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most often the concern of the private conscience or the subject 

of only spasmodic public appeals, had itself become more 

organized with discharged prisoners, the deaf and dwnb, the victims 

of mining accidents and animals of all kinds among its recipients. 

Religion had its unions to defend the doctrines and discipline of 

the Church of England, to promote love and concord amongst the 

Sunday-school teachers of that body, and to cultivate Christian 

intercourse amongst the Congregational churches. In education 

there were associations of teachers, an adult education society 

and a prize scheme association. A similar trend was also evident 

in trade and industry as the pottery manufacturers re-organized 

their chamber of commerce and the mining engineers, the brick 

and tile manufacturers, the ironmasters and the licensed victuallers 

all formed associations. Significantly the great majority of 

all these bodies took :in a larger unit than the single township 

and, by embracing the wider Potteries' district, pointed the 

future pattern for local government. 

All of these institutions originated ~Qth the middle classes 

for the working classes proved tragically incapable of emulating 

this approach in a joint effort to raise their own economic status. 

Until the twentieth century the potters failed to copy the national 
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examnle set by other skilled trades in establishing a viable 

union. The trade was too heterogeneous, the factories too small, 

wages too low, habits of independence too deeply ingrained for 

more than stunted associations, representing the fr~gmented 

crafts, to emerge and subside in a perpetual cycle producing few 

practicable benefits for their members. Perhaps as a result of 

this failure the increased prosperity enjoyed by the working 

classes after 1850 did not constitute the basis for further 

advances in succeeding decades. 

In other ways the oppressive reality of everyday working-class 

life was in these years lightened as the town's declining rate 

of mortality testified. 

13 
Table of Annual Mortali!z (per 1,000 inhabitant~) 

1851 - 60 

1861 - 70 

1871 - 80 

Hanley and Shelton 

26.70 

~% 

23.59 

National Urban k{era~ 

24.7 

24.8 

23.5 

The most dramatic improvement occurred between 1861 and 1870 

13. Extracted from the Annual Reports of the Registrar General. 
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as the national figures showed a slight retrogression and at a 

time when there was no improvement in local water supplies 
14 

compared with the previous decade and possibly an actual 

deterioration in the quantity of medical help available in 
15 

relation to the rising population. The one new factor which 

could have brought about this improvement was the existence of 

an effective local authority which had to its credit in particular 

the provision of a spacious municipal cemetery, the regular 

inspection and removal of nuisances, and a series of bye-laws 

laying down minimum building standards in the new areas of the town. 

It is significant that the more dramatic decline in mortality 

occurred in the Shelton township where previous inadequacies in 

local government had created the to-wn's worst public health 

blackspots. 

------------
14. Chapter 5. P• JOO. 

15. It is arguable that medical facilities improved in 1869 when 
a more extensive North Staffordshire Infirmary was opened, or 
in 1874 when Hanley acquired a dispensary for the sick poor, 
but as late as 1875 the number of chemists in the to-w:n was 
barely keeping pace with the rise in population and the number 
of doctors failed to do so~ In 1875 there were 15 chemists 
and 13 doctors in the town (Keates 1 s Potteries' Directory) 
whereas in 1851 the figures were 7 and 9 respectively. 
(White's Staffordshire Directory). 
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Taole of Annual Mortality in the to\.Jtlships of Hanley and Shelton 
(per 1,000 inhabitants) 

1851 - 60 

1861 - 70 

1871 - 80 

Hanley: 

24.82 

22.65 

23.60 

Shelton 

28.58 

26.27 

23.72 

It klas, howver, been argued that the Council failed to carry 

out other essential sanitary improvements in these years. 

Specifically it failed to provide a comprehensive drainage scheme 

or make adequate arrangements for the satisfactory disposal of 
16 

either liquid or solid sewage. Eventually the continued pressure 

of population growth sought out these failures so that after 1870 

there was a slowing dow of the improvement in the rate of 

mortality. From 1871 to 1880 the death rate in Hanley was indeed 

again increasing and the further fall in the Shelton death rate 

may in part be attributed to the departure from the township of 

the district's only infirmary. 

16. See Chapter 5. pp.3o6 - 318. 
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Despite the initial improvement in the death rate after 

the town was incorporated the long term mortality statistics 

provide no firm basis for a simple verdict on the effectiveness 

of the Council's sanitary work. During the 1850' s it v.as 

probably the often inadequate efforts of the Waterworks Company 

which did most to halt the decline in public health standards 

evident during the preceding decade. After 1857 the Council 

provided a better regulated environment but laid no basis for 

long term improvements in life expectancy. Set against the high 

hopes raised prior to incorporation the Council's achievements 

appear modest for the town 1s death rate from 1871 to 1880 was 

still higher than the minimum which had been required for unilateral 

action by the General Board of Health almost thirty years earlier. 

This is not to deny the value of the reform in town 

government for in man;y -ways Hanley was governed more efficiently, 

rate collection was more businesslike and less corrupt, a fully­

fledged committee system had been developed to attend to business, 

there had been an increase in the number of officials employed, 

the to'WO. had its o'WO. bench of magistrates and after 1870 its ov.n 

police force. Above all, as the town continued to grow and 

Parliament laid greater burdens on local authorities generally, 
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the new structure of borough government, whatever its defects, 

was able to adapt to changing circumstances and this in clear 

contrast to the earlier forms of local gover~~ent in the town which 

had been so perilously close to breakdown as early as 1850. 

The reform of local government in Hanley was follo~d by 

reforms in the other Potteries' towns and, as the new local 

authorities became entrenched the prospect of a district scheme 

of reform receded. Eventually the solution of many local problems 

could only be found -within a regional framework but in the mid­

nineteenth century local vision, finances and administrative 

resources were stretched to their limits in dealing with the 

problems be-setting each of the separate towns. Local government 

reform based on the individual towns, was, in view of the strong 

separatist feelings within the communities, an inevitable response 

to the groi-Ji.ng sanitary chaos. The visionary schemes of a 

Potteries' Borough, which in area would have dwarfed the city of 

Manchester, would in the mid-nineteenth century have been 

thoroughly impracticable so that reform within each of the six 

to'Wlls was probably the only solution to the crisis in local 

government which threatened the district half a century prior 

to Federation. 
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The changes which took place in Hanley were part of that 

wider movement of mid-nineteenth century reform whose causes are 

the subject of vigorous debate at the present time as attention 

is drawn to the relative importance in this respect of Benthamite 
17 

philosophy, religious belief and humanitarian feelings. 

Eventually the problems posed by industrialization and urbanization 

could only be resolved by the creation of administrative machinery 

capable of interfering in a host of mundane fields. Today the 

chronology of that administrative growth and particularly the 

significance of the expansion which took place prior to 1870 
18 

is also a matter of some dispute. 

---------------
17. In this far ranging debate the most important contributions 

include O. ~.acDonagh, 1The Nineteenth Century Revolution in 
Government - a re-appraisal', (The Historical Journal, 1958), 
H. Parris, 1The Nineteenth Century Revolution in Government -
a reappraisal re-appraised', (ibid), 1960, and Mrs. J. Hart, 
'Nineteenth Century Social Reform - a Tory Interpretation 
of History', (Past and Present, July, 1965). 

18. The classic statement of significant growth prior to this date 
is in D. Roberts 1 , 1 iictorian Origins of the Welfare State 1 , 

Criticism of this view appears in E. Midwinter, 'Victorian 
Social Reform~ and in an article by the same author, 1A Tory 
Interpretation of History: Some Comments', in Past and Present, 
July, 1966. 
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Benthamite philosophy ~as not opposed to positive state 
19 

action in the social or indeed in the economic field so that 

the extent of administrative growth prior to 1870 does not 

necessarily have any bearing on the question of Bentham 1s 

influence in shaping the social reforms of the mid-nineteenth 

century. Indeed this study of Hanley suggests that in the 

reconstruction of local government to face the sanitary problems 

posed by town growth, the essential administrative framework 

had beencreated long before 1870 and it w1ll later be argued that 

Benthamite influence played an important part locally in bringing 

about the modernization of the town's government. 

In the search for the origins of the modern omnicompetent 

state,attention has been concentrated on the powers wielded by 

the agencies of central government to the neglect of the equally 
20 

important increase in the power of local government bodies. 

Here, as early as 1835, the Municipal Corporations Act had provided 

an effective and flexible framework for the future government of 

towns. The most important task undertaken by the municipalities 

19. A point made by L.J.Hume, in 'Jeremy Bentham and the 
Nineteenth Century Revolution in Government',(The Historical 
Journal, 1967. ) 

20. Tw significant recent exceptions to this claim are articles 
by E.P. Hennock, 'Finance and Politics in Urban Local 
GEJVernment 18.35-1900', (The Historical Journal, 196.3) and 
R.M. Gu.tchen, 'Local Improvements and Centralization in 
Nineteenth century England', (The Historical Journal, 1961). 
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in the nineteenth century was meeting the challenge of deteriorating 

sanitary conditions and here too the local administrative framework 

was Jaid at an early date when the 1848 Public Health Act enabled 

toms to establish local boards of health. The Sanitary Act 

of 1866 and the Public Health Act of 1875 were of great importance 

in strengthening the po"18rs and increasing the obligations of 
21 

local boards but their impact on public health problems de,ended 

upon the local administrative framework established in the earlier 

legislation. Late nineteenth century local government legislation 

was in essence a tidying-up operation for before 1850, when to'l-61 

government in Hanley almost ground to a standstill, Parliament 

had already provided a new pattern of urban administration. 

In Hanley 1857 marked arevolution in local government, the 

days of looking back to the chaos of local autonomy, characteristic 

of the early nineteenth century, were over and the town was fully 

integrated into a national pattern of municipal government which 

has in essence survived into the second half of the t~~ntieth 

century. Jn the words of G. Kitson Qlark, "··· this is the 
22. 

critical period" and if, as he adds, some people have great 

21. In Hanley the 1866 Sanitary Act brought about the first 
effective action over smoke control and increased activity 
in inspecting nuisances, its national significaneeis stressed 
by R.H.Gutchen, op. cit. The Historical Journal, 1961, p. 91 

22. G. Kitson Clark, 'An Expanding Society: Britain 1830 - ljOO. 
p. 162. 



- 359 -

difficulty in recognizing this it is not likely that the 

inhabitants of Hanley in the mid-nineteenth century would 

have shared their incredulity. 

There remains the more difficult problem of explaining the 

origins of the fashion for reform prevalent in the to~n after 

1850 and this in turn may assist a judgement relevant to the 

wider issue of social reform generally in the mid-Victorian 

period. 

In Hanley the first evidence of any concern with sanitary 

conditions is contained in the efforts in 18,44 of a commi tt.ee of 

leading inhabitants to answer the questionnaire, sent out by the 

Commissioners inquiring into the state of large towns, which was 

followed a year later by the first moves to form a waterworks 

company in the district. Concern revived with the onset of 

cholera in 1848 leading to the formation of committees of inspection 

in the Potteries' to'W?l.S which petitioned for a public health 

inquiry under the procedures provided by the 1848 Public Health 

Act, a move with which a large number of the inhabitants of 

Hanley, particularly among the wrking-classes, disagreed. The 

inquiry in 1849, by Robert Rawlinson, compelled the inhabitants 

for the first time either to face up to, or to explain away the 

sanitary squalor amidst which they lived. Prominent among those 
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who took the former course were some of the ~ealthiest inhabitants, 

all of whom were associated with the town1 s religious life 

and for many of whom we have evidence of a genuine religious 

commitment allied to a real humanitarian concern for their less 

fortunate fello"~• 

The growth of public concern with Hanley 1s sanitary state, 

which was quickly transformed into a movement to obtain reform 

of the town's government, occurred only in response to persistent 

questioning from agencies established by the central government. 

There is no evidence that, without this outside stimulus, 

humanitarian concern within the to~n would eventually have 

realised how intolerable its sanitary state had become and have 
23 

taken action to remedy it. It is true that outside influences 

were most effective in playing on the consciences of men who 

in other fields already showed a genuine humanitarian concern for 

their fellows and most noticeably in rousing to fierce activity 

the ageing John Ridgway. Yet despite the latter's many good 

works it was during his lifetime that the town reached its evil 

state without any recorded protest and but little action on his 

----------------·------· 
23. The importance of a general humanitarian impulse in society 

which gradually recognized and sought to remedy abuses is 
argued by O. MacDonagh, op. cit. The Historical Journal, 
1958, p. 58. 
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part until Rawlinson came into the town. The depth and direction 
24 

of Victorian humanitarianism should indeed by questioned for 

of lesser men than Ridgway it could be argued that personal fear, 

aroused by the onset of cholera, provided the first effective 

spur to even the most inadequate action over public health. 

Much of the external pressure brought to bear on the 

inhabitants of this small unpretentious tom can be attributed 

to the workings of Benthamite philosophy. The process of 

'scientific' inquiry into abuses, of legislation to protect the 

public against them and the creation of an administrative machine 
25 

to enforce the legislation were all largely Benthamite devices. 

In an effort to re-assert Bentham's importance in the mid-Victorian 

reform movement it has recently been argued that men who never 

met or read Bentham could well have absorbed his ideas, perhaps 
26 

~Qthout appreciating their origins. In Hanley this view is 

subject to practical illustration for Edwin Chadwick is generally 

regarded as Bentham's most distinguished disciple and Robert 

24. As it is by J. Hart, {op. cit. Past and Present, July, 1965, 
pp. 48-57), who also objects to the 'intolerability theory' 
as making reform appear an automatic occurrence involving 
little individual effort and also because it tends to denigrate 
the influence of philosophic ideas in bringing about reform. 

25. J. Hart, ibid. PP• 41-44 

26. J. Hart, ibid. p. 45. 
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Rawlinson was in turn a close supporter and vigorous exponent of 

Chadwick's public health programme. Rawlinson 1s visit in 1849 

provoked a debate in the to\.Jll that did not end until its government 

had been equipped to deal vdth the sanitary problems. Pressure 

of local and national opinion prevented the immediate application 

of Chadwick's ideas and in 1854 Hanley failed to obtain its local 

board of health. This failure could be seen as an example of the 

failure of Benthamite ideas and institutions to influence events 

but this would be to miss the significant impact that the public 

health debate from 1849 to 1854, had on the climate 0£ opinion 

in the town. The vast mass of influential opinion in Hanley 

could no longer ignore the insanitary condition of the town which 

was indeed then felt to be intolerable. It was, ho'W0ver, Robert 

Rawlinson, the disciple of Chadwick, who had demonstrated just how 

intolerable it was. 

The local light thrown on some peripheral aspects of the 

debate on the origins of social reform is more slight but, in 

Hanley at least, the claim that the Victorian middle classes were 
27 

unready for an advanced social policy should be qualified by 

the admission that in mattemof local government reform and 

------
27. J. Redlich and F.~.Hirst, 'The History of Local Government in 

England 1 , (1958 edition edited by B. Keith-Lucas), .. p. 149. 
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expenditure on public health improvements they were far more 

ready than the working classes beneath them. It is an assertion 

that depends too heavily on one's definition of 'advanced'. 

The even larger claim that the increased local electoral influence 

of the poor in this period was a positive factor encouraging the 
28 

development of public health services is flatly contradicted 

by the experiences in Hanley of working-class opposition to such 
29 

sche:nes as the provision of drainage. In Hanley there is 

again no evidence that reports of inefficiency in the conduct of 

the Crimean War, despite the great local interest in its course, 

had the impact on the course of' local government reform which 
30 

has been attributed to them. 

----------·----
28. .A.s advanced by J .1.Hammond in 'The Age of the Chartists', 

pp. 50 - 51. 

29. Evidence that this was not a purely local phenomenon is put 
for½~rd by B. Keith-Lucas, 'The English Local Government 
Franchise 1 , p. 70. 

30. o. Anderson takes the view that the Crimean experiences gave 
a great impetus to the 11 cult of local self-governmentil 
whereas in Hanley the · 'anti-centralization movement• achieved 
its great victory in 1854 prior to the outbreak of the v~r. 
The later reform movement, leading to incorporation, was 
never related to "impatience ·with the narrow cliquishness 
exhibited in Government-making" or "contempt for bureaucracy 
and resentment of central direction''. ( O. Anderson, 'A 
Liberal State at War•, pp. 279-280). It was rather aimed at 
providing solutions to pressing local problems far removed 
from any Crimean experiences. 
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The i~pulses which led men to demand reforms were complex in 

origin but too often humanitarian feeling, inspired by religious 

conscience, was dissipated in acts of private charity that ~re 

at best merely palliative in character. Such impulses too 

often lacked coherence and a sense of direction so that a solution 

to the problems caused by urban growth could only be found in 

adninistrative reforms made possible by legislation. It has 

been held that once the process of administrative growth had 

beeun it acquired its own inherent momentum -which revealed 

further abuses requiring government interference in new areas of 

contemporary life and hence further expansion of the administrative 
31 

machine. Only in one narrow field has it been clearly 

demonstrated that Benthamism played a negligible part in this 
.32 

process and in the vastly more important area governed by public 

health legislation the careers of men like Chadwick and Rawlinson 

would suggest that much of this inherent moment~m did in fact 

derive from Benthamite ideas • 

.31. O. MacDonagh, op. cit. (The Historical Journal), 1958. p. 59 • 

.32. This was in relation to the growth of regulations governing 
conditions on emigrant ships. o. MacDonagh, 'Emigration 
and the State, 1833-1855: An Essay in Administrative 
History', Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 
1955, PP• 133-159. 
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In Hanley, Bentharn's disciples played a direct and decisive 

part in arousing the leading inhabitants from their apathy in 

matters of public health. Local pressures and vested interests 

were able to delay and to mould the course of reform, local 

inertia prevented all its benefits being realised, but the arrival 

of Robert Rawlinson opened a new era in the history of the to'Wil. 

Events in Hanley in the mid-nineteenth century suggests that ~~s. 

Hart's effort to re-instate Jeremy Bentham as the chief inspiration 

of Victorian social reform are well justified. Local humanitarian 

impulses had to be aroused and directed to improve conditions which 

were indeed intolerable. Reform then follo~d, not as the result 

of the workings of blind historical forces or from some inherent 

momentum for reform but because an increasing number of local men, 

often sacrificing their own vested interest in the status quo, 

£ought every obstacle to achieve it. 
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