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LOCAL POWER IN BRITAIN AT THE END OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

John Garrard
University of Salford

The paper below was written for the October 1991
conference of the European Science Foundation in Espinho,

Portugal. The theme of the Conference was the Future of the
European City and the paper was located in a session on
"decentralization, local autonomy and urban government". It was

an attempt to provide participants with a sense of historical
perspective so far as British urban society and politics were
concerned. At a time when urban areas and their governmental
institutions are undergoing rapid, accelerating and even enforced
change, it seemed useful to more precisely measure the speed and
direction of that change by locating it by reference to its past.
At a time also when there are many plans for the decentralization
of governmental power in European countries, it appeared
worthwhile to try to provide some insight into what this might
entail, at least in a negative sense, by examining British local
government and society at a point in the past when both were
relatively uncentralised.
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In this paper, I want to try to compose a picture of
the power structure of the town and city at the turn of the
century by comparing it both with its future and its past - to
discover both how different that structure is from that of the
late twentieth century, and how much it had changed as compared
with the situation evident in earlier decades. In other words,
I want to measure how far urban areas around 1900 are from our
own time, how far they have come, and at what speed they were
travelling. It will become evident that the picture changes
according to whether one directs the spotlight on the late-
nineteenth century city from our present or its past. We shall
also discover that the local power structure in 1900 can only be
understood by reference to the changing social and economic basis
upon which it rested.

Let us start, however, with three assorted words of
warning. Firstly, in research terms, I know more about towns
than cities; more about the urban areas of northern England than
those of the south, the midlands or Scotland; and at this stage
in my research, more about how the central-local power situation
looked from the standpoint of the locality than from the centre.


































































