as we noted in two debates - 

one concerned with the relative merits of parish and union as the 

basis for local government, the other illustrating the conflict 

between ideas of urban community and rural administration. These 

debates were very much products of the changing Victorian social 

and political environment. The sentimental appeal of the parish as 

“synonymous with village society contrasted with the proven
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administrative strengths of unions. Similarly, the claims of expanding 

towns and cities for autonomous government were challenged by the 

fears of urbanism and the potential threat to the rural way of lite se? 

Writers revealed their particular prejudices by selecting various 

approaches to the problem of democratising local government and 

equipping it with sufficient resources to provide adequate services. 

As in the 1830s it was important to examine the transmission 

of ideas on local government in late Victorian England and we observed 

a series of overlapping and reinforcing relationships between 

various writers instrumental in developing the theoretical framework 

of policies for reorganisation. The legislation of 1888 and 1894 

reflected and reproduced the tension apparent in earlier debates on 

local government. In 1888 the Conservatives acknowkedged the principle 

of urban community interest represented by a separate authority but 

attempted to balance this against the equally important consideration 

of a viable system of rural administration. In 1894 the Liberals 

continued these reforms and established district councils based on the 

sanitary districts (which in many cases had closely: xesembled areas 

covered by poor law unions) while retaining the parish as a unit of 

local government. Clearly the debates on local government spanning 

a period of at least twenty years had reached a point where 

successive governments unable to discern a dominant view had successfully 

steered a middle-course. 

The pattern of organisation introduced by these Acts 

produced a dual system of local; government based on the division 

between urban and rural areas. We argued in Chapter Eight that this 

‘structural arrangement had helped stimulate and maintain a dichotomous 

approach to the problems of local government structure and administration 

throughout the twentieth century. This polarisation of opinion into 

unitary or two-tier approaches was epitomised by the various local
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government associations which after the 1920s were crucial forces 

in debates on reorganisation. The AMC representing the county boroughs 

continually emphasised the need for urban expansion, the inter- 

relatedness of services and advantages of a single unit of administration. 

These points were repeated even when the growth of modern conurbations 

questioned the applicability of this style of organisation for these 

areas. Similarly the CCA and other associations continued to support 

a two-tier approach, maintaining the urban/rural division established 

in the 1880s was still appropriate despite the obvious social and 

economic inter-dependency of town and country. 

It was not surprising to discover this dichotomy succeeded 

in dominating discussions for the reorganisation of local government 

since it suited admirably the incremental nature of English politics 

and policy-making. Once again, however, we also noted the existence 

of a royal commission investigating local government in England able 

to both stimulate and assimilate ideas from a wide range of sources 

and to equip its own conclusions and recommendations with an air of 

objectivity and conviction sufficiently impressive for the Labour 

Government to base its own policy on these proposals. Those who 

doubt the impact of ideas in describing and setting the parameters for 

public policy would be well advised to consult these events in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s. Although Labour were subsequently defeated 

in the June 1970 general election the Conservative policies introduced 

in 1971 and enacted the following year still remained in line with 

the attitudes and assumptions about local government which had been 

voiced throughout the previous decade, and in some cases, from the 

nineteenth century onwards. 

Although not as influential in determining the political 

response to reorganisation theories of regionalism and city regionalism 

as radical prescriptions for local government were discussed in Chapter 

Seven. Although these approaches to reorganisation had not been
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incorporated in Government policy they had featured prominently 

during debates in the 1960s and we were interested to study the origins 

and evolution of these ideas as solutions to specific problems. Both 

ideas in their local government context had been stimulated by the 

apparent unsatisfactory division of areas carried out by Victorian 

reformers which increasingly failed to reflect the rate of socio- 

economic change in a society with a greater and more mobile population. 

In 1903 Wells had published his ideas for regionalised local government 

at the same time as Geddes was developing his theory of city-regions. 

We noted, in both examples, that significant additions to the idea 

of community interest as a determinant of administrative boundaries 

were made by these theories, 

Chapter Seven also allowed us to observe the interaction 

between ideas and events as the development of regionalism and city- 

regionalism grew apace in response to altered circumstances. Local 

government boundaries became more out-dated as population concentrated 

in urban areas, conurbations developed notwithstanding planning 

legislation and the facility of motorised transport expanded. After 

the second world war encouraged by the prospect of reorganisation 

both city-regionalism and regionalism became more popular although 

both had to counter the traditional hostility to innovation prevalent 

within local government. Regionalists had to convince sceptics that 

this form of administration would not necessarily mean greater 

centralisation and could become the basis for a more comprehsive 

approach to planning. Similarly, planning was)prominent as a factor 

promoting city-regionalism from at least the 1960s onwards. The 

value of studying the development of these ideas was threefold - 

it provided an opportunity to trace the-evolution of an idea; it 

allowed us to consider the relationship between ideas and »environment; 

it highlighted the difficulties of applying the concept of community
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interest in local government veosunaicaeion 

Although this summary has identified some of the important 

developments in ideas and policies on local government reorganisation 

it inadequately conveys the sense of continuity and change in ideas 

and the way in which assumptions and beliefs about local government 

have come to determine the general framework for public policy-making 

on this particular issue. In the sections below we will consider 

questions of this nature. First, ideas on the community of local 

interest as a factor in the areal division of boven? will be 

considered. Second, the views on service delivery. Third, theories 

of representative and responsible local government will be assessed 

under the heading of accountability. Finally, we will make some 

concluding remarks on the nature of the relationship between ideas 

and legislation as a basis forsanalysing public policy. 

SECTION 2: COMMUNITY OF LOCAL INTEREST 

In this section we are concerned with three aspects of the 

idea of a community of local interest. First, what has been the 

relationship between community and democracy? Second, what significance 

has scale had to the application of community in ideas and proposals 

for reorganisation? Finally, we will speculate further on the 

linkages between local government, subjective and objective community 

and the individual. 

(a) Democracy and Community 

Despite the criteria which could be used in aneareal 

(14) division of power within democratic societies many schemes we 

have examined have acknowledged the value of community interest as 

providing a basic guideline to the delineation of territorial boundaries. 

Yet as Hampton has noted it is still not clear what kind of
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relationship exists between the idea of community and the notion of 

democratic government: 

"'Democracy" and 'community' are frequently invoked to 
support widely differing opinions. The two concepts 

are so interwoven that the interest is scarcely surprising, 

but the variety of interpretation is the cause of much 

confusion in the current discussion of local government". (15) 

Hampton is right in pointing to current discussions being confused 

but this is by no means a recent phenomenon. By studying the 

development of ideas we can detect perennial confusions in the democracy/ 

community relationship. 

Bentham, for example, although a keen advocate of democracy 

was unsure of investing power in small units of government. Individuals 

behaved to increase pleasure and reduce pain and it was clear this 

activity was conducted at various levels from the nation-state 

downwards. For Bentham, and for many writers since, village society 

symbolised the sense of individuals all pursuing their own happiness 

but able to act communally because their interest coincided with 

that of others. The correct response was to provide all identifiable 

communities of this type with their own system of local government 

because in a democracy it was felt important to base government on 

homogeneous groups. Individuals would participate in the political 

process of the community because it was quite clearly in their own 

interests to participate. 

Although anxious to encourage participation by making 

authority coterminous with community Bentham also became wary of 

the potential social and political fragmentation this might bring. 

The self-governing community might be insular and distrustful of other 

communities, including the national community of which it was a part. 

The use of central controls through official inspection would 

safeguard the order of priorities within a democratic system of 

government. Federalism was to be avoided largely because it acted 

as a corrupting:.influence upon the integrity of nation-states. There
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were, therefore, important limits which had to be set to the level 

of democratic freedom enjoyed by local communities. 

One writer with no qualms about liberty for individual 

communities was Toulmin Smith, however, whose theories went much 

further towards the idea of independent and autonomous local action. 

The State had no power to instruct communities to provide specific 

services since if any responsibilities were to be undertaken publicly 

(and Smith's faith in market forces meant this would be minimal) 

then individuals within a locality would make that decision for 

themselves. Smith's distrust of someone acting in the interests 

of others found its target in representative government which he 

believed should be countered but not replaced by regular and obligatory 

meetings of the 'full-folk mote’ with all in attendance. It was a 

form of direct democracy which Bentham in fact had hinted at but not 

exploited in his exposition of the piasubdigkeice = un 

What was the connection in Smith's theory between community 

and this form of open meeting where decisionssof local importance 

would be taken? The answer suggests the individual supplied the 

important ingredient in this reaction. The community allowed the 

individual to develop his rights and duties as a citizen allowing him 

to occupy his proper place in society. Strong citizens in turn 

allowed the community to reassert its privileges and its right to 

non-interference by central government. The logical consequences 

of this theory, of course, was a highly fragmented and divided 

nation which democratic theorists of a more liberal tincture were 

struggling to avoid. Providing each and every community with 

sufficient powers to go its own way was ultimately destructive. 

Increasingly, however, a much greater complicating factor 

in the democracy-community relationship was the changing face of 

Victorian society where industrialisation and urbanisation caused
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considerable problems in defining and operationalising community and 

from J S Mill onwards writers utilising this concept have struggled 

to retain this value in ideas for local government reorganisation. 

(b) Scale, Community and Democracy 

Smith's theories were (unfairly) criticised by his contemporaries 

for their unrealistic quality. Taylor sarcastically referred to the 

ludicrous proposition of parish councils covering large cities ignoring 

the arguments concerning division and combination of areas for 

specific purposes suggested by Suith et! s We noted also how the 

appeal of the parishes became more sentimental, adopted by 

conservatives as one means of arresting the direction of change. 

An important extension of this idea however ,had been developed by 

Parkes in his recommendations for municipal reform and this theme was 

taken up by J S Mill. Urban areas, he claimed, exhibited a sense of 

common interest and where this was the case a single unit of 

government ought to suffice. It was, in part, a reaction to the 

process of division by function not area which had characterised 

the development of local government from the 1830s. Sub-divisions 

of the local authority were permissable but only it seems for electoral 

purposes. It was clear Mill could not sanction executive power in the 

hands of smaller units since: 

"The different quarters of the same town have seldom or 

never any material diversities of local interest; they 

all require to have the same things done, the same 

expenses incurred; ... the same arrangements may be 

made to serve for all". (18) 

Mill had drifted away from the factors which had caused Bentham and 

Smith to value community as synonymous with the small compact village- 

type society. Earlier, Parkes, and to a greater extent Roebuck, had 

claimed the sense of common interest was much wider than the traditional 

image and the growth in urban areas convinced Mill also that if democratic
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local government was to retain the idea of community interest much 

larger authorities were necessary. 

A similar, if not identical, process was carried out by other 

writers, most notably R S Wright and William Rathbone. Again, frustrated 

by the fragmentation inherent in local government they had recommended 

a single authority representing specific areas - in Rathbone's case 

covering populations of 100,000. Admittedly they could still talk 

convincingly of the urban community because of the distinguishing 

physical characteristics of these areas but this ignored the possibility 

of community interest within cities as the basis for sub-divisions. 

There were still writers, however, who wished to retain the 

sense of community interest as a factor in dividing areas to encourage 

democracy but they faced problems of convincing others of the efficient 

operation of such authorities. Smith's support for the parish gradually 

spread to the Liberal Party and included politicians as diverse as 

G J Goschen, Charles Dilke and F S$ Stevenson e, For 

radical Liberal politicians the parish remained the'cradle and 

nursery of self-government' capable of infusing its inhabitants with 

the virtues of democratic citizenship. It was thought to be a safe 

means forintroducing the agricultural labourer into the democratic 

process by providing him with the vote and reminding him of his vested 

interest in maintaining a stable society. Democracy thrived only if 

its component parts, in this case the parish synonymous with community 

interest, provided opportunities for citizens to participate in the 

process of decision-making. 

This century, despite the pressures to move away from small 

executive authorities ideas have continued to emphasise the value to 

democracy of subjective community interest. Most notably the 

Fabians published political guides to parish councils and the Webbs in 

A Constitution for the Socialist Commonwealth of Great Britain based
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their proposals for local government in urban areas on the concept 

of 'wards'. Each ward would comprise "a self-conscious unit" 

of between 2-6,000 families. Then, in a passage highly reminiscent 

of Smith's theories, they argued that wards should be grouped together 

to form much larger areas, “in such a way as to form, for each function, 

the area in which the administration can be made most efficient and 

most truly ésoromieat eo | Clearly, the Webbs were hoping to build 

from the bottom upwards, utilising the individual's sense of identity 

with a specific area to bond together the component parts of a much 

larger administrative system. 

This approach to the reorganisation of democratic local 

government incorporating the individual's perception of interest has 

been popular throughout this century but there is a sense in which 

the predominance of ideas of an objective community interest has moved 

us further away from the essential value of community to a strong 

system of local democracy. Obviously the twentieth century has witnessed 

enormous changes in the density and mobility of populations and 

writers such as Wells and Geddes began a tradition of defining community 

interest in objective not subjective terms - the journey to work, 

patterns of trade and commerce and so on. This approach has proved 

highly popular with those wanting local government to reflect socio- 

economic reality and to an extent explains the development of such 

schemes as regionalism and city-regionalism. It was also noted how 

popular objective definitions of community interest were with the 

Redcliffe-Maud Commission despite the propensity to sometimes ignore 

the evidence of its own research. More attention was focussed on 

the special problems of the conurbations where the objective 

community interest extended for miles and suggested a new style of 

local government altogether. At the same time, however, the appeal 

of community as the basis for a democratic system of local government
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remained rooted in the idea of small compact societies. 

The attempts in the 1960s and 1970s to accommodate this 

view of community interest highlighted the growing reluctance to 

invest executive powers in these areas. Confronted with evidence from 

the Community Attitudes Survey (and subsequently endorsed in 

( 
independent academic studies ahs that individuals perceived community 

in terms of home-area the Redcliffe-Maud Commission contrived the idea 

of 'local councils'. Elsewhere the NAPC had made bold claims for 

parish-type councils while the AMC, Derek Senior and others also appended 

the small council idea to their proposals for reorganisation. Invariably 

the aim of the small council was to encourage participation in local 

affairs thereby legitimising the much larger authorities where important 

decisions would be carried out, However, a vital weakness in most of 

these schemes was the assumption that because democracy had long been 

associated with the compact community people would identify with these 

areas and continue to uphold the democratic tradition. 

Which neatly brings us back to our original problem of 

identifying the essential relationship between democracy and 

community. Bentham recognised the crucial link between democracy and 

community was power — the power of individual's within that community 

to act in concert to maintain and increase their level of happiness. 

The individual would act if he felt it was in his own interest and 

that some positive benefit would accrue from this activity. He would 

not participate purely for the sake of so doing (unless, of course, 

the very act of attending meetings, etcetera, gave pleasure). Somewhere, 

however, in the development of ideas utilising the concept of community 

interest we appear to have forgotten this rather basic point. 

An obvious question to ask of most schemes for community- 

type councils proposed in recent debates on reorganisation is why 

should people recognise the value of this form of organisation and
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participate in its activities. If the idea is to strengthen democracy 

by encouraging participation in councils based on community interest 

we have to ask what it is that people are being asked to participate 

in. It seems the answer to this question provided in the 1960s and 

1970s was to emphasise the qualities of advice and consultation 

promoted within these authorities despite the traditional insistance 

that local government assumed executive functions. 

At least one writer, however, has argued that these arguments 

are misplaced: 

"Criticisms of neighbourhood councils, and other methods 

of participation on the grounds that they will have no 

power are misplaced. Power is never absolute ~ nor 

should it be in a democracy - and the proposals outlined 

would provide opportunities for more people to exercise 

more influence than at present. The neighbourhood councils 

would also bring local government closer to true community 

feeling than it has been in the larger cities". (22) 

Of course, the existence of these councils does at least hold out 

the possibility that people might be encouraged to participate but 

we cannot help feeling that if the community of local interest idea 

is to be employed in democratic local government it has to retain the 

association with authority. There is certainly evidence within the 

political theory of English local government for optimism on this 

issue as we will argue below. 

(c), Community, Authority and the Individual 

The problem of recognising the importance of 

subjective community and yet basing authority at the level of objective 

community is one caused by the tensions resulting from rapid 

socio-economic change. As we noted above this was not a significant 

aspect of early nineteenth century debates on local government because 

then as Bulpitt has also remarked, 

"the awkward question of the relationship between community 

and local government could be avoided because in most 

cases the two coincided". (23)



358 

By the time of J S Mill this situation was already beginning to change 

and partly accounts for the philospher's concern for political education 

as a means of informing the individual of the need for his loyalty to 

these institutions even though they might appear artificial not natural: 

creations. 

This century, however, the rapidity of change has made it more 

difficult to devise schemes to equate authority with the sense of 

common interest. The result has been unsuccessful attempts to marry 

the two values together, most evident during the 1960s. Proponents 

of unitary authorities either stopped short of fully recognising the 

objective community for fear of becoming too ‘remote’ or 

compromised their approach by tacking on 'community' councils which 

bore all the hallmarks of the token gesture. Similarly, advocates of 

the two-tier system argued for the retention of small authorities on 

the grounds that they not only increased the potential for participation 

but also provided the most suitable basis for certain types of 

service derivery "7. The difficulty of the two-tier approach 

lies in balancing these considerations against the argument s 

for economies of scale. The provision within the Conservative proposals 

introduced in 1971 and to a lesser extent the 1972 Act indicate 

clearly which way central government is likely to choose. 

Should we, therefore, abandon attempts to devise a system 

of local govermment which utilises the sense of subjective and 

objective community while remaining consistent with the apparent ideals 

of modern administration? Clearly we cannot expect much alteration in 

attitudes concerning administration since few would want to argue that 

education and similar services could or should be organised on units 

no larger than the subjective community. If there is a solution to 

this problem then it must lie within the idea of community interest 

itself.
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Early theorists recognised the individual was more likely 

to participate when authority coincided with community although the 

reality of urbanisation quickly undermined that particular hope. 

We noted, however, in the work of Patrick Geddes that his way of 

solving the problem of basing authority on community was to take 

as his starting-point the objective community and educate the individual 

into accepting that institutional recognition of this area was in his 

best interest. 'Civics', therefore, provided the key to distracting 

attention away from the immediate perceptions of community interest 

and towards the wider city-region environment. Once this had been 

accomplished the qualities which had previously consolidated the sense 

of subjective community could be harnessed to provide a strong democratic 

systemobased on objective community. Of course, the objective and 

subjective community interest would now become synonymous. 

The link in this association between objective and subjective 

community was as Geddes argued a system of civic education coupled 

with good planning. More recentiy another writer has argued: 

First, there is the spatially-circumscribed "home area' 

type of identity ... and secondly, the nodally-organised 
network of spatial influences radiating from key 
institutions like work, school, recreation centre and 

others. While the former tends to orientate people 
primarily towards local loyalties and a degree of local 

independence, the latter tends to expand spatial horizons 

and produce outward orientations and interdependence. Both 
types of influence probably co-exist within every locality. 
Physical planning can influence the balance of these two 

kinds of force, and the investment of effort should 
reflect the socio-cultural characteristics of the people 

being planned for'’. (25) 

By establishing some kind of harmony between subjective and objective 

community we can begin again to incorporate the strengths this concept 

brings to the promotion of democracy in proposals for the reorganisation 

of local government. Once individuals begin to recognise that 

important linkages exist between subjective and objective community and 

that it is in the interests of the first to control what happens in the 

latter most of the difficulties,of associating community with authority
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in modern society will be removed. Unless and until this process of 

merging subjective and objective community together by creating a 

greater awareness of the relationship between individual and environment 

is attempted local government cannot draw on the qualities of community 

present in society. 

SECTION 3: SERVICE DELIVERY 

We should begin this section by recalling that the term 

"service delivery’ was used to embrace ideas concerned with the 

efficient and effective delivery of local services. | Although 

support for the ideal of authority coterminous with community has 

been continuous it would be fair to conclude that the frequency and 

impact of ideas on service delivery have increased considerably 

during the period of our study. This is not surprising since 

local government has assumed more administrative responsiblities, 

consumed greater proportions of Gross Domestic Product and now 

plays a more prominent role in government than ever before. It is 

extremely important, therefore, to consider how these ideas have 

gradually permeated our thinking and affected assumptions about the 

nature and purpose of local government. Below we will consider 

first, the impact of ideas for economies of scale; second, the 

influence of management style and technique; and third, .arguments 

for a more conscious effort to evaluate the effectiveness of local 

administration. 

(a) Economies of Scale 

Bentham had been aware of the possible advantages of economies 

of scale but it was Chadwick who developed this theme in theoretical 

and subsequently practical terms. Parishes were inefficient because
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of their size. They lacked the resources to employ suitably qualified 

manpower. They also wasted resources by duplicating facilities available 

in asneighbouring parish. If improvements were to be expected 

parishes would have to be replaced by much larger authorities capable 

of greater economies because of administrative rationalistion. 

Although Chadwick's style of local government received a set-back 

during the mid-nineteenth century by the 1870s it had made a recovery 

and the idea of economies of scale once more made its appeal. 

We noted in Chapter Five the arguments of Wright, Rathbone, 

Phillips and others that one way of improving economy would be to 

increase the size and decrease the number of nuhorities*’. Moreover, 

it is important to remember the degree to which Liberal and Conservative 

Governments subsequently accepted these arguments. The size of 

county boroughs originally would be above 100,000 while the counties 

would control most of the rural services. Similarly, the debates 

between union and parish indicated a disposition towards the 

former at least on administrative grounds and ultimately as the basis 

for local government. From the late nineteenth century onwards the 

arguments for improving local government through increasing the size 

of authorities have become far more influential. 

The Fabians began the attack on small authorities but it was 

notuntil the 1920s when district councils earned the attention of 

other critics, particularly the Onslow Commission, The 1929 Act 

considerably reduced the number and transferred functions away from 

district councils. Smallness was associated with inefficiency and 

hence to improve services a rationalisation of areas was necessary. 

Few questioned these assumptions and so by the 1940s this faith in 

the economy of scale argument had strengthened. 

Significantly by the late 1940s it had become so dominant 

that ideas of regional administration no longer appeared unacceptable. 

Certain services, especially planning and transportation were
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regarded as capable of improvement if administered over a larger area. 

Wells and Sanders had made these arguments in the 1900s and in the 

1920s Cole and Ashby also but after the war this kind of reasoning 

became more prevalent. Perhaps this support for larger authorities 

had been prompted by central government's apparent disregard for local 

government in post-war administrative reforms but whatever the reason 

the economy of scale idea continued to exercise a greater influence 

on attitudes to reorganisation. 

Central government continued to use ad-hoc authorities for 

new services and this coupled with the "low esteem of local government 

in the popular indi’ -o prompted further speculation on the advantages 

of larger authorities. Our study of evidence to Redcliffe—Maud 

indicated the widespread support for increasing the size of authorities 

allowing a more efficient use of resources. Once again planning was 

regarded as a service whose efficiency would be greatly improved if 

it could be administered over much wider areas, but other ‘environmental' 

services were also included. The Redcliffe-Maud report endorsed this 

view of economies of scale and it was clear the support for larger= 

authorities would be popular with both Labour and Conservative 

governments and Whitehall officials. 

Quite clearly there has been a considerable degree of 

continuity in ideas for economies of scale. Opinion has traditionally 

supported the view that efficiency is a function of size and these 

assumptions have largely been unquestioned in reorganisations of local 

government. Arguments for grouping parishes, a single authority for 

larger cities in the nineteenth century have been replicated in 

twentieth century demands for regional administration, the abolition 

of small authorities and the preference for services to be allocated 

to the larger councils in a two-tier system. The continuity although 

interesting appears to suggest that the economy of scale argument does
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not by itself explain why ideas on local government this century have 

focussed less on the value of community and moreon problems of service 

delivery. Perhaps, therefore, ideas on management in local government 

have been the critical factor in altering the balance in attitudes 

towards reorganisation. 

(b) Management and Local Government 

Ideas on the internal organisation of local authorities, 

the need for uniformity, professionalisation, co-ordination and planning 

have occupied writers since Bentham but with the growth in services 

of all kinds, amenity, welfare and protection, more emphasis has 

gradually been placed on management as a crucial factor in the overall 

development of local government. 

In Chapters Two and Three we discussed the views of Bentham 

then Chadwick on this issue and noted that with both writers personnel 

management was of particular importance in securing better local 

government. Officials should not be volunteers but full-time 

and qualified; clear patterns of control and supervision should be 

established; the structure of local government should be uniform to permit 

officials::to easily transfer their skills. Chadwick probably took 

this idea further than Bentham but other utilitarians, including 

Austin, were aware of the values of professional administration in 

providing greater socueme 

By the late nineteenth century the idea of voluntary service 

had been superseded largely because of the growing regulations 

pertaining to the administration of specific services. The union 

was highly regarded by Wright and Hobhouse because of its professional 

approach to management, officials were competent and willing to 

receive centralised supervision and direction. It was not until the 

twentieth century, however, that ideas for improved management began
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to influence attitudes to reorganisation to any great extent. A 

hidden factor in the development of ideas has been the rise of professional 

opinion in local government which surfaced in the 1920s in response 

to the needs of the Onslow Commission. Significantly, Wickwar 

has observed more generally, 

"A characteristic twentieth century approach to Local 
Government has been one that takes it for granted as a 
going concern within its given limits but tries to improve 
its efficiency. Hence a specialist literature, addressed 
by practitioners to practitioners". (30) 

This practitioners' debate was discussed in Chapter Eight where it was 

noted ideas from classical management theory were introduced into 

debates during the 1920s and early speculation on the advantages of a 

"policy committee’ capable of co-ordinating and planning administration 

was in evidence. 

More attention has become focussed on the managerial aspects 

of service delivery in the post-war era. In 1949 the Government 

appointed the Local Government Manpower Committee, in £964 the 

Maud and Mallaby inquiries into management and staffing began while 

Redcliffe-Maud and later still the Bains Committee have continued 

to search for a management solution to Local Government problems. 

Local authorities have beem encouraged from at least the 1920s onwards 

to copy management styles developed in commerce and industry, most 

recently corporate Gleweite The predominance of these ideas has 

altered attitudes towards local government. More emphasis is now placed 

on streamlining administration, co-ordinating services and 

management techniques. This in turn has produced a disposition to reconsider 

the structure of local government in terms of its ability to optimise 

these qualities. Although these ideas have evolved throughout this 

century they became more apparent and influential in recent speculation 

on reorganisation. 

During the debates in the 1960s the opinions of professional
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associations were much in evidence. Groups such as the Town and 

Country Planning Association, Town Planning Institute and Institute of 

Local Government Administrators together with the CBI representing 

the views of business management all made significant contributions. 

Membership of the royal commission reflected this concern with 

Management as the overlap with the Maud Committee indicated. The 

subsequent commission report highlighted the needs of management — 

authorities should neither be too large nor too small if the best 

possible use was to be made of the new 'management technology’. This 

form of argument was certain to appeal to central government departments 

since it promised to move local government closer to their style of 

organisation and in turn both Labour and Conservative governments 

eagerly accepted this rensonine A final indication of the growing 

predominance of the management approach can be seen in the lack of 

consideration in ideas of service delivery for the local consumer of 

those services. 

(c) Service Delivery and the Local Consumer 

Theoretically the existence of democratic elections provides 

a test for the effectiveness of services in as far as voters can 

express approval or disapproval of policies administered locally. 

However, speculation on local government has periodically approached 

this question of effectiveness through a consideration of structure. 

Toulmin Smith, for example, modelled his theory of local government 

around the individual's freedom of choice in the provision of local 

services. If inhabitants of a particular community required a service 

then they would allow the necessary expenditure. Later other writers 

and politicians proceeded to discuss local government in terms of its 

potential for improving the quality of life for citizens. The local 

consumer of services was paramount in the drive for civic pride as 

authorities eagerly took responsibility for providing amenities such
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as public transport, electricity and gas supplies. In all these 

undertakings the emphasis on local control ensured a form of 

administration that was both accessible and responsive. 

By the 1960s however, important changes have resulted in 

administration becoming separated from the local consumer. Certain 

functions have been transferred away from local authorities and those 

which have remained exhibit the increasing influence. of proéfessionalisation 

and emphasis on management. In recent debates opinion which has 

reasserted the idea of the local consumer was conspicuous because it 

now provided the exception rather than the norm. Skeffington's focus 

on public participation in planning, Senior's consideration of 

"functional effectiveness' and the idea of small authorities being 

effective for some services because they were small*all ran counter 

to the general tide of opinion which highlighted the advantages of 

concentrating on policy management rather than implementation. Even 

the Conservative Government which appeared to favour the traditional 

structure allocated functions so as to increase the potential for 

efficient management of policy. Further evidence of this development 

away from the recipient of services to a focus on management in our 

attitudes to reorganisation can be seen in the gradual shift in 

ideas about the direction of accountability in local government. 

SECTION 4: ACCOUNTABILITY 

From the 1830s onwards ideas and legislation have developed 

on the assumption that a democratic system requires local government 

that is both representative and responsible. This implies that those 

taking decisions in local authorities are accountable for their eorione 

We noted in the opening chapter, however, the idea of responsibility 

suggests local government should not only be accountable to local opinion 

but also national opinion represented by central government since



367 

services administered locally generally have implications for the whole 

society. At least one writer has criticised the study of local government 

for neglecting this wider political and institutional framework: 

“senerally little thought is given to local government's 
relationship with the overall political system which it 

inhabits ... this is of particular relevance in any 
discussions of centralisation and decentralisation". (34) 

In this section, therefore, we will be concerned with examining the 

development of ideas on accountability from both perspectives - local 

government's accountability to local opinion and central government. P & 

(a) Accountability - The Local Perspective 

Bentham had, of course, been one of the earliest advocates 

for an elective local council based on a system of ‘one man, one vote’ 

to ensure the coincidence of interests between governors and governed. 

However, this recommendation shoulid be set in its context - the 

Constitutional Code - which represented the ideal not the possible. 

Victorian opposition to direct election with the widest possible 

franchise was, as we noted in Chapters Three and Five, based on a number 

of considerations. Elections were disruptive, occasions for excessively 

high spirits. Corruption was rife. Those elected were not necessarily 

chosen for their qualities as councillors. Able candidates would be 

cautious of exposing themselves to the ordeal of election. 

With few exceptions these opinions were constantly repeated 

in debates on democracy in local government. Even Parkes who had 

wanted a wide franchise and direct election was enough of a realist 

to be satisfied with the outcome of legislation which restricted voting 

qualifications and made provisions for selected members. Later 

writers, including Brodrick, Mill, Goschen, Rathbone and Wright discussed 

issues of voting and council membership but seldom advocated the level 

of representative government suggested by Bentham. Overriding all else 

was thezneed for local councils composed of men of the right calibre,
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prudent with expenditure and upstanding members of the community. 

Direct election of all councillors could not guarantee this would 

happen and we observed skilfull arguments for retaining the aldermanic 

system originally introduced by the House of Lords. 

It was not only Conservatives who pressed for selected 

members on the new councils, indeed the most vocal supporters of this 

practice were Liberals such as Fowler and Chamberlain. Perhaps these 

arguments grew out of vested political interest but the rhetoric 

indicated a lack of faith in the elective system and the quality of 

candidates. Local democracy was a principle to be admitted but 

reality suggested caution in institutionalising this objective. The 

franchise remained tied to financial not individual commitment. 

Membership of the community was not sufficient to grant voting status 

and this remained the case until 1945. 

Arguably the idea of democratic institutions and processes 

has been fully accepted in the twentieth century but we can still 

detect certain doubts, if not misgivings about local democratic 

accountability. A number of writers, for example, the Webbs, G D H Cole 

and Harold Laski have all campaigned for a system of local government 

which actively encourages and permits public participation beyond the 

mere act of voting. For them the fear was that existing arrangements 

were unsatisfactory in controlling the elected political elite. An 

altogether different kind of response to this question of local 

accountability has been that made by central government. We would 

challenge Cousins' remark that, "almost all the reforms of local 

government over the last century have been undertaken so as to make the 

system more denoeracia The 1972 Local Government Act provides 

an example of the low priority now given to the idea of accountability 

to local opinion. For a time it seemed that the Conservatives might 

retain the aldermanic system after promptings by the local government 

prtocigttanes 2 These ideas were abandoned but legislation did
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proceed to undermine the sense of representative and responsive 

local government. The frequency between elections was extended, in 

some cases from once a year to every fourth year. The number of 

councillors was reduced from 40,000 to 24,000 resulting in larger 

constituencies and the probability of less contact between 

councillors and Alectorate 1, 

This would appear to suggest attitudes on local accountability, 

at least those of central government, have not altered significantly 

since the nineteenth century. If the intention was to make the system 

more democratic then surely local government should become more, 

not less, representative. Certainly developments in ideas of democracy 

have suggested Victorian safeguards like the aldermanic system should 

be abolishedbut mainly the response has been to subordinate this value 

to the higher priority of rationalised administration, including a 

reduction in the size of councils. Once again it highlights the 

greater emphasis now given to ideas of administration and management 

in framing government policy towards local government reorganisation, 

This point can be substantiated by also examining the development of 

ideas on the need for local accountability to central authority. 

(b) Accountability and Central Government 

In Chapter Six we noted that empirical studies of the 

central-local government relationship had produced differing conclusions 

and it was, therefore, especially important to observe changing 

perceptions of this relationship amongst those writing on andi working 

within this arrangement. We are now able to incorporate the material 

from Chapters Four and Six and using a longer historical perspective 

assess the degree of continuity and change in ideas and attitudes to 

local government's accountability to central authority. 

It will be recalled that three views of central-local relations 

(38 )
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could be detected in nineteenth century ideas. Theifirst, emanating 

from Bentham's concern with central controls, uniform administration 

and hierarchy became poularly identified with Chadwick but developed 

more theoretically by Austin. This view can be summarised as 

involving a relationship between central government as principal and 

local authority as agent. The overriding factor in determining this form 

of control was the attachment to national interest as superior to local 

interest because of the need for aggregate happiness. After 

initial successes this model became discredited by the unpopularity 

of centralisation. 

The second view of central-local government relations 

developed as a result and in reaction to the first and became 

associated with the ideas of Toulmin Smith. This was not, however, 

a recommednation for a central-local partnership from a writer who 

associated centralisation with distrust and an attack on the 

individual. There was no sense in which the two levels of 

government should co-operate - central government should only protect 

the interests of the national community allowing local government the 

bulk of responsibilities. Essentially Toulmin Smith's attack on 

central government as symptomatic of collectivism, bureaucratization 

and uniformity ruled out the possébility of partnership with a local 

government promoting the ideals of individual liberty, the free market 

and diversity. This hostility to centralisation caught the popular 

imagination but understandably it could not be used as the basis for a 

decentralisation of government. 

The views of Chadwick and Smith represented two extremes and 

signs of moderation came with J S$ Mill's appeal for partnership based 

on a distinction between administrative principles and details of 

Management. Our discussion of ideas on central-local relations during 

the twentieth century indicated the continuing appeal of the partnership
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model. The Webbs, for example, spoke of 'virtually autonomous authorities' 

while Robson referred directly to Mill in what he saw as a struggle 

against the resurgence of centralisation. The theory of a central- 

local partnership has been invoked this century for a variety of 

reasons. In the early part of the century Hobhouse attacked the 

expansion of central activity which threatened the local authority's 

right of discretion. Later in the 1920s the idea of partnership 

was used to defend the scope of local services threatened by central 

government's desire to curb expenditure. By the 1940s the distinct 

possibility of state expansion exluding local authorities provoked 

writers such as Jessup, Robson and Warren to announce the dangers of 

centralised bureaucracy to individual liberty, which we were led to 

believe could only be safeguarded by strong local government. 

However, as we remarked earlier the partnership model is 

capable of different interpretation as one of equals or unequals. 

In evidence to Redcliffe-Maud central departments hinted at the 

possibility of decentralisation,a point also made by the Conservative 

Government when introducing its proposals in 1971. Legislation, 

however, has done little to remove the controls exercised over local 

authorities and this appears to suggest central government has its 

own interpretation of the partnership model which derives from a 

particular view of priorities within a democratic political system. 

Langrod has argued that democracy implies majority-rule, 

egalitarianism and uniform treatment and local government's 

tendency towards diversity and inequality means it constitutes a threat 

; ; 2 39 : 
not a foundation to democratic society’ ) These views provoked other 

writers to defend local government as a promoter of ivecty 

Perhaps, however, Langrod's view of democratic society lies closer 

to that held by many involved in debate on reorganisation. Certainly, 

the appeal of the central-local partnership as an image of mutual
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understanding has never diminished and it is one which those in 

central government particularly are fond of invoking. However, there 

are a number of factors which suggest that recent attitudes amongst 

those debating local government have come to accept central government's 

perception:of this relationship. 

The first point to make is to recall the way in which 

consideration of this relationship and local government finance were 

effectively excluded from recent debates on reorganisation. This 

allowed central government to ensure that the problems discussed were 

the ones which it considered to be the most appropriate. Second, 

within this debate much time was spent on the need to manage services 

in a more efficient way and professionals both in local and central 

government all addressed themselves energetically to this problem. 

Third, criticisms of local councillors as being of poor quality, 

generalisations about local elections etcetera all went unquestioned 

in this search for a managerial solution to local government problems. 

While central government has decided the issues to be debated it must 

have been pleasantly surprised by the way in which those within local 

government undermined the sense of accountability to local opinion by 

generally recommending that the way to reorganise was to remove 

councillors and officers further away from their point of contact with 

the local consumer. 

In some ways it would seem the Victorians had more faith in 

local government. Admittedly local authorities did not consume 

as much public expenditure nor did they administer so many services 

but in context the overall impact of local government on society was as 

great as it is today. However, we now find assumptions about the 

inferior quality of local democracy prevail and this has encouraged more 

emphasis on improving the quality of services through better management. 

This has relegated the importance of local government accountable to 

local opinion to considerations of conformity with national standards.
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Doubtless many of those arguing for more efficient management 

during recent debates on reorganisation were convinced that this solution 

would allow local government to remain a viable partner in the relationship 

with central government. Unfortunately it would seem the opposite 

development might result in as far as a more bureaucratic system of 

local government is one more easily instructed, supervised and 

ultimately perhaps directed by central government. 

SECTION 5: IDEAS AND LEGISLATION, 1834-1972 

The title of this final section is also the sub-title of the 

thesis. Throughout one of our main aims has been to ground ideas in 

the context of periodic and major reorganisations of local government. 

Reorganisation was selected as a focus partly because it facilitated 

analysis of the relationship between ideas and legislation. Thus it 

would be satisfying if we could conclude in a positive way about the 

exact nature of this relationship. Unfortunately we cannot provide 

the reader with exciting findings indicating a causal relationship 

because the number of intervening variables are too great. Of course, 

ideas do, ultimately, produce the framework within which policies are 

formulated but after a range of social, economic, political and 

institutional forces have operated it is difficult if not impossible 

to say specific policies were the direct result of a specific idea(s). 

Local government reorganisation usually involves placating vested 

interestes with inevitable political compromise and dilution of 

policy. We may add a cynical note to the effect that no government 

charged with reorganising local government has missed the opportunity 

of establishing boundaries whith might prove most efficacious to its 

own electoral success. Although the relationship between ideas and 

legislation is complex there are a number of comments we can make from
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the material assembled in this thesis. 

First, there is the influence of traditional ideas about 

local government. Our approach involved an examination of ideas from 

the early nineteenth century onwards and we were able, therefore, 

to observe that recent policies are as much a reflection of past 

thinking as they are directives for the future. From the 1830s 

onwards certain ideas have been remarkably durable in comprising the 

assumptions which guide policy makers in their actions. Admittedly 

the emphasis within these ideas has shifted, with notions of community 

interest being superseded by more pressing problems of service delivery 

but these core elements have persisted. There has been a marked 

reluctance by both writers and politicians to reconsider the 

relevance of these ideas in the context of the modern state. Indeed, 

unlike continental Europe there has been little theorising about 

the role of the state and even less about what role local government should 

play. 

The greater political upheaval experienced by countries: like 

France and Germany may have contributed to this situation but 

whatever the cause these differences in the level of theorising about 

the state in general and local government in particular have had 

important consequences. Within this country relative political 

stability has led to a remarkable continuity and consensus in ideas 

about local government. If we compare, for example, ideas circulating 

in the first half of the nineteenth century with those current in the 

second half of this century we find many points of overlap despite 

the enormous social and economic changes witnessed during this period. 

Ideas brought under our headings of community, service delivery and 

accountability have constituted important themes underpinning successive 

debates about local government reorganisation. Those values which 

established the foundations for modern local government in the 1830s
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may have undergone modification, even a reordering, but they have 

rarely been seriously challenged by a completely new set of values. 

This continuity of ideas in turn produces continuity of role 

in local government. If we compare the organisation of government of 

France and Britain in the 1830s we detect in the latter a rather 

weakly developed central administration and a relatively strong 

local government system. Revolution first and Napolean second no 

doubt contributed towards centralisation in France but in Britain 

these factors were not present. In addition, as we noted in Chapter 

Four, the example of France just across the channel provided those 

arguing against centralisation with a useful propaganda tool. 

Although the nineteenth century was a period for rapid government 

growth within this development local government was able to retain 

its overall importance. Arguably, it has never lost the advantage 

given by the ideas and circumstances of the nineteenth century. 

In Chapter Six we examined twentieth century ideas on central-local 

relations and it was clear that although changes in the nature of 

this relationship were regarded as necessary any move towards a French- 

type system typified in the 'prinicpal-agency' model of central-local 

relations could not be countenanced. 

This continuity of ideas and of thinking about the role of 

local government has also affected attitudes towards reorganisation. 

Whenever the conditions have seemed right for reorganisation policy 

makers have invariably found that the available alternative structures 

and processes are firmly located within the values and principles 

underlying the existing system. Two opposing comments could be made 

about this relationship between ideas and reorganisation. 

The first is that this continual reference back produces an 

inherent stability to the local government system. Ideas which have 

withstood the many tests of time must be sound and must, therefore, be 

allowed to flourish in any new arrangement of local authority boundaries
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and/or responsibilities. A second interpretation, however, could be 

that the preservation of old ideas imposes rather conservative parameters 

on prospective reforms to the point where radical proposals are 

dismissed without due consideration of their relative merits. Despite 

the intrinsic qualities of ideas for city-regionalism and regional 

local authorities, for example, these proposals have been invariably 

greeted with traditional arguments about the erosion of local 

government as a democratic and efficient system. This may well be 

the case but there is a distinct danger that this casual rebuff of 

ideas which dare counter existing values and assumptions about local 

government will affect the quality and range of debate. Reformers 

should not automatically assume that notions of community interest have 

to be employed in a reorganised system of local government. In 

asking the more fundamental question - why should community interest 

be considered? policy makers may discover a more sensible approach to 

local government reorganisation. 

A second. observation to be made-about the relationship 

between ideas and legislation concerns.the source and transmission of 

ideas into the policy arena. What become obvious from taking a broad 

historical perspective is the move away from individual opinion 

throughout the nineteenth century towards group opinion in this 

century. Thus the intellectual framework within which policies are 

subsequently formulated has changed in a number of important ways. 

Contemporary debates about local government tend to have less character 

than their earlier counterparts. Individuals like Bentham, Chadwick, 

Toulmin Smith and J S Mill stamped their personalities upon nineteenth 

century debates but with a few notable exceptions (for example, Geddes, 

G DH Cole, Robson and Senior) this factor is absent from twentieth 

century debates. This change has been produced by the growth of 

organised political and professional groups who have sought to establish
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and then consolidate their position in local government by steering 

reform into specific directions. The question of personality, 

however, is a minor point and appeals only to those interested in the 

style of debate. There is a more serious point to be made here 

concerning the content of debate. 

The movement away from individually expressed opinion to 

group opinion has affected the content of debates about local government 

reorganisation. As we demonstrated in Chapter Eight there was a 

predictability about many of the proposals for reform made by the local 

authority associations as all attempted to preserve those qualities in 

the existing system which benefited them most. Similarly, schemes 

advanced by various professional associations, for example, planners, 

educationalists, local government administrators, and trade unions, 

for example, NALGO, betrayed a rather narrow vision of a future 

local government system. This myopic view of local government has been 

replicated across a range of themes with the result that few schemes 

possess a sound basis for reorganisation. Furthermore, the politics of 

modern policy making suggests politicians attempt to appease as many 

of these group interests as possible to avoid conflict and subsequent 

disruption to the new system. The intellectual framework becomes a 

complex and often contradictory tapestry of ideas where the various 

parts make up a confusing whole. Perhaps an unkinder though more 

accurate description would be to describe the schemes proposed by 

these groups as rallying calls to the faithful, preparations for a 

concerted attempt to steer policy makers in particular directions. 

But if this is true for one group then it is true for all groups. 

Although a group may be able to identify a specific aspect of the new 

system attributable to its own influence it may well be thoroughly 

dissatisfied with the overall system. The Association of County Councils 

which replaced the old CCA, for example, complains bitterly about 

present local government arrangements despite the deserved insinuation
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that during the 1972 reorganisation this group was in close contact 

with the Conservative Government. Of course, the development of group 

opinion has followed broader social and economic change but in terms 

of local government debate it has produced an haphazard approach to 

reorganisation. 

Thirdly, within the various phases of local government 

reorganisation an important and influential source of ideas has been the 

committee or commission of inquiry. Governments may have had different 

motives for creating these bodies using them as a tactic of delay 

or a genuine attempt to seek information but whatever the real 

intention the reports produced by these inquiries have produced an 

impact. These investigations have been crucial in exciting opinion, 

in drawing opinions together and in disseminating ideas to a wider 

audience, not least to those politicians and officials responsible 

for fomulating policy. Although subsequent policies may not always 

mirror a commission's recommendations as occurred in the case of 

Redcliffe-Maud and the 1972 reforms they may have played a crucial 

role. As Peter Walker remarked of the relationship between Conservative 

policy and the Redcliffe-Maud Report, 

"We look upon the Maud Report (sic) as providing a 

very clear and well prepared background for the 

preparation of the Conservative Party plans". (41) 

From the behaviour of governments in both nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries it seems safe to conclude that they are aware of the value of 

offical inquiries in preparing policies for reorganisation. As a 

forum for the expression of ideas, new schemes for reorganisation 

and debate between conflicting interests the royal commission and 

committee of inquiry have occupied a critical role in the development 

of the political theory of English local government. 

Finally, we should conclude by reiterating the importance 

appreciating the historical origins and development of ideas, opinions
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and debates in any analysis of policy designed to reorganise local 

government. When local government has been faced with the prospect 

of fundamental change then the values which underpin the system become 

more apparent as attempts are made to preserve certain qualities 

presumed to be inviolable. Although these values receive more 

consideration they have frequently been obscured by phrases such as 

"local democracy' and ‘administrative efficiency’ and our aim has been 

to investigate those ideas implied by these labels. 

Despite the fact that this inquiry has covered a considerable 

time-span a number of themes in debates on local government appear 

perennial. Discussions have focussed on the idea of a community of 

local interest and considered the best means of defining this concept 

so as to provide areas suitable for administering services. Problems 

of allocating functions have been considered in terms of improving 

the use of resources and management of services while simultaneously 

allowing local government to remain responsive and accessible to local 

needs and opinion. 

These issues have dominated debates about the role of local 

government and policies introduced by various governments between 1834 

and 1972 have relied heavily upon such exchanges of ideas. This is not 

to deny the politics of specific phases of reorganisation and the effects 

upon subsequent policies. Throughout the thesis we have been concerned 

not only with the intrinsic qualities of a particular idea or scheme 

for reorganisation but also with its possible relationship to party 

political and governmental attitudes. Thus, government policies 

concerning the administrative divisions between urban and rural 

areas, the nature of local franchise and similar matters are likely 

to reflect much wider political concerns related to class antagonisms, 

the safeguarding of electoral territory and the need to pursue other 

political advantages. Certainly, these political concerns will play a
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significant part in shaping policies designed to reorganise local 

government but whatever choices are made they can be located 

within the overall context of ideas and debate:. In understanding 

the basis and intent of reorganisation, therefore, it is essential 

that we identify those ideas about local government which have 

determined the framework within which decisions about policy are made.
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