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ABSTRACT

This study o f B irm ingham ’s local h isto ry  around 1900 adopts 

a  decision- m aking m ethodology, ro o ted  in a  m odified  and expanded 

version o f Lukes’ f irs t  dim ension o f  pow er.

T hree sign ifican t and co n tra s tin g  decision- m aking a rea s  a re  

investigated .

I t  is argued th a t  th e  council had l i t t le  choice b u t to  build 

th e  Elan valley  w aterw orks if  public h ea lth  w ere to  be 

safeguarded . Some o f th e  ra te p a y e rs  p ro te s te d  a t  th e  expense, 

bu t they  fa iled  to  show th a t  th e  schem e was unnecessary . I ts  

enorm ous cost, how ever, caused  grow ing d isenchan tm en t w ith  

B irm ingham ’s "forward" c iv ic  policy.

In co n tra s t, th e  m unicipalisation  o f  B irm ingham ’s 

e le c tr ic ity  supply industry  was no t fo rced  upon th e  council by 

c ircum stances, bu t occu rred  a t  a tim e  when th e  m unicipal trad in g  

m ovem ent was a t  its  heigh t, and when th e  p o te n tia l p ro fitab ility  

o f e le c tr ic ity  was becom ing increasingly  obvious. Throughout, 

th e  C orporation rese rv ed  to  i ts e lf  th e  pow er to  m unicipalise by 

dom inating th e  p o litic a l agenda.

In housing, desp ite  a  grow ing concern  over slum conditions, 

th e  c ity  council, a f te r  a  few  sm all-scale  experim ents, re je c te d  

proposals fo r m unicipal house building and re lied  in s tead  upon a
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policy o f "slum patching." This developm ent, in sharp co n tra s t 

to  the  council's la rge  scale  building schem es a f te r  1918, is 

explained v ia  an investigation  o f th e  "m obilisation o f bias" 

against m ore rad ica l re fo rm .

Throughout, i t  is argued  th a t  Lukes’ defin itional ca teg o ries  

can be m odified  so th a t  th e  s ign ifican t concep ts  o f  agenda 

se ttin g  and m obilisation o f b ias through decisions and non

decisions m ay be inco rpo ra ted  in to  th e  f irs t dim ension o f  pow er. 

A ccordingly, con tra ry  to  m any claim s, they  a re  suscep tib le  to  

em pirica l analysis in th e  f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. Such an 

analysis sheds new ligh t on bo th  fam ilia r and unfam iliar issues.
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A NOTE ON SOURCES

Sources consulted  in th e  B irm ingham  R efe ren ce  L ibrary  a re , 
as appropria te , quoted  a f te r  th e  fashion in w hich th ey  a re  listed  
in th e  B irm ingham  R efe ren ce  L ibrary  C atalogue and a re  follow ed by 
th e ir  accession  num bers and, i f  applicable, th e ir  finding codes, 
bo th  o f which usually follow th e  p refix  "Ref:". This m ay m ean 
deviations from  standard  form , fo r exam ple in th e  use o f the  
upper and low er case. Sources f irs t  s tud ied  in th e  C ity  o f 
Birm ingham  W ater D epartm en t a re  now lodged in th e  R eferen ce  
L ibrary  A rchive D epartm en t and th ese  a re  ind ica ted  in the  
appropria te  p lace . Also ind ica ted  below  a re  th e  m anuscrip t 
sources consulted  in th e  House o f Lords L ibrary  w hich a re  also 
availab le in p rin ted  form  in th e  B irm ingham  R efe re n ce  Library.

The m ain new spapers consu lted  w ere th e  B irm ingham  Dailv 
P o s t, th e  Birm ingham  D ailv G a z e tte  and th e  B irm ingham  Dailv 
M ail. The P ost and th e  G a z e tte  w ere e igh t page m orning 
new spapers, bo th  contain ing  ex tensive  coverage o f  p o litic a l and 
m unicipal a ffa irs . The M ail w as a  som ew hat m ore popular four 
page evening new spaper. The P o s t, around 1900, was th e  leading 
journal o f L iberal Unionism, and th e  m ost staunchly  loyal to  
C ham berlain and his follow ers. The M ail shared  th e  P o st's 
p o litic a l position, b u t was som ew hat less fe rv en t, and on 
occasion d em onstra ted  signs o f dissension. The G a z e tte  was a  
C onservative and c le rica lly - inclined new spaper, although, w ith 
th e  growing a lliance betw een  th e  C onservative and L iberal 
U nionist P a r tie s  in th e  c ity , i t  in p ra c tic e  frequen tly  supported  
th e  sam e causes as its  tw o rivals. For fu r th e r  in form ation , see 
W hate's book on th e  P o s t. G am m age’s a r tic le  on th e  G a z e tte , th e  
con tem porary  survey o f th e  local p ress by A nderton, and, fo r the  
early  n in e teen th  cen tu ry , th e  p aper by Briggs. 1

N otes and R eferen ces

1. W hat es (H arold R ichard  G rant), The B irm ingham  P ost 
1857:1957: A C en tenarv  R e tro sp ec t (The Birm ingham  P o st and M ail 
L td.), (Birmingham) 1957. R ef: L 08.1 660880; M. T. G am m age, 
"The Birm ingham  Daily G aze tte : A C ase Study in th e  H istory  o f 
th e  C onservative P rovincial P ress, 1862-1914", in W est M idlands 
S tudies. 13 (1980): 27-33; A nderton  (Thomas), The T ale o f One 
C itv: The New B irm ingham . 1900. R ef: L73.3 155217, The Fourth  
E s ta te , pp.122-139; Briggs (Asa), "Press and Public in early  
n ine teen th  cen tu ry  B irm ingham . (Dugdale S ocie tv  O ccasional P aper 
No.8) (Oxford) 1949. R ef: 60212.
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ABBREVIATIONS

To reduce rep e titio n , a  num ber o f abbrev iations a re  used. 
The five following shortened  form s a re  adopted  throughout:

M. - Birm ingham  Dailv M ail 
P. - Birm ingham  Dailv P ost 
G. - Birm ingham  Dailv G a z e tte

(These p ress re fe ren c es  a re  follow ed by th e  d a te  o f th e  re lev an t 
issue.)

V3 - C harles A nthony Vince, H istorv  o f th e  C orporation  o f 
B irm ingham . Vol.3 (1885-1899). B irm ingham , 1902.

V4 - C harles A nthony Vince, H isto rv  o f th e  C orporation  o f 
B irm ingham . Vol.4 (1900-1915). B irm ingham , 1923.

(These re fe ren c es  a re  follow ed by th e  re le v an t page num bers.)

T here a re  also a num ber o f  o th e r abbrev iations which only 
p e rta in  to  single chap ters . These a re  explained in th e  no tes to  
those chap ters.
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CHAPTER 1. METHODOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES.

1. Introduction.

This study is cen tred  upon S teven  Lukes* Pow er: A R ad ical 

View and upon th e  academ ic deb a te  surrounding it .[ l]  The 

m ethodology is based upon Lukes’ f irs t, or decision- m aking, 

dim ension o f  pow er. The aim  is to  see w hat th is  app lication  o f 

Lukes’ approach te lls  us, f irs tly  about com m unity  pow er in 

Birm ingham  around 1900, and secondly about th e  valid ity  and 

em pirical usefulness o f  th e  approach itse lf . In each  o f  th e  

substan tive ch ap te rs  a  d is tinc tion  is draw n be tw een  on th e  one 

hand a  h is to rica l account and on th e  o th e r a  decision- m aking 

approach. The m ajor ob jective  is to  estab lish  w hether th e  la t te r  

adds any sign ifican t new insights to  th e  fo rm er. The conclusion 

adopts th e  sam e division, w ith  th e  sam e ob jective . I t  a tte m p ts  

to  investiga te  firs tly  th e  th e o re tic a l coherence o f  th e  decision 

-m aking approach, secondly th e  d ifficu ltie s  in i ts  app lication , 

and th ird ly  w hether th e  insights gained a re  su ffic ien tly  

s ign ifican t to  ju s tify  th e  a tte m p te d  application . O f course, th e  

conclusion reach ed  m ay be th a t  th is  approach has y ie lded  few  

sign ifican t insights. U nfo rtunate ly , how ever, th e re  is no way o f 

knowing th is  in advance u n til th e  m ethod  has been  tr ied . In th e  

absence o f any substan tia l body o f ex isting  l i te ra tu re  even a 

negative  and pessim istic  judgm ent m ay, perhaps, be seen  as
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justify ing  th e  a tte m p t, p a rticu la rly  in view  o f th e  considerable 

re c e n t influence o f  Lukes' d im ensional approach to  th e  study o f 

pow er.

As p a r t  o f th e  app lica tion  o f Lukes’ dim ensional 

perspec tives to  th e  local h is to ry  o f  B irm ingham , an  a t te m p t is 

m ade to  investig a te  th e  ways in which th e  p re sen t re sea rch  

endorses or m odifies th e  findings o f previous loca l h istorians.

For th e  m ost p a r t,  how ever, th e  findings on th is  a re  p a rtic u la r  

to  each  individual ch ap te r, and a re  d ea lt w ith  th e re  and then  

sum m arised in th e  conclusion.

As s ta te d  above, th e  study inco rpo ra tes  an investiga tion  o f  

w hat th is a t te m p t a t  em p irica l app lication  te lls  us about th e  

valid ity  and usefulness o f th e  dim ensional approach  itse lf .

U nder th is heading i t  m ust be  borne in m ind th a t  th e  reason  why 

th ese  case stud ies w ere se lec ted  in th e  f ir s t  p lace  was because 

they  re la te  to  im po rtan t p o litic a l decisions w hich seem , p rim a 

fac ie , to  be su itab le  fo r analysis in th e  te rm s  suggested  by 

Lukes. I t th e re fo re  follow s th a t,  i f  any w orthw hile insights a t  

all a re  gained, th e  approach  is to  som e e x te n t v ind icated , since 

w ithout th a t  approach th e  re sea rch  would no t have been  undertaken  

in its  p resen t form .

A consisten t argum ent in th e  sec tions investiga ting  th e  

valid ity  o f Lukes’ approach  is th a t  a lthough th e  defin itional 

ca teg o ries  w ithin his f ir s t  dim ension cover all em p irica l cases,
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th e ir  application  is frequen tly  com plica ted , even w here th e  fa c ts  

them selves m ay appear to  be sim ple and stra igh tfo rw ard . For 

exam ple, m any local fa rm e rs  appear to  have been  deligh ted  a t  th e  

p ro spect o f selling land in th e  E lan valley  to  th e  C orporation  a t 

a  p rice  above its  m ark e t value. The n eg o tia te d  purchases w ere 

th e re fo re  no t conducted  in te rm s  o f a  zero  sum gam e w here the  

w inner took all. R a th e r they  w ere p a r t  o f a  variab le  sum gam e 

w here com pensation (which m ight have been  considered  e ith e r  m ore 

or less adequate) was paid  fo r losses. C onflic t th e re  ce rta in ly  

was, fo r exam ple over th e  com pensation to  be given, and 

investigation  o f th e  s itu a tio n  in th e  te rm s p o s tu la ted  by Lukes 

is indeed possible. This investigation , how ever, needs some 

soph isticated  p o litic a l analysis which m ay or m ay no t be w orth 

th e  e ffo rt.

Lukes’ concep t o f  a  sep a ra te  second dim ension o f  pow er as 

th e  realm  o f  th e  non- decision is re je c te d . This second 

dim ension, i t  is argued, collapses in to  e ith e r  th e  f irs t,  o r less 

frequen tly  in to  th e  th ird . I f  a  decision, as Lukes argues, is a  

d e lib era te  choice betw een  perce iv ed  a lte rn a tiv e s  then  one form  o f 

non- decision fa lls  in to  th e  f irs t  dim ension and is th e re fo re  

am enable to  em pirica l analysis. This ca teg o ry , fo r exam ple, 

includes so- ca lled  "non- decisions" w hich w ere, in fa c t,  

decisions to  do nothing, to  do som ething e lse , o r to  change the  

ru les and procedures o f th e  decision- m aking process. Many such 

cases occur in th e  p resen t study, including th e  "non- decision" 

no t to  build council houses, w hich was m an ifested  in th e  decision
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to  re je c t proposed schem es fo r th e ir  construction . A gainst th is, 

non- decisions in th e  m ore ex tended  sense which, fo r exam ple, 

a rise  from  a  fa ilu re  or re fu sa l to  perce ive  an issue as an issue, 

fa ll in to  th e  ca tego ry  o f non- even ts  w hich by defin ition  a re  no t 

am enable to  em pirica l enquiry. Thus, th roughout th e  study, 

Lukes* ca teg o risa tio n  o f  a  second dim ension o f pow er, and, in 

p a rticu la r, his ca teg o risa tio n  o f a  "non- decision", a re  not 

accep ted .

I t  is argued, how ever, th a t  a  deb t o f g ra titu d e  is owed to  

S chattschneider, B achrach and B ara tz  and Lukes fo r developing th e  

useful concep ts o f  "m obilisation o f  bias" and o f "contro l o f th e  

po litica l agenda. " These ideas, as w ill be seen, a re  constan tly  

invoked and applied. Lukes iden tifies  them  w ith  his second 

dim ension o f pow er, b u t h ere  they  a re  seen  as o pera ting  w ithin 

his f irs t, o r th eo re tica lly  w ithin his th ird  even though no case  

o f th e  la t te r  was discovered in th e  p resen t research .

The concep ts o f m obilisation o f b ias and agenda se ttin g  have 

also been m odified  to  m ake them  m ore su itab le  fo r th e  analysis of 

ac tu a l decision- making. G iven th e  em phasis on co n flic t in 

Lukes’ f irs t dim ension o f pow er, w hat is freq u en tly  ca teg o rised  

is a  m obilisation o f tw o opposing b iases by, fo r exam ple, th e  

C orporation and the  d issen tien t ra te p ay e rs  over th e  1892 W ater 

Bill. This enables the  ba lance o f  p o litic a l fo rces  to  be m ore 

sharply analysed and th e  resu ltin g  decisional ou tcom es to  be
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explained m ore c learly . F o r exam ple, in th e  case  o f th e  1892 

W ater Bill, i t  w ill be seen  th a t  th e  B irm ingham  opponents w ere 

crushed by an overw helm ingly superior m obilisation  o f bias.

As is s tandard  in th e  l i te ra tu re , th e  assessm en t o f  opposing 

p o litica l b iases is inv estig a ted  v ia  a  com para tive  analysis o f 

th e  p o litica l resources availab le  to  bo th  sides in th e  conflic t. 

H ere, how ever, a  w ider th an  usual defin ition  o f  po litica l 

resources is adopted, since th ese  a re  taken  to  include asp ec ts  

such as th e  s tren g th  o f  p o litic a l argum ents, as w ell as m ore 

tangib le fac to rs  such as th e  decision- m aking pow er o f those in 

o ffic ia l o ffice .

F inally, in th e  p resen t study th e  con tro l o f th e  po litica l 

agenda is in genera l seen  as one o f th e  spoils accru ing  to  th e  

v ic to r in a  decision- m aking conflic t. For exam ple, th e  W ater 

C om m ittee’s v ic to ry  in th e ir  s trugg le w ith  th e  Birm ingham  

opponents enabled them  to  p lace  th e  building o f th e  Elan valley  

w aterw orks onto th e  m unicipal agenda. The la rg e  scale  

construction  o f council housing, on th e  o th e r hand, was kep t o ff  

th e  po litica l agenda by th e  Housing C om m ittee  as a  re su lt o f 

th e ir  v ic to ry  over th e  advoca tes o f m ore radiceil re fo rm .

I t  should thus be n o ted  th a t  in th is  re sea rch  Lukes’ f irs t 

and second dim ensional ca teg o rie s  a re  no t applied  in th e  form  in 

which he h im self envisaged them . The concep t o f  a  sep a ra te  

second, or non- decision- m aking dim ension o f pow er is re je c ted .
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Instead , an expanded version o f Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension is 

applied, which borrow s m any o f th e  concep tual trappings o f his 

second.

E xtended analysis o f pow er in Lukes’ th ird  dim ension is 

precluded  by th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  re sea rch  schem e. The e n tire  study 

could, i t  is tru e , have been  re -  c a s t as an investigation  o f 

pow er in th e  th ird  dim ension. But although th a t  investigation  

m ight have yielded som e in te re s tin g  p rem ises, th e se  could no t 

have been  em pirically  exam ined w ith  any ease. The m ain problem  

w ith  th e  th ird  dim ension is found to  be its  dependence upon th e  

concep t o f "real in te rests ."  P lausible spec ifica tions  o f  these  

can indeed be co nstruc ted , b u t th is  p lausib ility  is bo th  

co n testab le  and continually  co n tested , no t le a s t because th e  

evidence fo r th e  ex istence  o f re a l in te re s ts  m ust o f its  very  

n a tu re  be subjective and in d irec t. Several in stances a re  looked 

a t  la te r . One o f th e  m ore obvious is th e  case  o f th e  ra te p ay e rs  

opposed to  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e. I t  can  be plausibly argued 

th a t  th e ir  p re fe ren ce  fo r low ra te s  over an adequa te  supply o f 

pure w a te r was against th e ir  own re a l in te re s ts . But the  

argum ent m ust o f necess ity  be value- laden. Lukes th ird  

dim ensional concep t o f "real in te rests" , how ever, is a c c ep ted  and 

incorpora ted  in to  th e  analysis, desp ite  such problem s o f defining 

and investigating  it.

- 14



The final conclusion is th a t  Lukes' approach  is o f some 

value, bu t needs to  be applied  in a  m odified  form . Even then  th e  

application  can be d ifficu lt. The d e fin itio n a l ca teg o rie s  w ithin 

th e  f irs t dim ension a re  ad eq u a te  fo r  purposes o f  em pirica l 

enquiry, bu t n ec e ss ita te  a  co m p lica ted  and arguably  co u n te r

p roductive analysis. F u rth erm o re , Lukes^ postu la tion  o f  a  

sep a ra te  second dim ension o f pow er h inders r a th e r  than  helps 

em pirica l enquiry, and i t  would b e  p re fe rab le  to  subsum e th is  

second dim ension, insofar as i t  is am enable  to  em p irica l enquiry 

a t  all, w ithin re -  defined  versions o f  th e  f ir s t  and th ird . No 

case  o f  th e  operation  o f  pow er in Lukes' th ird  dim ension was 

d iscovered in th e  p resen t study, perhaps because o f  th e  n a tu re  o f 

th e  re sea rch  schem e. In any case , i t  is argued  th a t  th ird  

dimensioned pow er is no t am enab le  to  sc ien tif ic  investigation . 

However, th e  concep t o f re a l in te re s ts  subsum ed w ithin  Lukes' 

th ird  dim ension is found to  be  h eu ris tica lly  useful.

A nother book which has in fluenced  th e  re sea rch  is Pow er in 

C ap ita lis t Socie ties by Cox, Furlong  and Page. [2] In th a t  work 

th e  au thors draw  a  co rre la tio n , im prec ise  b u t close enough to  be 

heuris tica lly  useful, be tw een  each  o f  Lukes' th re e  dim ensions and 

th re e  sep a ra te  th eo ries  o f pow er.

The f irs t dim ension o f pow er is defined  by Lukes as "the 

ab ility  o f  A to  p revail over B in fo rm al p o litic a l decision

m aking (norm ally in governm ent) on one o r m ore key issues, when 

th e re  is a d irec t and observable co n flic t be tw een  A and B over
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outcom es." I t  is roughly eq u a ted  by Cox, as w ell as by m any 

o th e r observers, w ith  p lu ra lis t stud ies o f  pow er developed m ainly 

by specia lis ts  in p o litic a l science.

A ccording to  Lukes, th e  second dim ension o f pow er is defined 

as "the ab ility  o f  A  to  p revail over B in determ in ing  th e  

outcom es o f  observable co n flic ts  o f in te re s t in fo rm al decision

m aking and also in determ in ing  w hat is to  count as a  fo rm al 

issue, w here th e re  is a  co n flic t o f in te re s t over policy 

p re fe ren ces  and observable g rievances over th e se  p re fe ren ces  

outside th e  po litica l system ." This is th e  dim ension o f agenda 

se ttin g  and o f  non- decisions. I t is roughly eq u a ted  by Cox w ith  

rep u ta tio n a l and positional approaches, and w ith  e lite -  based  

studies o f pow er largely  developed w ithin th e  discipline o f 

sociology.

Lukes defines th e  th ird  dim ension o f pow er as "the ab ility  

o f A to  p rev en t B from  realis ing  his re a l in te re s ts  or from  

articu la tin g  them  e ffec tiv e ly  due to  th e  m obilisation  o f b ias 

resu lting  from  th e  in s titu tio n a l s tru c tu re  o f socie ty . " I t  is 

associa ted  by Cox w ith  a  M arxist approach, although in th e  

p resen t study th is  is ex tended  to  include o th e r approaches based 

on social s tra tif ic a tio n , class, p o litic a l cu ltu re  and th e  

p erspectives o f social anthropology. [3]
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The dim ensions o f pow er a re  fu rth e r  discussed below . I t  is 

now necessary , how ever, to  explain why th e  p re sen t study is 

c en tred  upon th e  decision- m aking or f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. 

The reasons fo r th is  m ay be divided in to  tw o ca teg o ries , positive 

and negative.

On th e  positive side, th e re  is a  p lace  fo r new approaches to  

local h istory . For B irm ingham , Briggs* com m ent o f  1952 th a t  

" there  a re  ... m any sub jec ts  and problem s which need  fu rth e r  

exploration" is s till broadly  applicable. [4] H a rt’s study o f 

po litica l a lienation , fo r exam ple, is one o f  th e  few  a tte m p ts  to  

apply th e  p erspectives o f p o litic a l science to  th e  h isto ry  o f 

B irm ingham .[5] In genera l, s tud ies o f decision- m aking a re  ra re . 

Geirrard has applied a  decision- m aking approach to  th e  h isto ry  o f 

local governm ent in Salford, Bolton and R ochdale, b u t o therw ise 

such p erspectives have had l i t t le  influence am ong local 

h isto rians in B ritain . [6] Even G arrard ’s tre a tm e n t o f 

decisions, m oreover, is b rie f. For exam ple, his book on th e  

industrial tow ns con tains only a  few  pages on each  issue 

addressed, and no analysis o f agenda se tt in g  and non

decisions. [7] "Sanitation and w a te r supply" in R ochdale, fo r 

exam ple, occupies th e  equ ivalen t o f tw o sides. [8] W ith reg ard  to  

Birm ingham , a  num ber o f  w rite rs  have in v estig a ted  decisions 

w ithin th e  c ity  as p a r t  o f  a  b roader descrip tiv e  or 

in s titu tional fram ew ork. Only N ew ton, how ever, has adopted  a  

decision- m aking approach, and th is  is fo r th e  period  a f te r  1945, 

and form s a  fa irly  b r ie f  ch ap te r in a  m ore g en era l survey. [9]
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A ccording to  Cox, th e re  have, nationally , been  "only a  few  

a ttem p ts"  a t  such stud ies o f local au th o rities , a  s itu a tio n  which 

is in sharp co n tra s t to  th a t in th e  U.S.A. [10]

On th e  negative  side, a  co n cen tra tio n  on th e  f ir s t  dim ension 

o f  pow er is ind icated  because  th e  problem s fo r th e  h isto rica l 

re sea rch e r becom e m uch m ore d ifficu lt in th e  second and th ird  

dim ensions. These overlapping problem s re la te  to  th e  defin itions 

o f pow er, resources and in te re s ts , to  pow er's essen tia lly  

co n tested  n a tu re  and to  th e  evaluation  o f co u n te rfac tu a ls . T here 

a re , in addition, d ifficu lties  o f em pirica l v e rifica tio n  and o f 

accep tab le  evidence.

D efin itional problem s a re  sharply h ighlighted by w rite rs  in 

th e  rad ica l trad itio n  such as Lukes and Connolly. F or Lukes,

"the absolu tely  basic  com m on core  to  ... a ll ta lk  o f pow er is th e  

notion th a t  A in som e way a f fe c ts  B ... in a  non- tr iv ia l or 

sign ifican t m anner." H ow ever, w hat is a  s ign ifican t m anner? 

Lukes considers th e  view s o f  T a lc o tt Parsons, H annah A rend t, 

B ertrand  Russell, Max W eber and Nicos P ou lan tzas and finds them  

all w anting. O f th e  range o f answ ers, he concludes, "a fo rtio ri, 

none o ffe rs  a  generally  satisfy ing  and in fo rm ative  definition" o f 

pow er. Indeed, "the very  search  fo r such a  defin ition  is a  

m istake." Lukes h im self finds i t  usefu l to  distinguish "betw een 

pow er re la tiv e  to  an issue o r an outcom e and pow er sim pliciter" 

bu t th is  in tu rn  ra ises  th e  question o f th e  scope o f  pow er, th e  

answ ers to  which a re  again ch im erical. F u rth erm o re , since i t  is
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re lev an t to  ask "who can  con tro l whom", th e  question o f  freedom  

is ra ised  to  which, again, S im m el, W eber, G alb ra ith  and Foucau lt 

have given co n trad ic to ry  and inadequate  answ ers. And so Lukes’ 

analysis continues, heaping problem  upon problem  in to  a  seem ingly 

insurm ountable heap. [11]

Lukes  ̂ fellow  rad ica l, Connolly, h ighlights sim ilar 

d ifficu lties . He s tre sses  th e  link be tw een  pow er and 

responsibility , arguing th a t  " there  is a  p a rticu la rly  in tim a te  

connection betw een  alleg ing  th a t A has pow er over B and 

concluding th a t  A is properly  held  responsible to  som e degree fo r 

B’s conduct or situa tion . "[12] The m oral judgm ent en ta iled  in 

th is  assertion  then  ra ises  th e  fu r th e r  problem  o f th e  essen tia lly  

co n tes ted  n a tu re  o f pow er. To th is Connolly devo tes an e n tire  

section  o f his book. [13] H e ag rees w ith W aism ann th a t  every  

concep t is "open tex tu red " , adding th a t  "con tests  over th e  

m eaning and in te rp re ta tio n  o f pow er a re  ... p a r t  o f  po litics  

itse lf. " Worse s till, in an a t te m p t to  avoid responsib ility  and 

blam e, "those who exerc ise  pow er over o th e rs  typ ica lly  seek  to  

deny i t  or to  hide it" , th e reb y  m aking th e  re se a rc h e r’s ta sk  even 

m ore d ifficu lt. [14]

The phrase "essentially  con tested" was coined by G allie who 

listed  eigh t c h a ra c te ris tic s  o f  concep ts  so described. [15] His 

case is d isputed by m ost A m erican  p lu ra lis ts , bu t is a ccep ted  by 

Cox, Lukes, M orriss and m any o thers  in B rita in . [16] I ts  

co rrec tn ess  is also a ffirm ed  in th e  p re sen t re search . I ts
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adoption, how ever, brings s till fu rth e r  problem s. Lukes, for 

exam ple, quo tes G allie to  th e  e f fe c t th a t  pow er is "an 

essen tia lly  co n tes ted  concept" which will "inevitably  involve 

endless d isputes about ... p roper uses." On th e  o th e r hand, he 

claim s th a t  his view is bo th  "evaluative ... and em pirica lly  

applicable"[171 For th is  he is righ tly  tak en  to  ta sk  by Cox who, 

fo r exam ple, po in ts ou t th a t  h is "a ttem p t to  argue th a t  his th ird  

dim ension can  be em pirically  verified  leads him  to  c o n tra d ic t his 

original and b enefic ia l insight th a t  a ll th eo rie s  a re  value 

dependen t."[18] H ow ever, Cox’s argum ent, a c c ep ted  here , "does 

no t m ean th a t  hypotheses in th e  social sc iences have to  be 

fa ls ifiab le  in th e  s tr ic t  sense." For exam ple, "M arxist 

explanations can o ften  be ... re p le te  w ith  insights, b u t ... a re  

no t usually fa ls ifiab le  in th e  positiv is t sense. "[19]

D efin itional problem s, p articu la rly  in th e  second and th ird  

dim ensions, do no t stop  w ith  th e  concep t o f  pow er itse lf , bu t 

spill over in to  th e  re la te d  concep ts  o f resou rces and in te res ts . 

A ccording to  M orriss, i t  is o ften  necessary  to  "infer pow ers from  

knowledge o f resources" and from  "the skill w ith  w hich th e  a c to r  

can  handle his resources." H ow ever, "neither resou rces nor skill 

C£tn be d irec tly  observed" and "resources a re  in tang ib le  and 

d ifficu lt to  locate" (particu larly , i t  m ight be  added, in a  

h is to rica l con tex t). F u rtherm ore , th e  problem s, as M orriss goes 

on to  ind icate , do no t stop th e re . [20]
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The d ifficu lties  in analysing in te re s ts  a re  even  g re a te r  

since d istinctions a re  m ade be tw een  sub jec tive  in te re s ts  and 

ob jective o r re a l in te re s ts . Connolly discusses th e  top ic  a t  

length. P a rticu la rly  thorny  is th e  problem  o f defin ing and 

investigating  re a l in te res ts . On w hat au th o rity , fo r exam ple, 

does th e  re sea rch e r claim  to  know, b e t te r  than  th e  ac to r, w hat 

th e  a c to r’s re a l in te re s ts  a re?  "Every assessm en t o f re a l 

in terests"  concludes Connolly "is m ed ia ted  through th e  way o f 

life  o f those m aking th e  assessm en t and, as  a  re su lt, such 

judgm ents prom ise to  rem ain  con troversia l to  som e degree . "[21]

This po in t o f view is a cc ep ted  in th e  p re sen t study, bu t i t  

needs to  be  qualified  by th e  analysis o f M orriss. H e argues th a t  

"reaching ag reem en t on people’s in te re s ts , a t  le a s t  in broad 

te rm s, m ay no t be as d ifficu lt as m any have supposed." He 

suggests th a t  we "exam ine th e  obvious" such as " fac ts  o f life  

(and death)." For exam ple, th e  working conditions described  in 

C hap ter 10 o f M arx’s C ap ita l "are so c lea rly  injurious to  hea lth  

th a t no t even th e  fac to ry  ow ners could c laim  th a t  th ey  w ere in 

th e  w orkers’ in te res ts . " C iting  C renson’s study  sum m arised below 

he also poin ts ou t th a t  i t  canno t reasonably  be  argued th a t  i t  is 

in anyone’s in te re s ts  to  b re a th e  po llu ted  a ir. [22] In a  useful 

la te r  developm ent, Lukes sim ilarly  ca teg o rises  re a l in te re s ts  as 

"w elfare in te res ts" , arguing w ith Feinberg  th a t  "w hat p rom otes 

them  is good fo r a  person  in any case , w hatever h is be lie fs  or 

w ants m ay be. [23] This is applicable to  th e  p re sen t case  stud ies 

w ith  reg ard  to  su ffering  from  an inadequate  and d irty  w a te r
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supply and to  living in appalling slum conditions. The concep t 

o f re a l in te re s ts  is thus u tilised , as ap p rop ria te , p a rticu la rly  

in th e  chap te rs  on w a te r and housing. But i t  s till does n o t m e e t 

a ll cases. W hat, fo r exam ple, o f th e  C h ris tian  who pursues 

e te rn a l life  by se lfless deprivation  or even  dea th , and th e  

fearless  Muslim who believes th a t d es tru c tio n  o f  his body in holy 

w ar will send his soul to  P arad ise?  "The notion o f  in te res ts" , 

as Lukes a ffirm s, "is an irreducib ly  ev a lua tive  notion." I t  

rem ains p rob lem atic  and has g en e ra ted  a  co m plica ted  

lite ra tu re . [24] A ll th is  also, as argued above, m akes Lukes’ 

fu rth e r  assertion  th a t  "the id e n tifica tio n  o f  ... in te re s ts  

u ltim a te ly  alw ays re s ts  on em pirica lly  supportab le  and  re fu ta b le  

hypotheses" untenable. [25]

Lukes c ritic ise s  th e  view o f p lu ra lis ts  th a t  in te re s ts  a re  

m erely  policy p references. "In terests", he adds, "m ight be 

u n a rticu la ted  or unobservable, and ... people m igh t ac tu a lly  be 

m istaken  about, o r unaw are of, th e ir  in te res ts ."  The concep t o f 

in te re s ts  is p a rticu la rly  im p o rtan t in th e  th ird  dim ension o f  

pow er w here, as will be  seen, Lukes a sse r ts  th a t  th e re  m ay be "a 

la te n t co n flic t ...a  con trad ic tion  betw een  th e  in te re s ts  o f  those 

exercising pow er and th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f those  they  

exclude. "[26]

A nother d ifficu lty  re le v an t to  problem s o f  defin ition  and 

evidence is posed by th e  necessity  o f fo rm ula ting  co u n te rfac tu a ls  

o f th e  "what would have happened if  ..." type . To a  positiv is t.
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as Cox points ou t, th eo ries  a re  only adeq u a te  when, am ong o th e r 

things, "they can  be sub jec ted  to  re fu ta tio n  by th e  production  o f 

coun terfac tua ls . "[27] M orriss adds th a t  th is  is "the basis o f 

sc ien tific  experim entation" and claim s th a t  its  app lication  to  

th e  study o f pow er "is n o t as absurd as i t  appears." The 

problem s, how ever, a re  form idable, since, on M orriss’s own 

adm ission, "what we can  observe - th e  ev idence we can  gain - a re  

fac ts ; we cannot observe, nor gain ev idence d ire c tly  about, 

co u n te rfac ts . W hat we have to  do is gain ev idence o f  fa c ts  - 

m ake observations - and from  th is  im pute to  c o u n te rfac ts . "[28]

To give an exam ple from  th e  p resen t re sea rch , th e  only way to  

sc ien tifica lly  ev alua te  th e  influence o f councillor N e ttle fo ld  on 

housing policy would be to  do a  re - run o f h is to ry  in w hich he 

was n o t an a c to r  and then  com pare th e  tw o outcom es. This m ay be 

possible fo r th e  chem ist in his te s t-  tube , b u t in th e  co n tex t o f 

th e  local h isto ry  o f B irm ingham  m ust be specu lative .

For Lukes, "any a ttr ib u tio n  o f th e  exerc ise  o f  pow er ... 

alw ays im plies a  re lev an t co u n te rfac tu a l, to  th e  e f fe c t  th a t  (but 

fo r A to g e th e r w ith any o th e r su ffic ien t conditions) B would 

otherw ise have done, le t  us say, b."[29] H ow ever, on Lukes’ own 

adm ission, in th e  th ird  dim ension o f  pow er p a rticu la rly , 

"som etim es i t  is ex trao rd inarily  d ifficu lt to  ju s tify  th e  

re lev an t coun terfac tua l."  For exam ple, "can we alw ays assum e 

th a t  th e  v ic tim s o f in ju stice  and inequality  would, b u t fo r the  

exerc ise  o f pow er, s tr iv e  fo r ju s tice  and equality? ... Is no t 

such an assum ption a  form  o f e thnocen trism ?" The d eb a te  thus
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becom es an a sp ec t o f th e  w ider d eb a te  on pow er and in te re s ts , and 

again Lukes erroneously  seeks "em pirical support" and a t te m p ts  to  

"adduce evidence" to  prove propositions which a re  value laden  and 

essen tia lly  con tested . [30]

The d ifficu lties  o f  em p irica l v erifica tio n  a re  addressed  by 

M orriss, who p o s tu la tes  five  d iffe re n t ways o f  co llec tin g  

evidence about pow er. O f these , th e  f irs t,  co n tro lled  

experim en tation , is c lea rly  im possible fo r th e  h is to rian , and th e  

only ro le  fo r i t  suggested  by M orriss is in th e  investigation  o f  

pow er w ithin th e  lim ited  confines o f th e  fam ily. The second 

approach, o f looking a t  "the obvious: th ings th a t  th e re  can  be  no 

doubt a t  a ll about", is valuable, as has been  seen  in th e  

analysis o f re a l in te re s ts , b u t is sca rce ly  an orig inal insight 

fo r th e  h istorian . The th ird  approach, o f "exam ining th e  

rela tionsh ip  betw een  ac tu a l p re fe ren c es  and outcom es", th e  

s tandard  m ethod, as M orriss s ta te s , o f th e  decision- m aking 

school o f com m unity pow er is th e  m ain re sea rch  m ethod  o f th e  

p resen t study. Thus the  p re fe ren c e  o f  th e  C orporation  around 

1892 to  develop th e  w a te r supply v ia  th e  co nstruc tion  o f  a  

netw ork  o f Welsh dam s will be looked a t ,  to g e th e r w ith  th e  

p re fe ren ce  o f th e  d issident ra te p a y e rs  no t to  p roceed  w ith  th e  

schem e. The decisional outcom e o f  th e ir  clashing p re fe ren c es  

w ill then  be evaluated . In th e  o th e r ch ap te rs  o th e r  policy  

p re fe ren ces  and outcom es will be investiga ted , such as th e  

C orporation’s p re fe ren ce  in th e  1890’s to  m unicipalise th e  

e le c tr ic ity  com pany and th a t  com pany’s subsequent ta k e  over. In
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th e  early  1900*s th e  C orporation’s Housing C om m ittee  had a  

p re fe ren ce  to  re fra in  from  schem es o f council house building 

while o thers, such as th e  loca l labour m ovem ent, w ished to  

proceed . Again, th e re  was a  clash  o f policy  p re fe ren c es  leading 

to  a  p a rticu la r  decisional ou tcom e, a ll o f w hich will be 

analysed. M orriss’s fo u rth  approach, o f consulting ex p erts , is a  

standard  m ethod o f th e  rep u ta tio n a l school o f  scholarship. 

Again, i t  im possible fo r th e  h isto rian  to  do th is  sy stem atica lly , 

since i t  would involve in terv iew ing  th e  dead  about th e  

repu ta tio n s  o f pow er ac to rs . The fina l approach  is to  

investiga te  th e  pow er resou rces a t  th e  disposal o f ac to rs . This 

is th e  m ethod used by scho lars o f th e  positional school who a re  

investigating  agenda se ttin g  and non- decisions. I t  has a  ro le  

in the  p resen t study, b u t here , as w ill be seen , the  

in te rp re ta tio n  o f P arry  and M orriss is a cc ep ted  th a t  th e  concep t 

o f a  "non- decision" is unhelpful and th a t  in m ost cases  agenda 

se ttin g  is b e s t in vestiga ted  v ia  a  study o f ac tu a l decisions 

taken  in Lukes’ f irs t dim ension o f  pow er. A c ritic ism  o f all 

th is  advice o f M orriss is th a t  i t  is ra th e r  vague. [31] This, 

indeed, is a  com m on fe a tu re  o f  "those who o ffe r  d iscourses on our 

m ethods" who, as Cox po in ts out, "are, by and la rge , academ ics 

who have never ac tu a lly  engaged in em pirica l re search . "[32]

As ind icated  above, th e  th e o re tic a l and defin itional 

problem s involved in th e  study o f pow er have been  discussed a t  

som e length  in o rder to  ju s tify  th e  f ir s t  dim ensional or 

decision- m aking approach o f th e  p re sen t study. T here  a re , as
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Cox poin ts ou t, tw o serious w eaknesses o f th e  f ir s t  dim ensional 

approach. F irs tly , i t  has "a b ias tow ards sy stem a tic  em piricism  

... w ith  all its  a tte n d a n t problem s o f descrip tion  ra th e r  than  

analysis." Secondly, to  enable th e  p lu ra lis ts  to  a rriv e  a t  an 

em pirica l defin ition  o f pow er, "the concep t has (had) to  be 

confined to  a  very  narrow  focus. "[33]

This, how ever, is an advan tage as w ell as a  draw back. The 

leading p lu ra lis t, R obert Dahl, fo r exam ple, argues strong ly  th a t  

all pow er concep ts m ust be capab le o f fa ls ifica tio n , and th a t  

those which a re  not, such as "false consciousness" and "real 

in terests"  should be re je c te d  as unscien tific . [34] W orking from  

th is prem ise, Dahl’s a sso c ia te  Polsby, by defin ing pow er solely 

in te rm s o f decision- m aking, arrives  a t  a  v erifiab le  if  

sim plistic  form ulation. [35] The sam e, as has been  seen , is tru e  

o f th e  p lu ra lis t defin ition  o f in te re s ts , which, to  Polsby, a re  

m erely  th e  perce ived  p re fe ren c es  o f ac to rs . [36] Such sim ple and 

c lea r cu t defin itions, and th e  p ra c tic a l re sea rch  schem es derived  

from  them , hold c lea r advan tages fo r th e  local h isto rian .

To confine th e  investigation  solely to  th e  f ir s t  dim ension 

o f pow er, how ever, would be  too re s tr ic tiv e . A syn thesis o f 

d iffe re n t m ethods and approaches to  local h isto ry  is needed 

if  th e  p ast, in a ll its  fa c e ts , is to  be  understood. The p resen t 

study, th e re fo re , adopts an e c le c tic  approach. I t  m akes use, as 

appropria te , o f th e  works o f  p revious h isto rians o f  B irm ingham , 

w hether th e se  a re  stud ies o f e lite s , o f im p o rtan t in s titu tio n s
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such as p o litic a l p a rtie s , or o f  th e  genera l p o litic a l cu ltu re .

I t  also a tte m p ts  to  inco rp o ra te  as m any d iffe re n t persp ec tiv es  

and as g re a t a  range o f ev idence as possible. P a r tic u la r  s tre ss  

is la id  upon in teg ra tin g  th e  re sea rch  w ith th e  w ider l i te ra tu re  

w here th is  ex ists. Much o f a ll th is, o f course, canno t be done 

system atica lly  because o f th e  f ir s t  dim ensional n a tu re  o f th e  

re search  schem e, th e  problem s asso c ia ted  w ith  th e  investigation  

o f the  second and th ird  dim ensions, and th e  d ifficu ltie s  o f 

co llec ting  and evaluating  h is to rica l evidence. The in junction to  

ec lec tic ism , how ever, is w idespread, p a rticu la rly  in th e  m ore 

re c e n t li te ra tu re . As Briggs has w ritten , " there  is  no t one 

valid  approach to  urban h isto ry , b u t m any, and ... d iffe re n t 

kinds o f  h isto rian  a re  needed ju s t as d iffe re n t kinds o f  

technique or insight. "[37] A tte m p ts  a t  synthesising e l i t is t  and 

decision- m aking approaches in th e  U.S.A. can  be  d a ted  from  the  

early  1960*s.[38] Cox argues th a t  th e  essen tia lly  co n te s ted  

na tu re  o f pow er m akes an over- arch ing  o r genera lly  accep tab le  

theory  im possible, and th a t th e  b e s t approach  is th e re fo re  to  

adopt "a scep tica l and e c le c tic  approach to  re s e a rc h ."[39] 

M orriss too  issues "a p lea  fo r m ethodological to lerance"  and "an 

e c le c tic  a ttitu d e"  arguing th a t  "it is unsc ien tific  ... to  re je c t 

evidence on th e  a  p rio ri ground th a t  i t  does no t f i t  some 

c rite rio n  o f hardness. "[40] A ccording to  W aste, in to le ran ce  and 

sectarian ism  betw een  p lu ra lis ts  and e l itis ts  in th e  U.S.A. 

re su lted  in tw en ty  y ears  o f s te r ility  p rio r to  a  m ore to le ra n t 

e ra  from  about 1975. [41]
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This section  has a tte m p te d  to  in troduce Lukes* th ree  

dim ensions o f pow er, and to  ju s tify  th e  decision- m aking and 

e c le c tic  m ethodology o f  th e  study. I t  w ill also be necessary  to  

explain why decisions re la tin g  to  w a te r  supply, th e  

m unicipalisation o f e le c tr ic ity , and housing policy  have been 

chosen fo r specia l study. Since th is  question re la te s  to  a  w ider 

debate  as to  w hat co n s titu te s  a  sign ifican t issue, i t  is d e fe rred  

un til th e  n ex t section , w here th e re  is also an exp lanation  o f  why 

th e  ch ap te r on w a te r supply is longer, and th e  ch ap te r  on 

e le c tr ic ity  m unicipalisation sh o rte r, than  th e  o th e r tw o 

chap ters .

2. I t e  First Dimension o f Power: D ecision- Making and

Pluralist Analysis.

In his discussion o f w hat he te rm s  "the one dim ensional 

view", Lukes begins by agree ing  w ith  those  who em ploy it  (i.e. 

those widely ca teg o rised  as p lu ralists) th a t  th e ir  concep ts 

approaches and m ethods can  lead  to  non- p lu ra lis t conclusions. 

This assertion  is in sharp co n tra s t to  th e  argum ents o f m any 

o th e r rad icals. I t  is endorsed, how ever, by Benton[421 and by 

th e  findings in th e  p re sen t study, which, as w ill b e  seen, 

suggest th a t p o litic a l decision- m aking in h isto rica l Birm ingham  

was firm ly  cen tred  on th e  c ity  council and its  in fluen tia l 

com m ittees.
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Lukes then  analyses p lu ra lis t defin itions o f pow er. R o b e rt 

Dahl, he argues has tw o form ulations. The f ir s t  r e fe rs  to  

p o te n tia l pow er and a sse rts  th a t  "A has pow er over B to  th e  

ex ten t th a t  he can g e t B to  do som ething th a t  B would no t 

o therw ise do." The second re fe rs  to  ac tu a l pow er and involves "a 

successful a t te m p t by A to  g e t B to  do som ething he would no t 

o therw ise do." I t  is th e  second o f th e se  defin itions w hich is 

c ruc ia l to  th e  p lu ra lis t p e rsp ec tiv e , a sse rts  Lukes. Thus D ahl
r \

explains, in his m ost fam ous book. Who Goveni*s?. th a t  h is aim  is 

to  "determ ine fo r each  decision which p a rtic ip a n ts  had in itia te d  

a lte rn a tiv es  th a t  w ere finally  adopted, had v e to ed  a lte rn a tiv e s  

in itia te d  by o thers , or had proposed a lte rn a tiv e s  th a t  w ere 

tu rned  down. These ac tions w ere then  ta b u la te d  as individual 

successes or defea ts . The p a rtic ip a n ts  w ith  th e  g re a te s t  

p roportion  o f  successes ou t o f th e  to ta l  num ber o f successes w ere 

then  considered to  be th e  m ost influential."

The advan tage o f  th is  approach, as Lukes adm its, is th a t  i t  

s tudies "concrete  observable behaviour", e ith e r  a t  f irs t  hand o r 

ind irec tly  from  docum entary  and o th e r evidence. T here  a re , 

how ever, a  num ber o f problem s. For exam ple, Lukes accuses  th e  

p lu ra lis ts  o f being som ew hat sloppy in th e ir  defin itions o f  te rm s  

so th a t  concep ts  such as "power", "influence" and so on " tend  to  

be used in terchangeably . " M ore s ign ifican tly , th e  em phasis on 

"key issues" and "issue- eireas" assum es "actua l, observable 

conflic t."  This, adds Lukes, is th e  view o f  D ahl who w rites  th a t
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i t  is "a necessary  though possibly no t a  su ffic ien t condition 

th a t  the  key issue should involve ac tu a l d isag reem en t in 

p re fe ren ces  am ong tw o or m ore groups." This assum ption o f  o v ert 

co n flic t, argues Lukes, is fa lse , and is, indeed, no t alw ays m ade 

by Dahl him self, who transcends his own m ethodology in Who 

Governs? w ith  som e highly p e rce p tiv e  analyses o f po licies which 

w ere unopposed. Finally, as argued  above, Lukes c ritic ise s  the  

p lu ra lis ts  fo r re je c tin g  th e  concep t o f re a l in te re s ts  and fo r 

propounding in stead  th e  sim plistic  argum ent th a t  in te re s ts  a re  

m ere ly  th e  policy p re fe ren c es  o f ac to rs . Thus, Lukes concludes, 

"the d iversity  and openness" observed by th e  p lu ra lis ts  "may be 

highly m isleading i f  pow er is being exerc ised  w ith in  th e  system  

to  lim it decision- m aking to  accep tab le  issues." Thus, a  system  

which is p lu ra lis t in i ts  decision- m aking m ight be e l i t is t  in 

its  m obilisation o f b ias and its  con tro l o f th e  p o litic a l 

agenda. [43]

In his la te r  work Lukes adds th re e  fu r th e r  c ritic ism s o f 

stud ies in th e  f irs t  dim ension. F irs tly  he c laim s th a t  m easuring 

th e  "extent" o f A’s pow er over B, in DahFs fo rm ulation , m ust be 

in la rge  p a r t sub jective and unem pirical. Secondly ce rta in  

changes o f B’s behaviour brought about by A m ight b e  by way o f 

requests, advice o r good argum ent ra th e r  than  th e  exerc ise  o f 

pow er. Thirdly th e re  a re  a  num ber o f cases, fo r exam ple w here B 

is b ea ten  or im prisoned, w here A m ight n o t change his behaviour 

b u t c learly  has pow er over him . [44]
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Lukes’ c ritiq u e  is p a r t  o f a  long deb a te  which w as in itia ted  

in 1957-9 when R o b ert Dahl and tw o o f h is g rad u a te  assis tan ts, 

Nelson Polsby and Raym ond W olfinger, began a  study  o f New Haven, 

C onnecticu t. T heir resea rch  produced four sem inal te x ts , Dahl’s 

"C ritique o f th e  Ruling E lite  Model" and Who G overns?. Polsby’s 

Com m unitv Pow er and P o litic a l Theorv and  W olfinger’s "R eputation  

and R ea lity  in th e  Study o f  C om m unity Pow er. "[45] The work o f 

Dahl and his school has s tim u la ted  a  lively deb a te  too  ex tensive 

to  be fully sum m arised here . For exam ple, as w ell as  th e  "non

decision making" l i te ra tu re  discussed in th e  n ex t sec tion , th e re  

have been concep ts such as "the policy approach" and "policy 

sty les. "[46] As will be seen, D ahl and his asso c ia tes  launched 

an a t ta c k  on H un ter’s rep u ta tio n a l analysis o f A tla n ta , G eorgia, 

in which he asked in fluen tia l people to  lis t th e  po litica lly  

pow erful. In stead  they  looked a t  decision- m aking in th e  issue 

areas  o f  public education , urban renew al and p a r ty  nom inations in 

New Haven. T heir findings p u rpo rted  to  re fu te  alm ost every  

im portan t proposition o f H unter, W right M ills and o th e r  e litis ts .

They found no overlap  o f m ajor decision- m akers across th e  th ree  

issue areas, and  th e  decision- m akers d iffe re d  sharply  from  those 

who w ere socially  s ign ifican t and from  those id en tified  as 

po litica lly  sign ifican t by H un ter and his school. They fu rth e r  

discovered th a t  e le c to ra l considera tions w ere im p o rtan t fo r bo th  

decision- m akers and e lec to rs , a fa c to r  w hich was o m itte d  from  

H unter’s analysis. Thus, as W aste ind ica tes, "Dahl’s p lu ra lis t
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New H aven ... stood  in s ta rk  c o n tra s t to  Hunter^s e l itis t  

A tlan ta . W ith l i t t le  app aren t room  fo r com prom ise, an  im passe 

soon developed be tw een  ad h eren ts  o f th e  tw o cam ps. "[47]

In th e  long d ebate , how ever, defin itions and 

ch a rac te risa tio n s  o f "pluralism" have becom e som ew hat blurred. 

Lukes, as has been  ind icated , re je c ts  th e  ad jec tiv e  "pluralist" 

as an ac c u ra te  descrip tion  o f his f ir s t  dim ension o f  pow er on th e  

grounds th a t  th e  app lication  o f  i ts  m ethodology can  lead  to  non- 

p lu ra lis t conclusions. [48] Polsby distinguishes be tw een  w hat he 

calls  P lu ra lism l, P luralism 2 and P lu ra lism s. Thus, "P lu ra lism l 

...re fe rs  to  e c le c tic  m ethods o f g a th erin g  d a ta . P luralism 2 

re fe rs  to  propositions o r sen ten ces  purporting  to  describe  a  

c e rta in  s ta te  o f  a ffa irs  in one or m ore local com m unities. " This 

s ta te  o f  a ffa irs  is c h a ra c te rise d  by one or m ore o f the  

following: "dispersion o f pow er am ong m any ra th e r  than  a  few  

p a rtic ip an ts  in decision- making; com petition  o r co n flic t am ong 

p o litic a l leaders; specia lisa tion  o f  leaders  to  re la tiv e ly  

re s tr ic te d  se ts  o f issue areas; bargain ing  r a th e r  than  

h ie ra rch ica l decision- making; e lec tions in w hich su ffrage  is 

re la tiv e ly  w idespread as a  m ajor d e te rm in an t o f p a rtic ip a tio n  in 

key decisions; bases o f influence over decisions re la tiv e ly  

dispersed ra th e r  th an  closely held." Finally , "P luralism s re fe rs  

to  an in te lle c tu a l trad itio n  th a t  has som e s tren g th  in A m erican  

po litica l theory", nam ely  th e  trad itio n  o f "Madison, Tocqueville, 

M ontesquieu, and Locke." W hat is em ployed in th e  p resen t 

re search  is thus a  version o f  P lu ra lism l and th e re  is no
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in ten tion  to  endorse th e  libera l d em o cra tic  in te rp re ta tio n  o f 

A m erican  p o litic a l life  enshrined in P luralism 2 o r th e  

in te llec tu a l trad itio n  asso c ia ted  w ith  P lu ra lism s. [491

A d iffe re n t typology o f p luralism , based  upon a  sum m ary o f 

its  various academ ic schools, is s e t  ou t by W aste. H e con fla tes  

Polsby’s P lu ra lism l and P luralism 2 in to  a  ca teg o ry  which he 

defines as "classical pluralism ", a  b e lie f  system  w hich "holds 

th a t  public policy is a  tu g  o f  w ar betw een  various in te re s t 

groups th a t  o ften  ends in a  d e lica te  ba lance o r com prom ise." 

This form ulation , as will be seen, is inapplicable to  th e  policy 

outcom es analysed here . On th e  question o f w a te r  supply, fo r 

exam ple, th e  choice was e ith e r  to  build th e  W elsh dam s or not. 

Even th e  schem e’s opponents, in th e  jaw s o f  d e fe a t, did not 

suggest a  com prom ise w hereby th e  p ro jec t was h a lf  com pleted . 

This c lassical p lu ra lis t version has draw n w ithering  c ritic ism  

from  th e  le f t . [50]

W aste’s second ca teg o ry  he ca lls  hyperp luralism . This is a  

form ulation  developed by F.M. W irt in his study  o f  San F rancisco. 

I t  describes a  s itu a tio n  in which "city  governm ent is 

ch a rac te rised  ... by m ultip le  groups b u t w here th e  governm ent 

its e lf  is w eaker than  th e  p ressu re  group system ." W aste quotes 

ano ther com m en ta to r, L ineberry: "H yperpluralism  ... is an 

exaggerated , ex trem e, o r p e rv e rte d  form  o f p luralism ; i t  is so 

d ecen tra lised  and p lu ra lis tic  th a t  i t  has troub le  g e ttin g  

anything done." The phenom enon has been  observed  in th e  New
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York- New Je rsey  conurbation  and in o th e r A m erican  c itie s . [51] 

A ccording to  N ew ton th e  s itu a tio n  i t  describes "encourages 

p riv a te  m iddle- c lass solutions to  m iddle- c lass problem s, and 

non- decisions fo r o th e r kinds o f  problem s." N ew ton adds, 

how ever, th a t  "in B rita in  ... local governm ent is m ore un ified  

and has g re a te r  pow er. I t  is capab le, in p rincip le  i f  no t alw ays 

in ac tu a l fa c t ,  o f delivering co llec tiv e  b en e fits  and 

im plem enting public solutions to  public problem s. "[52] As th e  

Welsh w a te r  schem e dem onstra tes , th is  w as th e  case  in B irm ingham  

around 1900.

W ithin his second p lu ra lis t ca teg o ry  W aste inco rp o ra tes  a  

sub- ca teg o ry  w ith  a  long ti tle : "Trum an (II) and th e  tran s itio n  

to  s tra t if ie d  pluralism ." I t  re fe rs  to  th e  second ed ition  o f 

D.B. Trum an's The G overnm ental P rocess in w hich he "broke ranks 

w ith  th e  classical p lu ralists ."  Instead , he argued  th a t  a  

d isadvantaged body o f "chronic nonpartic ipants" ex isted  side by 

side in A m erican socie ty  w ith  th e ir  m ore vocal and e ffe c tiv e  

fellow  c itizens. Thus an e l i t is t  version o f  p luralism  ex is ted  

w herein som e favoured  p a rtic ip a n ts  possessed (d iffering  am ounts 

of) "s tra teg ic  access" to  decision- m akers, while, a t  th e  sam e 

tim e , o thers  had no access w hatever. H ence "a la rg e  group o f 

persons, ... in stead  o f playing in th e  system  and  losing, sim ply 

did no t p lay a t  all" and even  m ajor in justices, such as th e  

sy stem a tic  denial o f civ il rig h ts  to  blacks, m ight n o t be 

sign ifican tly  opposed. [53] This, a s  w ill be seen, appears  to  

have been  p a rtly  tru e  o f th e  slum  dw eller in B irm ingham  around
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1900, although he m ight, to  som e e x te n t, have been  a cc u ra te ly  

rep resen ted  by th e  nascen t labour m ovem ent. In th e  U .S.A ., w here 

th e  independent p o litic a l organisations o f th e  working c lass  a re  

peripheral, Trum an’s argum ent adds s tren g th  to  G aven ta’s th ird  

dim ensional analysis o f pow erlessness in th e  A ppalachians 

discussed below. I t  is an exam ple o f  how, a f te r  a  long p eriod  o f 

sec ta rian ism , th e  com m unity pow er deb a te  in A m erica  is en te rin g  a  

new e ra  o f ecum enism , w ith  th eo ries  being refined , developed and 

in teg ra ted .

The th ird  delineation  o f  p lu ra lis t scholarship  in th e  U n ited  

S ta te s  is dubbed by W aste " s tra tif ied  p luralism . " I t  is th e  te rm  

he uses to  describe D ahl’s orig inal analysis o f  New H aven in 

1961, and rep resen ts  a  s ign ifican t re -  w riting  o f th e  p lu ra lis t 

credo. In a  sp irit o f d e te n te  and com prom ise W aste argues, w ith  

som e p lausibility , th a t  fo r a  q u a r te r  o f a  cen tu ry  th e  p lu ra lis t 

case  was sim plified  and m isrep resen ted  by its  opponents. F rom  

th e  beginning, Dahl had described  New H aven as "a repub lic  o f 

unequals" and had never denied th a t  th e re  w ere tw o lay ers  o f  th e  

population, th e  po litica lly  ac tiv e  and those  th a t  did nothing.

"Thus, ... po litic s  was p lu ra lis tic  b u t s tra tif ie d . New H aven 

involved a  p luralism  fo r and am ong th e  ac tiv e  c itiz e n s , as 

opposed to  a  fre e -  w heeling p luralism  involving th e  la rg e r  or 

genera l public as a  whole." Thus, argues W aste , did D ahl a t te m p t 

to  explain th e  com paratively  high p roportion  o f  b lacks who v o ted  

in e lections. On th is  analysis, they  w ere responding ra tio n a lly  

to  th e ir  lack  o f o th e r p o litic a l resources. W aste follow s up his
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analysis w ith  an in terv iew  w ith  D ahl in which he too  claim s th a t  

he has been  m isunderstood. [54] W aste’s in te rp re ta tio n  o f Who 

G overns? m ay be seen  as a  valuable a t te m p t to  s tim u la te  co 

operation  be tw een  p lu ra lis ts  and e litis ts . I t  is, how ever, to  be 

found now here in th e  p reced ing  25 y ears  o f acrim onious debate . 

The im plication  m ust be th a t  throughout th e  co n flic t sub jective 

p re fe ren ces  have som etim es p layed  a  m ore im p o rtan t ro le  than  

ob jective  science. I t  is thus, perhaps, y e t  an o th er ind ication  

th a t  th e  concep t o f pow er is essen tia lly  con tested .

W aste’s fo u rth  and fina l p lu ra lis t ca teg o ry  he calls 

p riva tised  pluralism . This is w here "in m any policy  a reas, a  

lim ited  num ber o f p a rtic ip a n ts  have usurped th e  au th o rity  and 

resources o f public policy- m aking fo r p riv a te  ends." Thus 

M cConnell argues, in th e  co n tex t o f  U.S. n a tional po litic s, th a t 

th e re  a re  in fluen tia l groups w hich a re  unopposed in th e ir  

re sp ec tiv e  a rea s  o f  operation  ra th e r  th an  a  s itu a tio n  o f group 

con flic t as described  by Dahl. An exam ple which he c i te s  is th e  

dom ination o f F ederal ag ricu ltu ra l po licies by th e  fa rm  lobby in 

th e  1940’s. T here is a  s im ilar analysis o f th e  in fluence o f 

business groups under E isenhow er and K ennedy by B auer, Pool and 

D exter. W aste argues th a t  his fou r ca teg o rie s  o f  p luralism  

"represen t descending po in ts along a  continuum  o f  inclusiveness 

or com m unity involvem ent and p a rtic ip a tio n " , w ith  p riva tised  

p luralism  being th e  version w ith  th e  m ost re s tr ic te d  access to  

decision- m aking. I t  thus has a ff in itie s  w ith  e l i t is t  

in te rp re ta tio n s , bu t th e re  a re  im p o rtan t d ifferen ces . For
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M cConnell, fo r exam ple, th e  various groups "are no t united , do 

no t c a re  about b ig  or g enera l issues, and do n o t con tro l p a rtie s , 

th e  presidency , o r th e  Suprem e C ourt." B auer argues th a t 

business groups have no in te re s t in genera l policy  and m ay be 

th w arted  if  th e  agenda o f th e  po litic ians  changes. On both  

analyses, th e re fo re , th e  perm anence and cohesion norm ally 

a ttr ib u te d  to  e lite s  is m issing. [55] U nfortunate ly , th e  concep t 

o f p riv a tised  p luralism  has never been  sy stem atica lly  applied  to  

local governm ent. The th eo ry  seem s o f  dubious re levance  in 

h is to rica l Birm ingham . F or exam ple, one o f  th e  m ajo r p riv a te  

in te re s ts  in th e  fie ld  o f housing, th e  landlords, w ere fo rced  

against th e ir  w ill to  pay fo r slum  im provem ents, and th e  owners 

o f th e  p riv a te  e le c tr ic ity  supply com pany w ere curbed  by national 

leg islation  and th e  pow er o f th e  local C orporation.

A s th e  above typologies o f p luralism  show, th e  adoption o f a  

decision- m aking m ethodology does no t e n ta il th e  accep tan ce  o f  a  

p lu ra lis t p o litic a l ideology. P lu ra lis t p erspectives , especially  

in th e ir  m ore re c e n t developm ents, a re  also m ore soph istica ted  

than  Lukes suggests. A final exam ple o f  th is  is Eulau's netw ork  

analysis o f  local governm ent. This techn ique aim s to  analyse 

po litica l resou rces by asking people to  whom they  would com plain 

if  they  had a  p o litica l g rievance. I t  illu s tra te s , how ever, th e  

problem s facing  th e  h is to rica l re sea rch e r, in th is  case  in 

in terv iew ing th e  dead. [56]
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The app lication  o f p lu ra lis t approaches to  local G overnm ent 

in B rita in  has been  discussed by Cox. Four se ts  o f a c to rs  a re  

ch a rac te rised , th e  councillors, th e  o ffic ia ls , th e  in s titu tio n s  

o f na tional governm ent and th e  local public. H ere , th is  is 

adequa te  fo r th e  issue a rea s  o f  e le c tr ic ity  supply and housing, 

b u t fa ils  to  ta k e  accoun t o f  th e  w idespread h o s tility  to  

B irm ingham 's Welsh w a te r  schem e from  o th e r local au th o ritie s  and 

from  non- local ac to rs . Cox also po in ts ou t th a t  councillors a re  

usually m em bers o f p o litic a l p a rtie s , a  phenom enon investiga ted  

below, p articu la rly  in th e  sec tio n  on th e  w a te r  supply. Cox 

m entions th e  ro le  p layed  by council com m ittees , a  system  which 

has rece n tly  th w arted  a t te m p ts  a t  co rp o ra te  m anagem ent. The 

pow er o f such co m m ittees  is illu s tra te d  h e re  in a ll th re e  case  

stud ies, although th e re  is also ev idence o f  th e  frag m en ta tio n  o f 

decision- m aking m entioned  by Cox. As will be seen , d iffe re n t 

a c to rs  em erge as s ign ifican t in th e  th re e  d iffe re n t issue a reas, 

and th is  is largely  d ic ta te d  by co m m ittee  m em bership. T here was, 

how ever, no evidence o f departm en ta lism  by loca l governm ent 

em ployees, and th e  Town C lerk  played  a  s trong  c e n tra l ro le , 

pa rticu la rly  on th e  issues o f  w a te r  and e le c tr ic ity  supply. Also 

sign ifican t w ithin th e ir  own fie lds o f  com petence, how ever, w ere 

th e  o ffic ia ls  in th e  w ate r, e le c tr ic ity  and housing d ep artm en ts , 

th e  c ity 's  M edical O ffice r o f H ealth  and, p a rticu la rly  in th e  

case  o f w ate r, various ex te rn a l ex p erts  and consu ltan ts  o f which 

th e  m ost im po rtan t was th e  civ il eng ineer Ja m es  M ansergh. A round 

1900, a t  national level, th e re  is l i t t le  ev idence th a t  "d ifferen t 

m in istries, o r even d iffe re n t p a r ts  o f th e  sam e m inistry" had
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"d ifferen t types o f re la tionsh ip  w ith  local au tho rities"  since a  

strong  CO- ord inating  ro le  w as p layed  by th e  L ocal G overnm ent 

Board. L ittle  ev idence was found o f  th e  o pera tion  o f local 

au th o rity  associations o r n a tional p rofessional bodies, perhaps 

because o f th e  n a tu re  o f th e  re sea rch  plan. Secondary ev idence 

is adduced, how ever, to  th e  e f f e c t  th a t  th e se  w ere  less 

s ign ifican t then  than  now. W ith reg a rd  to  public involvem ent, 

vo ting p a tte rn s  a re  also excluded in th e  p re sen t study , b u t local 

groups a re  looked a t  in so far as th ey  p a r tic ip a te d  in th e  issue 

a reas  investigated . The m o st s ign ifican t group d iscovered  was 

th e  body o f ra te p ay e rs  opposed to  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e. Group 

p a rtic ip a tio n  has obviously m ushroom ed since, how ever. N ew ton 

discovered  about 4,500 vo lun tary  groups in  th e  c ity , w ith  about 

1,000 having an influence on policy. [57]

The valid ity  o f a  decision- m aking approach  to  loca l h isto ry  

is endorsed by F rase r, who describes "po litica l issues" as 

"taking on th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  boreholes p e n e tra tin g  each  stra tum " 

o f "urban life ".[58] But w hich issues a re  s ign ifican t and which 

"key issues" should be chosen fo r em p irica l re sea rch ?  H ere, as 

N ew ton rem arks, "Dahl h im se lf adm its  to  a  degree  o f  

a rb itra riness."  The re se a rc h e r m ust also bew are  o f  confining 

investigations to  im p o rtan t an d /o r co n te s ted  issues, w here 

p lu ra lis t decision- m aking m ay dom inate , w hile ignoring rou tine  

and uncontroversial questions which tak en  in to to  m ay be m ore 

sign ifican t or m ay be m ore likely  to  be  co n tro lled  by e lites .

Thus a  consideration  which m ust b e  borne in m ind is th a t  c e r ta in
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groups m ay be p lu ra lis t in th e ir  decision- m aking and  e l i t is t  in 

th e ir  agenda- se ttin g , m obilisation  o f b ias and non- decision

m aking. [59] As P a rry  w rites , w ith in  DahFs th re e  "issue- areas" 

th e  decisions se lec ted  fo r study "w ere th e  ones reg a rd ed  by th e  

p a rtic ip a n ts  them selves as th e  m ost im portan t"  so th a t  "policies 

w hich th e  lead ers  did no t reg a rd  as im p o rtan t, b u t w hich th e  m ass 

o f  th e  com m unity believed  im p o rtan t, w ould be d isregarded . "[60] 

This use by D ahl o f  H un ter’s rep u ta tio n a l m ethod  to  iden tify  key 

issues is c ritic ise d  by M orriss, who questions th e  va lid ity  o f 

looking a t  issues which seem  im p o rtan t to  po litic ian s  b u t which 

m ight no t s ign ifican tly  a f f e c t  o r in te re s t th e  bulk  o f  th e  

population. M orriss suggests th a t  "a view  from  th e  bo tto m , based  

on people’s in te re s ts , w ill p roduce a  m uch w ider lis t  o f  ou tcom es 

than  th e  e lite -  o rien ted  view  has typ ica lly  com e up w ith , and one 

th a t m ay support th e  com m on a t ti tu d e  th a t  po litic ian s  spend m ost 

o f th e ir  tim e  ta lk ing  about m a tte r s  o f  no concern  to  th e  average 

m an o r woman. "[61]

M orriss’s c ritic ism s can  hard ly  apply to  tw o o f th e  issues 

here. On Lukes’s designation  o f  w elfare  in te re s ts  a ll th e  

c itizen s  o f B irm ingham  had an  in te re s t in securing  an am ple 

supply o f p u re  w a te r, and slum  dw ellers had  an  in te re s t  in b e t te r  

housing. The Welsh w a te r  issue, indeed, il lu s tra te s  a  po in t 

which appears to  have been  m issed in prev ious stud ies o f 

decision- m aking, nam ely th a t  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  issue i ts e lf  m ay 

to  som e e x te n t d e te rm in e  th e  outcom e. F or D ahl, issues and 

outcom es w ere largely  perip h era l to  his m ain  purpose in Who
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G overns? which was to  in v estig a te  th e  decision- m akers. H is 

c ritiq u e  o f  th e  e litis ts  led  him  to  a c c e p t th e ir  agenda. An 

investigation  o f th e  n a tu re  o f issues, how ever, can  help to  

explain why decisions a re  m ade. B irm ingham  C orporation  seem  to  

have bu ilt th e  Welsh dam s fo r tw o m ain  reasons. F irs tly , by th e  

early  1890*s, B irm ingham  w as in u rg en t need  o f a  la rg e  e x tra  

supply o f  pure  w ater. Secondly, e x p e rt advice a t  th a t  tim e  

suggested  th a t  th e  b e s t p lace  to  ob ta in  such a  supply w as th e  

E lan w a te r  ca tch m e n t a rea . A  sec tio n  o f  th e  ra te p a y e rs  ob jec ted  

to  th e  cost, b u t in th e  p o litic a l d eb a te  th e ir  a t ta c k s  on th e  

n ecessity  fo r th e  schem e and th e ir  a lte rn a tiv e  p roposals w ere 

easily  d iscred ited  by th e  p rom oters. The u ltim a te  decision would 

probably have been  th e  sam e w hatev er th e  m em bership  o f  th e  W ater 

C om m ittee  and th e  council, although a  less co m p eten t s e t  o f c ity  

fa th e rs  m ight, in th e  sho rt te rm , have fudged o r bungled th e  

issue.

Some ra te p a y e rs  also saw  i t  as aga in st th e ir  in te re s t to  pay 

fo r b e t te r  housing which, unlike w a te r, w as a t  th a t  tim e  

considered  to  be, fo r th e  m ost p a r t ,  a  p riv a te  no t a  public good 

which largely  b en efited  those  re -  housed. But bo th  issues w ere 

sign ifican t on o th e r grounds. The W elsh w a te r  schem e was th e  

b iggest and m ost expensive p ro jec t adop ted  by th e  c ity  during th e  

V ictorian  e ra . C ontem porary  opinion and ev idence also c learly  

estab lishes th a t housing was th e  m ost ho tly  d eb a ted  o f a ll local 

p o litic a l topics. For th e  m unicipalisation  o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  

supply industry , how ever, th e  ju s tif ic a tio n  m ust b e  d iffe re n t.
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H ere th e  m ain o v e rt opposition cam e from  a  sm all sec tion  o f 

investo rs who had  bought shares a t  in fla te d  p rice s  and who 

dem anded b e t te r  buy- ou t te rm s. A t th e  tim e  th e  sign ificance o f 

th e  new source o f  energy  was no t fu lly  grasped, even  by th e  riva l 

G as C om m ittee , no overall charge  on th e  ra te s  w as an tic ip a ted , 

and th e  bulk o f th e  c itizen s  seem ed  e ith e r  m ildly favourab le  to  

th e  acquisition  o f  a  p o ten tia lly  p ro fitab le  a sse t o r a p a th e tic .

The im portance o f  th e  issue, th e re fo re , m ust b e  in fe rre d  from  

subsequent even ts. Why w as i t  th a t  B irm ingham  and  o th e r c itie s  

w ere tak ing  th e ir  u ti lit ie s  in to  public ow nership nearly  a  

q u a rte r  o f  a  cen tu ry  befo re  C lause 4 (4) o f  th e  Labour P a r ty  

C onstitu tion  o f 1918 m ade th e  issue o f  com m on ow nership a  

socia lis t b a t t le  cry? F u rth erm o re , given th e  rise  and fa ll o f 

public ow nership in B rita in  since 1945, a  study o f  i ts  early  

origins would appear to  be o f le g itim a te  concern .

The m ethod  o f se lec tin g  decisions in th e  p re se n t study 

d iffe rs  from  th a t  used by Dahl. As ind icated , he began by 

iden tify ing  "issue areas" and then  used a  rep u ta tio n a l techn ique 

to  d e term ine  w hich decisions w ere im p o rtan t w ithin  those  areas. 

H ere, th e  decisions to  build  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e and to  

m unicipalise th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply industry  w ere chosen befo re  

th e  issue a re a  was iden tified . W ith housing, by c o n tra s t , th e  

issue a re a  was decided f irs t,  and th en  decisions w ith in  th a t  a re a  

w ere sought out. The c r i te r ia  fo r th e  choice o f  decisions a re  

th e re fo re  m ore varied  th an  D ahl’s. S ignificantly , th e  study  o f 

housing th rew  up an im p o rtan t non- decision, o r r a th e r  a  decision
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to  do nothing, in th e  re je c tio n  by th e  council o f  la rg e  scale  

m unicipal housing schem es. Also d iscovered  w as an  a t te m p t to  

a l te r  th e  p o litic a l agenda by changing th e  ru les  and  procedures 

governing th e  decision- m aking process. This w as done by tak ing  

housing ou t o f th e  con tro l o f th e  H ea lth  C om m ittee , which 

supported  m unicipal housing, and handing i t  over to  a  new Housing 

C om m ittee , w hich did not.

This section  closes w ith  an analysis o f  th e  n a tu re  o f 

decision- m aking. P a rry  m akes th e  d is tinction , s tan d ard  in th e  

li te ra tu re , be tw een  th e  in itia tio n  o f a  policy, i t s  fo rm al 

accep tan ce , and its  im plem en tation . In th e  f ir s t  s ta g e , "support 

fo r th e  p ro jec t is m obilised, w hether by public ac tio n s  o r by 

p riv a te  bargain ing  and exhorta tion ."  The n ex t s tag e , o f 

"au th o rita tiv e  considera tion", en ta ils  "the considera tion  o f 

policy a lte rn a tiv e s  by constitu tionally  au thorised  persons" such 

as "the e le c to ra te , ... appoin ted  o ffic ia ls , ... (or) e le c te d  

ru lers." The second s tag e  is norm ally "taken  as a  decisional 

outcom e" which is th en  "prom ulgated and p u t in to  e f fe c t .  " 

A lthough th is  delineation  is useful, th e re  a re  a  num ber o f 

problem s too lengthy  fo r fu ll discussion here . Som etim es, fo r 

exam ple, "a decisional veto" m ay b e  ex erc ised  a t  s ta g e  one. This 

is w hat Lukes m ight r e fe r  to  as an ex erc ise  o f  pow er in th e  

second dim ension and is d iscussed below. S tage tw o "can be  long 

and com plex and can  be  fu r th e r  dissolved in to  a  num ber o f 

steps. "[62] F or exam ple, decisions o f council co m m ittee s  to  

build th e  W elsh w a te r works and to  m unicipalise th e  e le c tr ic ity
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supply had to  be  forw arded  as  recom m endations fo r endorsem ent by 

th e  fu ll council and th en  sen t on through bo th  H ouses o f 

P arliam en t as d ra f t bills b e fo re  rece iv ing  th e  royal assen t and 

passing in to  s ta tu te  law. Even if  a  decision passes s tag e  one, 

o f course, th e re  is no g u a ran tee  th a t  i t  w ill pass s ta g e  tw o. In 

Birm ingham  around 1900 a  proposal to  co n s tru c t council housing 

w as re je c te d  in th e  council cham ber. S tage  th re e  m ay appear 

purely  form al, bu t in th e  case  o f  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e th e  

physical com pletion  o f th e  works was so d ifficu lt and  p ro tra c te d  

th a t  i t  led  to  an a t te m p t to  review  th e  orig inal decision to  

build.

O f th e  ch ap te rs  below, th a t  on w a te r  supply is easily  th e  

longest. This is fo r a  num ber o f  reasons. F irs tly , th e  decision 

to  build th e  Welsh dam s re su lted  in a  w idespread opposition from  

o th e r p a r ts  o f th e  coun try  which m an ifes ted  i t s e lf  in th e  

P a rliam en ta ry  C om m ittee  s tag es  o f  th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  

W ater Bill o f  1892. Secondly, unlike in th e  case  o f th e  

m unicipalisation o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  com pany, th e  counciFs 

proposals g en e ra ted  a  lively local opposition from  d issen tien t 

ra te p ay e rs  which stands in need  o f analysis. Thirdly, th e  

opposition o f local ra te p a y e rs  to  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e is 

re le v an t to  an ex tensive secondary  li te ra tu re , p a rticu la rly  on 

ra te p ay e rs ' revo lts , which n e c e ss ita te s  investigation . F inally, 

th e  issues ra ised  in th e  d eb a te  w ith  th e  opponents o f  th e  Welsh 

w a te r schem e, such as those  perta in in g  to  w a te r  p u rity  and th e  

adequacy o r o therw ise o f loca l supplies, c a ll fo r fa irly  de ta iled
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analysis i f  th ey  a re  to  be p roperly  understood. By c o n tra s t, the  

e le c tr ic ity  ch ap te r  is th e  sh o rte s t, s ince th e  decision  to  

m unicipalise g en era ted  no s ign ifican t opposition, e ith e r  

nationally  o r locally , and th e  issues involved rece iv ed  no 

ex tended  public discussion. The u ltim a te  pu rchase  o f  th e  com pany 

also e ffec tiv e ly  ended th e  m a tte r ,  and, unlike w ith  th e  Welsh 

w a te r schem e, th e re  was no agonising a f te rm a th  o f  delay and 

esca la tin g  co s t during w hich opposition to  th e  decision 

continued. F inally , i t  w as necessary  to  deal w ith  th e  question 

o f  housing a t  som e leng th  because  i t  g en e ra ted  a  f ie rc e  local 

debate , and because th e  m ain  decisional ou tcom e (not to  build 

council houses) w as in sharp  c o n tra s t to  th e  m assive schem es o f  

m unicipal construc tion  a f te r  1918. S ince, how ever, l i t t le  was 

done befo re  1914 ex cep t fo r a  c e r ta in  am ount o f "slum- patch ing", 

th e re  w ere, a p a r t from  th e  ab o rtiv e  proposals to  develop P o tte r  

S tre e t and Bordesley G reen, no expensive public w orks p lans fo r 

endorsem ent and local discussion.

3. TTie Second Dimension o f Power: Non- D ecisions, the 

M obilisation o f Bias. Agenda Setting and the Analysis o f 

E lites.

The concep t o f a  second dim ension o f  pow er is re je c te d  in 

th e  p resen t study. Lukes’ second dim ension, i t  is argued, 

collapses in to  his f ir s t  and th ird . Even th is, i t  is claim ed .
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only applies to  those cases w here th e  second dim ension is capab le  

o f  em pirica l investiga tion  a t  all, since Lukes h im se lf appea rs  to  

ag ree  th a t  th e  concep t o f  a  non- decision as som ething  th a t  does 

no t happen is capab le o f  an in fin ite  num ber o f app lications, m ost 

o r a ll o f them  m etaphysica l. I t  would thus have been  b e t te r ,  i t  

is argued, i f  Lukes had  n ev er p o s tu la ted  his second dim ension as 

a  sep a ra te  ca teg o ry . On th e  o th e r hand, th eo rie s  o f  non- 

decision- m aking have been  in flu en tia l in th e  li te ra tu re , and  th e  

concep ts  o f  m obilisation o f  b ias and o f  p o litic a l agenda- 

se ttin g , usually id en tified  w ith  Lukes* second dim ension, have 

been  found to  be usefu l in th e  p re sen t analysis. The second 

dim ension is also norm ally  tak en  to  em brace  im p o rtan t and 

cu rren tly  re le v an t stud ies o f e lite s . I t  has th e re fo re  be found 

convenient to  re fe r  to  i t  as appropria te .

As im plied above, Lukes seem s to  endorse th e  view  th a t  m ost 

non- decisions can  only be m eaningfully  in v estig a ted  in cases  

w here they  can  be ca teg o rised  as decisions. These, as w ill be 

seen, em brace decisions to  do nothing, to  do som ething  e lse , or 

to  change th e  ru les and p rocedures by which decisions a re  a rriv ed  

a t . This ca teg o ry  o f  non- decision w hich can  be defined  as  a  

decision, i t  is argued  h e re , is b e s t analysed  on th e  level o f th e  

f irs t  dim ension o f  pow er. Exam ples in th e  p re sen t study include 

th e  in itia l decision n o t to  c re a te  a  m unicipal e le c tr ic ity  supply 

(m an ifest in th e  decision to  to le ra te  th e  c rea tio n  o f  a  p r iv a te  

com pany), th e  decision no t to  a c t  on an ea rly  eng ineer’s re p o rt 

recom m ending W ales as  a  source o f  w a te r  supply, and th e  conscious
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refu sa l, a f te r  1900, (dem onstra ted  in a c tu a l decisions to  re je c t 

proposed schem es) to  endorse a  policy  o f m unicipal house 

building.

Such decisions o f te n  s tem  from  th e  m obilisation  o f  b ias and 

th e  con tro l o f  th e  p o litic a l agenda, bo th  o f  which, as s ta te d  

above, a re  h e re  found to  be  usefu l concep ts. They a re  concep ts, 

how ever, w hich in m o st cases a re  b e s t seen  as opera tin g  in Lukes* 

f irs t dim ension. To give an exam ple, in 1900 th e re  was a  

m obilisation o f  b ias by  which con tro l o f  m unicipal house building 

was tak en  aw ay from  th e  H ea lth  C o m m ittee , which supported  it , and 

given to  a  new Housing C om m ittee , which opposed it . This 

a lte ra tio n  o f th e  p rocedu res and ru les  fo r m aking decisions was 

follow ed by an im p o rtan t change in th e  p o litic a l agenda w hereby 

proposals to  build council housing w ere re je c te d . I t  a ll 

happened, how ever, a t  th e  level o f decision- m aking and in Lukes* 

f irs t  dim ension o f pow er. To give an o th er exam ple, th e  

m obilisation o f p o litic a l b ias by th e  C orporation  to  secu re  th e  

passage o f th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill o f 1892, and th e  

im p o rtan t change to  th e  local p o litic a l agenda w hich arose from  

it ,  can  also be seen  as  occurring  predom inan tly  w ith in  Lukes* 

f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. O ther in stances a re  m ore d ifficu lt to  

in vestiga te , and th e  h isto rian , in p a rtic u la r , is o f te n  reduced  

to  th e  necessity  to  sp ecu la te . H ere , th e  problem  a rises  because 

a  non- decision which canno t be  re -  defined  as a  decision is 

d ifficu lt to  in v estig a te  em pirically . P re se n t exam ples m ight 

include th e  fa ilu re  to  a c t  quickly on a  num ber o f  social
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problem s, such as po llu ted  w a te r  o r slum  conditions, because  o f 

p ressu re  from  th e  ra te p ay ers , sc ien tif ic  ignorance, o r councillor 

com placency stem m ing  from  th e ir  own w ealth  and security .

A m inority  o f  so- ca lled  non- decisions, how ever, a re  no t 

seen as fa lling  in to  Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension. In cases  w here re a l 

in te re s ts  and fa lse  consciousness a re  involved non- decisions m ay 

occur in Lukes’ th ird  dim ension o f pow er. P erhaps because  o f  th e  

n a tu re  o f  th e  re sea rch  schem e, how ever, no such exam ples, as will 

be seen, w ere d iscovered  here .

T herefo re , to  re c a p itu la te  th is  b r ie f  sum m ary, i t  is argued  

in th e  p resen t sec tion  th a t  Lukes’ second dim ension o f  pow er 

collapses in to  his f ir s t  and th ird . S ince th is  analysis, 

how ever, has never been exp lic itly  fo rm u la ted  in th e  li te ra tu re , 

i t  will be necessary  to  expand upon it.

Lukes derives his second dim ension o f  pow er from  th e  work o f 

B achrach and B ara tz . F or them , pow er is no t only em bodied in 

"concrete  decisions" and in th e  m aking o f  them , bu t "is also 

exerc ised  when A devo tes his energ ies to  c re a tin g  o r re in fo rc ing  

social and p o litica l values and in s titu tio n a l p ra c tic e s  th a t  

lim it th e  scope o f th e  p o litic a l p rocess to  public considera tion  

o f  only those issues w hich a re  com para tive ly  innocuous to  A. " 

The idea  s tem s u ltim a te ly  from  S ch a ttsch n e id e r’s form ulation: 

"All form s o f  p o litic a l o rgan isation  have a  b ias in favour o f  th e  

exp lo ita tion  o f  som e kinds o f  co n flic t and th e  suppression o f
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o thers, because organisation  is th e  m obilisation o f  bias. Some 

issues a re  organised in to  po litic s  w hile o th e rs  a re  organised 

out." For B achrach and B ara tz  th is  m obilisation o f b ias  consists 

o f "a s e t o f  predom inant values, beliefs , r itu a ls , and 

in s titu tio n a l procedures (ru les o f th e  gam e) th a t  o p era te  

sy stem atica lly  and consisten tly  to  th e  b en e fit o f c e r ta in  persons 

and groups and a t  th e  expense o f o thers. " Thus "power m ay be, 

and o ften  is, exerc ised  by confining the  scope o f decision

m aking to  re la tiv e ly  sa fe  issues. " This view  o f pow er is 

som etim es ca lled  neo- e litis t , since i t  argues th a t  "m ore o ften  

than  no t, th e  s ta tu s  quo defenders a re  a  m inority  o r e l i te  group" 

even though th is  "is n e ith e r fo reordained  nor om nipresent."

As ind ica ted  above, a  problem  w ith th is  view  o f  pow er is 

th a t,  on B achrach and B a ra tz ’s orig inal depiction , non- decisions 

co n s titu te  even ts  which do no t happen, and hence cannot be 

em pirically  verified . H ow ever, Lukes (sim plistically , as argued  

here) seem s sa tisfied  w ith  th e ir  la te r  claim  th a t  " th e ir so- 

ca lled  non- decisions which confine th e  scope o f  decision- m aking 

a re  them selves (observable) decisions. " He argues th a t  th e re  a re  

five asp ec ts  o f pow er so defined. These are; "coercion ...w here 

A secures B’s com pliance by th e  th re a t  o f deprivation" in a  

co n flic t betw een  them ; in fluence w here A p revails  over B w ithout 

th re a t; au th o rity  w here B acqu iesces because he considers A*s 

pow er to  be le g itim a te  and reasonab le or to  be  ex erc ised  under
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le g itim a te  and reasonable procedures; fo rce , used by A to  secure  

B’s unwilling com pliance; and m anipulation  which Lukes 

c h a ra c te rise s  as "an a sp ec t or sub- concep t o f force."

B achrach and B ara tz , as  Lukes explains, "are, in e f fe c t ,  

redefin ing  th e  boundaries o f  w hat is to  count as a  po litica l 

issue" since fo r them  "it is crucia lly  im p o rtan t to  iden tify  

p o te n tia l issues which non- decision- m aking p rev en ts  from  being 

actual."  H ow ever, like th e  p lu ra lis ts  th ey  "stress ... ac tu a l, 

observable conflic t" and th ey  argue th a t,  i f  " there  is no 

con flic t, o v ert o r co v ert, th e  presum ption  m ust be  th a t  th e re  is 

consensus on th e  p revailing  a lloca tion  o f values, in w hich cases 

non- decision- m aking is im possible. " Thus s itua tions  w here 

"there  appears to  be un iversal acqu iescence in th e  s ta tu s  quo" 

a re  "beyond th e  reach  o f  th e  p o litic a l analyst. " A s Lukes adds, 

th is  suggests " th a t B achrach  and B ara tz  a re  unsure w hether they  

m ean th a t  non- decision- m aking pow er cannot be exerc ised  in the  

absence o f observable co n flic t or th a t  we could never know if  i t  

was." Finally, B achrach and B ara tz  a c c e p t th a t th e  co n flic t is 

betw een  th e  in te re s ts  o f th e  ac to rs , bu t, as w ith  th e  p lu ra lis ts , 

they  assum e, sim plistically  in Lukes’ view , th a t  th ese  in te re s ts  

"are consciously a r tic u la te d  and observable. "[63]

B achrach and B ara tz ’s Pow er and P overtv  is a  study o f  

po litics, poverty  and ra c e  in B altim ore. I t  updates and 

sign ifican tly  a lte rs  th e ir  previous views. By 1970, accep tin g  

th a t  th e  defin ition  in th e ir  a r tic le s  was m etaphysica l and
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incapable o f em pirica l investigation  th e  tw o scho lars r e 

ca tego rised  a  non- decision as "a decision th a t  re su lts  in 

suppression or thw arting  o f  a  la te n t or m an ifes t challenge to  th e  

values or in te re s ts  o f th e  decision- m aker. " Polsby launched a  

pow erful c ritiq u e  o f th is  change o f  line. He po in ted  ou t, for 

exam ple, th a t  th e re  is "much ..in fo rm ation  abou t non- decisions, 

according to  th is  new defin ition , in ...p lu ra lis t stud ies." This 

"redefin ition  o f  th e  second face  o f  pow er to  co incide w ith  the  

f irs t face", he added, m ean t th a t  th e  au tho rs  e re c te d  "extrem ely  

high hurdles fo r everyone e lse  to  jum p, and then  when th e ir  tu rn  

cam e to  do som e em pirica l work th ey  rem oved th e  b a r  a lto g e th e r, 

w altzing  through th e  gap w here th e  obstac le  once stood. "[64]

F or th e  m ost p a r t, Polsby’s view is endorsed  in th e  p re sen t 

research . H ow ever, th e  ex tension  o f his argum en t to  include a  

b lanket re jec tio n  o f th e  e n tire  concep t o f  th e  "m obilisation o f 

bias" as fo rm u la ted  by S chattschneide r is considered  un justified  

and is no t adopted. The defin ition  o f th e  "m obilisation o f bias" 

used in th e  p resen t study, how ever, is la rge ly  shorn o f  asp ec ts  

which cannot be em pirica lly  verified . I t  includes, how ever, 

things like expertise , in fluen tia l friends and o th e r p o litic a l 

resources. In th is  slightly  am ended fo rm ulation  i t  has been  

found very  usefu l throughout th e  study. The C orporation ’s 

superior m obilisation o f p o litic a l b ias thus defined , fo r 

exam ple, does m uch to  explain  th e ir  v ic to ry  over th e  d issen tien t 

ra te p ay e rs  a t  th e  tim e  o f th e  W ater Bill o f  1892. The sam e m ay 

be said o f th e  associa ted  concep ts  o f agenda co n tro l and
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m anipulation. As developed by B achrach and B ara tz  in th e ir  

orig inal a rtic le s , these  too con ta ined  e lem en ts  which w ere 

incapable o f  em pirica l investigation . H ere, th e  defin ition  is 

broadened som ew hat, and th e  em phasis is on those a sp ec ts  which 

can be  d iscerned  by th e  re sea rch e r, usually those operating  

w ithin Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension. These include, fo r exam ple, th e  

im po rtan t change in th e  loca l p o litic a l agenda e f fe c te d  by th e  

C orporation  when they  ra ised  th e  issue o f th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e 

and subsequently ach ieved  th e  co nstruc tion  o f  th e  works, and th e  

ed iting  ou t o f th e  local p o litic a l agenda o f la rg e  scale  schem es 

o f m unicipal housing co nstruc tion  by th e  Housing C om m ittee  in th e  

years  befo re  th e  F irs t World War.

Along w ith Polsby, how ever, th e  p resen t re sea rch  re je c ts  

B achrach and B a ra tz ’s p re- 1970 concep tualisa tion  o f  a  non

decision. Instead  i t  is argued  th a t  those so- ca lled  "non

decisions", in B achrach and B a ra tz ’s typology, which a re  capable 

o f em pirica l investigation  a re , fo r th e  m ost p a r t ,  decisions to  

do nothing, to  do som ething else  o r to  change th e  ru les  and 

procedures by which decisions a re  a rrived  a t. Thus, as s ta te d  

above, th e  "non- decision" on council houses in Birm ingham  a f te r  

1900 was, in rea lity , a  se ries  o f conscious decisions no t to  

build them . As P a rry  and M orriss have argued, th e  te rm  "non

decision" is a  p o rtm an teau  te rm , and its  various usages need  to  

be unpacked and sep a ra te ly  ca tegorised . [65] "The te rm  non

decision", they  w rite , "is by no m eans c lea rly  defined." They 

then  run through th e  uses o f  th e  te rm  by B achrach and B ara tz  and

- 52 -



conclude th a t  m ost o f th e ir  c h a ra c te risa tio n s  o f  non- decisions 

are , in e f fe c t ,  decisions. These include th e  use o f fo rce  and 

sanctions, "the invocation o f  p rocedures to  th w art o r re d ire c t 

innovation" and "strengthening  and reshaping  th e  m obilisation o f 

bias." Some o f  th e  ca teg o rie s  d iscussed have re lev an ce  here.

For exam ple, w hat P arry  and  M orriss ca ll "the techn ique o f th e  

p re - em ptive s tr ik e  o f s tea lin g  th e  Whigs’ clothing" w as adopted  

by th e  non- soc ia lis t m a jo rity  on th e  c ity  council a f te r  th e  

F irs t W orld W ar when th ey  took  up th e  Labour P a r ty  policy o f  

building la rge  m unicipal housing e s ta te s . "S trengthening and r e 

shaping th e  m obilisation o f bias" in th e  form  o f  "new p rocedural 

b a rrie rs  to  change" occu rred  when a  new Housing C om m ittee  was 

estab lished  a f te r  1900, th e reb y  rem oving con tro l o f  housing 

policy from  a  H ealth  C om m ittee  which had  proposed tw o schem es to  

co n stru c t m unicipal dw ellings. The ta c t ic  o f  "calling on th e  

norm s o f socie ty  to  lim it dem ands or even  ren d er them  

illeg itim ate  by regard ing  th e  con tro l o f business as ou tside th e  

rea lm  o f p o litic s  and as p a r t  o f  th e  f re e  en te rp rise  system " was 

frequen tly  re so rted  to  as an argum ent aga inst m unicipal building 

and, un til th e  p o litic a l agenda changed, as a  ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r 

allow ing a  p riv a te  com pany to  develop th e  c ity ’s e le c tr ic ity  

supply. P a rry  and M orriss conclude th a t  "m ost - though n o t a ll - 

so- ca lled  non- decisions can  be  seen  to  f i t  in to  th e  ca teg o ry  o f 

decisions. " This assertion  is acc ep ted  in th e  p re sen t resea rch , 

although a  rid e r m ight have been  added th a t  m any app lica tions o f 

th e  concep t o f a  non- decision a re  m etaphysica l, and consequently  

rece iv e  no consideration  a t  a ll from  th e  au thors. A lso acc ep ted
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is P a rry  and M orriss’s claim  th a t,  consequently , "prim acy should 

be given to  a  decisional approach  to  th e  study  o f  pow er. " T here  

is, how ever, a  residual e lem en t which, sim ilarly  to  Lukes, they  

ca teg o rise  as "prim arily  exam ples o f fa lse  consciousness." 

U nlike Lukes, how ever, th ey  do no t tie  in th is  a sse rtio n  w ith  th e  

notion o f  re a l in te re s ts , or, as is done here , position  such 

cases in th e  th ird  o f  Lukes’ dim ensions o f  pow er. T hese a sp ec ts  

a re  fu rth e r  discussed in th e  sec tion  below .[66]

P arry  and M orriss also po in t ou t th a t  p o litic s  consists, n o t 

only o f  con flic t, b u t also o f  "ruling" which "does ... im ply th e  

a tte m p te d  reso lu tion  o f co n flic ts  b u t ... even  m ore, regu la tion ."  

Thus, "governm ent rou tinely  works w ithin th e  p revailing  m ode o f 

econom ic production  and exchange." A t n a tional level, "the bulk 

o f th e  arrangem en ts  a re  th e re  befo re  th e  adven t o f  any p a r tic u la r  

governm ent and a re  s till th e re  a f te r  i ts  d epartu re ."  M ost 

sign ifican tly  o f all, "politics conceived  o f as ru ling has ... an 

inbuilt conserva tism ."[67] In B irm ingham  around 1900, th e  ru le  

o f th e  c ity  council covered  a  num ber o f  im p o rtan t a re a s  o f  local 

po litica l life . R egulation  occurred  from  outside, deriving, fo r 

exam ple, from  th e  system  o f s ta tu te  law and th e  ro le  o f c e n tra l 

governm ental agencies and d ep artm en ts  such as P a rliam en t and th e  

Local G overnm ent Board. Housing policy  in th e  c ity , fo r exam ple, 

m ust be seen  against th e  leg isla tive  fram ew ork  o f  th e  Housing o f  

th e  W orking C lasses A c t o f  1890 and associa ted  law s. M ajor 

policy in itia tiv es  such as th e  building o f  th e  W elsh dam s and th e  

m unicipalisation o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply w ere dependent upon
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P arliam en ta ry  approval in th e  form  o f th e  passage o f  p riv a te  

ac ts . F inally , th e  borrow ing o f  m oney to  fund im p o rtan t policy 

in itia tiv es , to g e th e r w ith any a lte ra tio n s  in th e  te rm s  o f 

ex isting  loans, w ere sub ject to  th e  approval o f th e  Local 

G overnm ent Board. But regu la tion  also  occu rred  w ithin th e  

fram ew ork  o f m unicipal governm ent itse lf . The system  o f council 

co m m ittees  was p a rticu la rly  im p o rtan t h ere , since i t  was from  th e  

re le v an t co m m ittees  th a t  th e  decisions to  build  th e  W elsh dam s, 

to  ta k e  over th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply com pany and to  adop t and then  

to  shelve proposals fo r m unicipal house building w ere  form ally  

in itia ted . On occasion, how ever, th e  ro le  o f th e  council itse lf  

w as p rom inent, as when th e  plans fo r m unicipal construc tion  

p resen ted  by th e  H ealth  C om m ittee  w ere re je c te d . The assertion  

th a t  th ese  rou tines alw ays p layed  a  conservative  emd re s tr ic tiv e  

ro le , how ever, canno t be su b stan tia ted , since when once a  rad ica l 

o r challenging policy, such as th e  enorm ous p ro jec t fo r  th e  Welsh 

dam s, was decisively  taken  up i t  could be  c a rr ied  through w ith 

g re a t e ffec tiv en ess , p a rtly  because o f th e  pow er o f th e  co m m ittee  

system .

A re la te d  a sp ec t to  th e  them e o f "ruling" is th a t  o f  th e  

tim ing  o f decisions, an a sp ec t which rece iv es  no sep a ra te  

consideration  by P a rry  and M orriss b u t which is highly 

s ign ifican t in th e  cases stud ied  here. The im portance  o f  tim ing  

is po in ted  to  by Goodin in an a r tic le  frequen tly  invoked in th e  

p resen t study. [68] He sees it ,  how ever, la rge ly  in te rm s  o f 

agenda m anagem ent, o f  "m anipulating politics" by " m anipulating
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tim e" or by claim ing " th a t th e  tim e  is no t rig h t fo r a  p a rtic u la r  

refo rm . "[69] This idea is ce rta in ly  applicable to  th e  p resen t 

case studies. I t  was re so rte d  to , unsuccessfully , by th e  

opponents o f  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e. I t  w as used to  p rev en t the  

e a rlie r  m unicipalisation  o f  th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply. A nd i t  was 

adopted  as one o f  th e  argum ents by th e  council's Housing Inquiry 

C om m ittee  around 1914 to  shelve y e t again th e  policy  o f  m unicipal 

house building. But th e re  a re  asp ec ts  o f th e  tim ing  o f  decisions 

which a re  o m itte d  from  th is  som ew hat re s tr ic te d  ca tego risa tion , 

bu t included in th e  p resen t study. F or exam ple, ta k e  th e  

question o f  why th e  Welsh dam s w ere bu ilt in th e  1890's and no t 

in 1871, when th e ir  co nstruc tion  was f irs t advised. This is a  

com plica ted  issue which canno t be reduced  sim ply to  th e  agenda 

se ttin g  o f m anipulative po litic ians. O ther re le v an t fa c to rs  

include th e  increase  in th e  consum ption o f w ate r, th e  steady  

d e te rio ra tio n  o f th e  quality  o f local supplies by pollu tion, 

increasing  sc ien tif ic  evidence th a t  poor w a te r  was bad  fo r th e  

public h ea lth  and th e  dem onstra tion  e f fe c t  o f s im ilar schem es 

adopted  by Liverpool, M anchester Glasgow and o th e r towns. I t  

could even be claim ed, although no evidence w as found fo r i t  in 

th e  p resen t study, th a t  th e re  was a  previously  inopera tive  

e lem en t o f fashion involved, since w ith  o th e rs  having already  

gone to  unpolluted uplands, a  "forward" c ity  like B irm ingham  did 

no t w ant to  be le f t  out. W ith e le c tr ic ity  a t  f ir s t  a  p riv a te  

com pany was allow ed to  s e t  i ts e lf  up and th is  needs explanation. 

The com pany was subsequently  m unicipalised  and th e  tim ing  o f th is  

m ust be investigated . Y et again  i t  w as no t ju s t an ex erc ise  in
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agenda m anagem ent. H ere  re le v an t fa c to rs  include: th e  re lu c tan ce  

o f th e  council to  annoy th e  ra te p a y e rs  by expending public m oney 

on a  ven tu re  which, a t  f irs t, was seen  as specu la tive ; th e  

growing pow er o f th e  m unicipal trad ing  m ovem ent in  th e  1890’s; 

and, associa ted  w ith  th is  la t te r  po in t, th e  exam ple o f the  

m unicipalisation o f supply in o th e r  towns. In housing, th e re  is 

th e  question o f why th e  council re je c te d  m unicipal house building 

b efo re  1914 b u t en thusiastica lly  adop ted  i t  a f te r  1918. H ere too 

fac to rs  o th e r than  agenda con tro l w ere involved. T hese include: 

th e  grow th o f th e  labour m ovem ent and th e  erosion o f  th e  ideology 

o f la issez- fa ire  liberalism ; th e  sp irit o f re fo rm  a f te r  th e  

F irs t World W ar, ep itom ised  by Lloyd G eorge’s p h rase  concerning 

"homes f i t  fo r heroes"; and governm ent subsidies.

B achrach and B a ra tz ’s th eo ries  m ay be view ed as  a  neo

e litis t  version o f a  w ider e l i t is t  scholarship. As Cox observes, 

th e  founding fa th e rs  o f  th e  school w ere P a re to  and M osca, whose 

analyses w ere ca rried  forw ard  in Joseph  S chum peter’s C apitalism , 

Socialism  and D em ocracv (1942) and C. W right M ills’ The Pow er 

E lite  (1956). T here w ere a  num ber o f early  a t te m p ts  to  apply 

e li t is t  analyses to  A m erican  tow ns and c itie s  w hich cu lm inated  in 

1953 in Floyd H un ter’s Com m unitv Pow er S tru c tu re , a  study o f 

A tla n ta , G eorgia. [70] A ll o f  th e se  works w ere  m erc ilessly  

exco ria ted  by Polsby, s ta r tin g  w ith  th e  Lynd’s study  o f 

M iddletow n (Muncie, Indiana) in th e  m id- 1920’s and ’30’s. For 

Polsby, th e  stud ies o f  e lite s  (or " s tra tif ic a tio n  studies" as he 

m isleadingly called  them ) w ere based  upon 5 fa lse  assertions:
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th a t  local com m unities a re  ru led  by th e  upper class; th a t 

p o litic a l and civ ic  leaders  a re  subordinate  to  th is  upper class; 

th a t  th e  com m unity is ru led  by a  single pow er e lite ; th a t  th is 

upper c lass e l ite  ru les in its  own in te re s ts ; and th a t  th e re  is 

social co n flic t betw een  i t  and th e  low er class. F loyd H un ter’s 

"reputational" m ethod cam e in fo r p a r tic u la r  c ritic ism . The 

com pilation  o f lis ts  o f p o litic a l leaders  from  nam es nom inated  by 

civ ic organisations, and th e  a rb itra ry  ed iting  o f th e  original 

175 nam es to  a  sh o rte r lis t o f 40, c la im ed  Polsby, was 

sub jective, unscien tific , and led  to  fa lse  conclusions about th e  

d istribu tion  o f local p o litic a l pow er. A s a  m ethodological and 

an a ly tica l too l, i t  was in fin ite ly  in fe rio r to  th e  decision

m aking m ethod  developed by Dahl, W olfinger and Polsby 

him self. [71] Polsby’s book was a  m ajor s e t-  back  fo r  th e  study 

o f e lite s . In th e  second ed ition  th e  au th o r w ro te  th a t his 

"points ... have been p re tty  m uch conceded" which, considering 

his "strong position  aga inst a  sub stan tia l and re sp ec tab le  body 

o f conventional wisdom ... seem s ... fa irly  rem arkab le."  Thus 

Polsby quoted  a  num ber o f academ ics, including B achrach and 

B ara tz  and B rita in ’s Ken N ew ton, who endorsed his argum ent as i f  

i t  w ere se lf- ev ident. (721

A nother a t te m p t to  in v estig a te  non- decisions was Crenson’s 

study o f a ir  po llu tion in G ary, Indiana, and in E as t Chicago. [73] 

This docum ents th e  a lleged  influence o f U.S. S tee l in p reven ting  

th e  issue o f a ir  po llu tion from  being ra ised  in th e  tow n o f G ary, 

and in decisively  w atering  down th e  an ti-  pollu tion  law  which was
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finally  passed. This, i t  is c laim ed, w as done w ithou t the  

com pany en te rin g  th e  p o litic a l a ren a  by "m ere rep u ta tio n  fo r 

pow er, unsupported by a c ts  o f  pow er." The com pany, argued 

Crenson, "thus defied  th e  p lu ra lis t d ic tum  th a t  p o litic a l pow er 

belongs to  p o litic a l ac to rs."  H is analysis m ade a  s trong  

im pression on Lukes, who devo ted  nearly  four pages o f  his b rie f  

study to  a  discussion o f  it. Lukes adm its, how ever, th a t  "the 

th e o re tic a l fram ew ork  ... can  be  seen as  lying on th e  borderline 

o f  th e  tw o- dim ensional and th e  th re e -  d im ensional view s o f 

pow er. "[74] O ther com m en ta to rs  have been  m ore c r it ic a l. Polsby 

applauds Crenson’s com para tive  approach, b u t argues th a t  his 

"bits and scraps o f findings ... w ill no t support th e  burden  he 

p laces on them  ... and y ie ld  conclusions o f  questionable valid ity  

only a f te r  th e  m ost re le n tle ss  pum m elling by an investiga to r 

whose b iases a re  busily engaged. "[75] M cLean ag rees  w ith  Crenson 

th a t  c lean  a ir  was in itia lly  opposed by m achine p o litic ians 

because such a  "public good" p layed  no p a r t  in th e  p o litic a l 

" trade in divisible benefits ."  He is scath ing , how ever, on 

Crenson’s conclusion w hich he c la im s "is w eakly supported  by 

evidence. " Crenson, adds M cLean incredulously, "actua lly  c ite s  

U.S. S te e l’s o ffic ia l a t t i tu d e  o f  non- in te rven tion  in G ary’s 

a ffa irs  as a  c r it ic a l ob stac le  to  th e  developm ent o f th e  d irty  

a ir  debate . "[76] D eveloping a  po in t from  Lukes’ analysis, Cox 

argues th a t  "Crenson and o th e rs  ... have tended  to  founder on th e  

d ifficu lties  o f sep ara tin g  th e  notion  o f a  la te n t issue ... from  

th a t  o f re a l in te re s ts . "[77] In any ev en t, C renson’s m ethods are  

unsuitab le fo r use by th e  local h is to rian  since they  depend on
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th e  com pletion  o f  questionnaires.

The y e a r 1976 saw th e  appearan ce  o f an a r tic le  by M olotch on 

"the c ity  as a  grow th m achine." M olotch’s th esis  is th a t  th e  

dom inant local e lite  in m odem  A m erican  c itie s  is b ased  on or 

asso c ia ted  w ith  land ow nership and use. The group includes 

"local businessm en, p a rticu la rly  p ro p e rty  ow ners and investo rs in 

locally  o rien ted  financ ia l in s titu tio n s , ... law yers, synd icato rs 

and rea lto rs"  to g e th e r  w ith  "those who, although n o t involved in 

land use, have th e ir  fu tu re s  t ie d  to  g row th  o f  th e  m etropo lis  as 

a  whole." Such a c to rs  have a  com m on econom ic in te re s t  in th e  

developm ent o f  th e ir  c ity  and th e ir  "desire fo r g row th  provides 

th e  key opera tiv e  m o tivation  tow ard  consensus ... how ever sp lit 

th ey  m ay be  on o th e r issues." The p rocess, i t  is claim ed, 

o p e ra te s  a t  various levels, from  shopkeepers arguing about w here 

to  p u t bus stops to  h o te l ow ners co n testin g  th e  loca tion  o f  a  

convention c en tre , and so on upw ards to  in te r-  c ity  riva lry  fo r 

governm ent funding o f  developm ent p ro je c ts  and fo r investm en t by 

p riv a te  com panies. Thus, governm en tal agencies a re  assiduously 

c u ltiv a ted  and "virtually  any issue o f a  m ajo r business m agazine 

is re p le te  w ith ads from  lo c a litie s  ... tru m p etin g  th e ir  v irtu es  

... to  p ro spective  industria l s e ttle rs ."  In th ese  c ircum stances,

"a key ro le  o f  e le c te d  and appoin ted  o ffic ia ls  becom es th a t  o f 

am bassador to  industry." In tim a te ly  bound up w ith  th is  a re  "the 

c ity - sponsored p arade  flo a ts , and s ta d ia  ... and support fo r 

professional sports  te am s carry ing  th e  lo ca lity  nam e, ... th e  

glossy claim  o f c rea tin g  a  g re a te r  C leveland, ... e t c .......
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public school cu rricu la , ch ild ren ’s essay  co n tests , soapbox 

derbies, spelling co n tests , b eau ty  p agean ts , e tc ."  to  "help build 

an ideological base  fo r local boosterism ." Such, argues M olotch, 

is "the essence o f  local governm ent as a  dynam ic p o litic a l 

fo rce . "[78]

M olotch’s lively  a r tic le  was en th u sias tica lly  rece iv ed  by 

o th e r e lite  th eo ris ts . D om hoffs  tone  is positively  ce leb ra to ry : 

"Grow th m achine. I t  has a  ring  to  it."  He c a s tig a te s  la t te r  day 

M arxists fo r seeing  th e  problem  in te rm s o f  p ro fits  ra th e r  than  

ren ts . An a rb ite r  o f  grow th  in te re s ts , he adds, echoing M olotch, 

is usually th e  local new spaper, w hich in th e  la s t analysis w ill 

back  expansion aga inst env ironm enta l conservation  in an e f fo r t  to  

expand its  p o te n tia l readersh ip . S om etim es th e  local building 

trad e s  unions can  be  en lis ted  as "a usefu l jun ior p a rtn e r."  The 

theory , D om hoff adds, can  also inco rp o ra te  "h isto rica l fac to rs"  

which c r it ic s  alw ays argued  e l ite  th eo ries  could no t do. In th e  

n in e teen th  cen tu ry , fo r exam ple, th e re  w ere f ie rc e  figh ts  over 

th e  acquisition  o f local railw ays, a  v ita l need  o f  grow th  

m achines a t  th a t  tim e. To- day, sunbelt c itie s , w ith  no o u td a ted  

in fra s tru c tu re  o f heavy industry , unused land  and good w ea th e r 

m ight have b e t te r  chances o f a t tr a c t in g  high technology 

e lec tro n ics  com panies. D om hoff also c la im s th a t  th e  grow th 

m achine theo ry  "is a  com ple te  v ind ication  o f  H un te r and his 

d readed  rep u ta tio n a l m ethod. " Like M olotch, D om hoff p o in ts to  

th e  s tra in s  in th e  grow th  m achine, fo r  exam ple co n flic ts  w ith
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neighbourhood groups who do no t w an t throughw ays and o th e r 

disruptive in fra s tru c tu re  c u ttin g  in to  th e ir  a rea , bu t argues 

th a t  th e  landed in te re s ts  o fte n  win ou t in th e  end. [79]

Perhaps th e  m ost usefu l t re a tm e n t o f th e  grow th  m achine fo r 

p resen t purposes, how ever, is by Dye, who looks a t  its  

im plications fo r loca l po licy- m aking. H e draw s a  sharp 

d istinction  be tw een  po licies to  s tim u la te  grow th  (which th e  

grow th m achine is likely to  support) and po licies to  provide 

am en ities  (which i t  is likely  to  oppose o r a t  le a s t fa il to  

prom ote). Dye thus ca teg o rises  four d if fe re n t types o f po licies, 

developm ental, red is trib u tio n a l, a lloca tio n a l and organisational. 

The grow th m achine, he argues, values developm ental policy 

highly, and rep u ta tio n a l stud ies such as  H un ter’s a re  very  

e ffe c tiv e  a t  highlighting th is. The local e lite , how ever, would 

p re fe r  to  ed it red is trib u tio n a l policy  ou t o f  th e  local p o litic a l 

agenda, som ething which i t  is usually ab le  to  do because  o f th e  

dom inant ro le  p layed  by F ed era l governm ent in th is  a rea . I t  has 

a  strong  in te re s t in th w artin g  th e  in troduction  o f high business 

taxes, m inim um  wage leg isla tion  and so on, since th is  m ight drive 

aw ay trad e , b u t i t  can  norm ally  p rev a il upon o th e r a c to rs  to  

acc ep t th is  as being in th e  com m on good. Public u n rest, such as 

r io ts  and ag ita tion , how ever, a re  th rea ten in g  to  confidence, and 

th e  local e l i te  has p e rfe c te d  a  num ber o f  s tra te g ie s  fo r 

contain ing  th ese  by sym bolic or token  concessions o r by 

d iscred iting  th e  p ro te s te rs . A llocational decisions include 

those  re le v an t to  th e  po lice and f ire  serv ices, th e  school
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serv ice , e tc . and th e se  a re  "p luralist in c h a ra c te r .” Dye adds 

th a t  p lu ra lis ts  ten d  "to m istak e  a lloca tional p o litic s  fo r th e  

whole o f  com m unity po litics."  Finally , th e  grow th  m achine 

usually ta k es  l i t t le  in te re s t in o rgan isa tional policy  unless its  

con tro l o f  developm ent policy  is th rea ten ed . The p a rtic ip a tio n  

o f b lacks in urban governm ent, fo r exam ple, is read ily  to le ra te d , 

especially  since b lack  m ayors o ften  pursue expansionist econom ic 

policies. [80]

The theory  o f th e  grow th  m achine has been  sum m arised  a t  some 

length  because  i t  appears to  shed ligh t on B irm ingham  com m unity 

pow er around 1900. The local p ress, fo r exam ple, as  th e  grow th 

m achine theo ry  suggests, spoke out frequen tly  in th e  in te re s ts  o f 

th e  c ity  and o f its  econom ic and developm ental w elfare . 

U nfo rtunate ly , th e  p re sen t re sea rch  schem e p recludes th e  

sy stem a tic  id en tifica tio n  o f landed in te re s ts  in local p o litic a l 

life . Indeed, th e  em phasis on th e  industria l advan tages o f  pure 

w ate r, th e  successfu l p ressu re  by com m ercia l in te re s ts  in the  

c ity  c e n tre  to  secu re  th e  in troduction  o f th e  e le c tr ic  ligh t, and 

th e  cav a lie r tre a tm e n t by th e  Housing C om m ittee  o f  sm all p roperty  

landlords suggest th a t,  i f  th e re  was a  grow th m achine, i t  was 

probably led  by industria lists . The surge o f c iv ic  p ride 

surrounding th e  construc tion  o f  th e  W elsh w a te r  works, how ever, 

and th e  freq u en t con tem porary  re fe ren c es  to  th e  con tribu tion  i t  

would m ake to  th e  p rosperity  o f  th e  c ity  a re  re le v a n t to  th e  idea 

o f a  local grow th m achine. W ith e le c tr ic ity , i t  seem s from  th e  

na tional d eb a te  on m unicipalisation  and from  th e  success o f th e
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publicly owned gas and w a te r  com panies, th a t  th e  council thought 

they  could adm in iste r th e se  u tilit ie s  m ore e ff ic ie n tly  than  a  

p riv a te  com pany. The decision o f th e  local "grow th m achine" (if 

i t  ex isted) to  develop under m unicipal ownership an increasingly  

im p o rtan t p a r t  o f th e  c ity 's  in fra s tru c tu re  would thus seem  

reasonable. W ith housing, th e  council had no g re a t ob jection  to  

m unicipal building if  i t  could be m ade to  pay fo r itse lf . When 

i t  becam e c le a r  th a t  th is  w as im possible, th is  red is trib u tiv e  

policy was, fo r financia l reasons, rem oved from  th e  form al 

p o litic a l agenda, p artly , perhaps, because i t  w as largely  

irrelevEuit to  econom ic grow th  and th e  developm ent o f  th e  

in fra s tru c tu re . A s im plied above, how ever, a ll th e se  po in ts m ust 

rem ain  co n testab le , as m u st th e  argum ent th a t ,  even  i f  th e re  was 

a  local "growth m achine", i t s  m ain basis was landed  in te re s ts  

ra th e r  than  those businessm en usually  iden tified  by h isto rians as 

th e  m em bers o f  local e lites .

The study o f  local e l ite s  in th e  U.S.A. has been  too 

ex tensive fo r sy stem a tic  sum m ary. By c o n tra s t, as Cox has noted, 

B ritish  con tribu tions have been  re la tiv e ly  sparse. P ah l's  thesis 

s tre sses  th e  e l ite  ro le  o f  "urban m anagers" who have considerable 

d iscre tionary  pow er over th e  d istribu tion  o f goods and  serv ices. 

He m entions local housing o ffice rs  and p lanners who decide on th e  

location  o f shopping cen tre s , housing e s ta te s , e tc . The p a r t 

p layed  by such groups w ent unnoticed  in th e  p re se n t research . 

D earlove’s study  o f  th e  re la tio n s  betw een  th e  e l i te  group o f 

councillors and o ffic ia ls  and in te re s t  groups in K ensington and
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C helsea showed th a t  th e  con tro lling  C onservative P a rty  exh ib ited  

a  sy stem a tic  b ias in favour o f  groups w ith  w hich i t  was 

ideologically  sym pathetic . This has som e co rre la tio n  to  th e  

fie ld  o f housing in B irm ingham  around 1900, w here Housing 

C om m ittee  m em bers gave scan t co u rtesy  to  rep resen ta tio n s  from  th e  

T rades Council and o th e r labour m ovem ent bodies to  w hich they  

w ere ideologically  and po litica lly  opposed. In Croydon, Saunders 

in vestiga ted  th e  rela tionsh ip  be tw een  th e  e lite  group o f 

councillors and local business in te re s ts . He found th a t  th e  

local au th o rity  w as an independent a c to r  in local p o litics, bu t 

th a t  i t  cu ltiv a ted  im p o rtan t links, fo rm ally  v ia  consu lta tion  and 

inform ally  v ia  th e  local socia l scene, w ith  a  business com m unity 

w hich gave i t  co n stan t policy  guidance. [81] The p re sen t study 

fa iled  to  iden tify  th is  fe a tu re  o f  loca l po litic s, b u t som e o f 

th e  h is to rica l stud ies o f local e lite s  sum m arised  below  a re  

re le v an t to  its  investigation . A ll th re e  o f th ese  B ritish  

s tud ies adopt N ew ton’s in junction  to  in v estig a te  "the ways in 

w hich e lite s  in te ra c t w ith  c itize n s" , a  fa c to r  which tends to  be 

overlooked in th e  U.S.A. [82] F u rth erm o re , in B rita in  C. W right 

M ills’ "positional" approach, w hereby fo rm al a c to rs  a re  

id en tified  from  th e ir  o ffic ia l positions tends to  be  m ore com m on 

than  H un ter’s "reputational" m ethod.

The "positional" approach  is, o f course, s tandard  in h is to rica l 

stud ies o f e lite s  because o f th e  im possibility , alluded  to  above, 

o f in te rro g a tin g  th e  dead. D espite  th e  vigorous a t ta c k  upon th e  

concep t o f  local e lite s  in th e  U .S.A ., th e re  have been  a  num ber
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o f such "positional" stud ies o f th e  econom ic, soc ia l and 

relig ious backgrounds o f p o litic a l leaders  in B irm ingham . The 

approach was m ooted by H ennock in his d o c to ra l thesis, and 

subsequently  developed in his book F it and P roper P ersons. [831 

I t  has been  adopted  by Linda Jo n es  in h e r study  o f  th e  ro le  o f 

libera l businessm en in th e  m unicipal p o litic s  o f V ictorian  

B irm ingham ,[84] and by B ailey in his investiga tion  in to  th e  ro le  

o f th e  Q uakers in local governm ent. [85] The social h is to ry  o f 

Birm ingham 's com m ercia l and industria l e l i te  has been  chronic led  

by Ballard. [86] Even M oreland, in his study  o f  "p e tit-  bourgeois 

hegemony" in n in e teen th  cen tu ry  B irm ingham , g ives ex tended  

b iographical d e ta ils  o f som e o f his m ajor ac to rs . [87]

Throughout th e  field  o f local h isto ry , th e  study  o f  urban 

e lite s , as T rainor has shown, is com mon. [88] The L eeds e lite , 

fo r exam ple, has been  tra c e d  back  as fa r  as 1626 by Kirby, and 

described  in i ts  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  m an ifes ta tio n  by K itson 

C lark. [89] The technique o f  investigating  th e  occupational 

com position o f m unicipal councils is p a rticu la rly  com m on. I t  

form s, fo r exam ple, an im p o rtan t p a r t  o f K idd's analysis o f th e  

m iddle c lass in M anchester. [90] Ironically , even  th e  h is to rica l 

sections o f D ahl's Who G overns?, as G arrard  has po in ted  out, "are 

beised only upon an occupational analysis o f e lec tiv e  

leadership . "[91]
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The lim ita tions o f an analysis o f th e  origins o f m unicipal 

councillors, when taken  in iso la tion , a re  d em o n stra ted  by 

H ennock’s 1968 study o f  B irm ingham  and Leeds. T here  a re , fo r 

exam ple, form idable problem s o f defin ition . H ennock pays 

"particu lar a tte n tio n  to  ... occupation", b u t adm its  th a t  "the 

ca lib re  o f  th e  councillors ... th e  rea lly  im p o rtan t considera tion  

... is no t rea lly  pinned down by m eans o f an  occupational 

survey." T here a re  also "many borderline  cases" which he is 

fo rced  to  ca teg o rise , a rb itra r ily  and "w ithout com m ent", as 

e ith e r  la rge  o r sm all businessm en, having no sec tio n  to  co v er th e  

m iddle ground. Thus, H ennock's conclusion th a t,  from  1862 to  

1882, th e  "owners o f  la rge  businesses" in c reased  and th e  "owners 

o f  sm all businesses" d ecreased  as a  p e rce n tag e  o f  th e  to ta l  

num ber o f  B irm ingham ’s councillors seem s reasonab le, b u t canno t 

be estab lished  very  p recise ly . In ju s tif ic a tio n  o f  his re sea rch  

plan, Hennock argues th a t  "the e le c te d  personnel o f  urban local 

governm ent p layed  a  c ru c ia l role" during th e  period  from  1835 to  

1914, and th a t  th e ir  "decisions ... w ere to  a f f e c t  fo r good or 

ill th e  physical and social environm ent o f  an ever- increasing  

p roportion  o f th e  population." T here is no sy s tem a tic  a t te m p t, 

how ever, to  dem o n stra te  how changes in th e  social and econom ic 

com position o f th e  council m igh t a f fe c t  th e  po lic ies pursued  and 

th e  decisions arrived  a t , although re fe re n c e  to  an a r tic le  o f 

1963 on ra te p ay e rs ’ rev o lts  im plies th a t  sm all businessm en m ean 

econom y and big  ones th e  spending o f  m oney. H ennock’s conclusion 

is th a t  th e re  a re  "m arked d iffe ren ces  over th e  period  as a  whole" 

be tw een  th e  com position o f  th e  councils o f  B irm ingham  and Leeds
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and th a t  "a study o f o th e r tow ns would stren g th en  th e  im pression 

o f varie ty ."  The policy im plications o f th ese  v aria tions, 

how ever, a re  avoided, and i t  is c laim ed  th a t "it m ay be 

im possible to  genera lise  about th e  course th a t  ev en ts  have taken  

in d iffe re n t towns. "[92] An investigation  o f decision- m aking, 

how ever, revea ls  th a t,  around th e  end o f  th e  n in e teen th  cen tury , 

v irtua lly  every  s izeab le  m unicipality  took  its  local e le c tr ic ity  

com pany in to  public ow nership, and th a t  Glasgow, Liverpool, 

M anchester and Birm ingham  a ll acqu ired  new supplies o f w a te r from  

unpollu ted  uplands. The policy dynam ics involved in such 

decisions, m oreover, w ere only tenuously re la te d  to  th e  social 

and econom ic com position o f  m unicipal councils. [93]

Linda Jones’s study o f  th e  ro le  o f businessm en in 

B irm ingham ’s m unicipal po litic s  likew ise gives only a  b r ie f  

tre a tm e n t o f issues and decision- m aking. H aving estab lished  

th a t  businessm en w ere predom inan t on th e  council, she assum es 

th a t  they  will a c t  in th e  exp ec ted  way and carry  ou t "a holding 

ac tion  ... against th e  fo rw ard  m arch  o f m unicipal trad in g  and 

m unicipal socialism ." F or her, "hard business sense delayed  th e  

purchase o f  th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply com pany." But why, i f  th e  aim  

was to  hold back  m unicipal en te rp rise , did th e  pu rchase  occur a t  

all? H ere , an investigation  o f th e  con tem porary  na tio n a l deb a te  

on m unicipal trad ing , and o f case  stud ies o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  

industry  in o th e r tow ns and c itie s , is re lev an t. To som e ex ten t, 

Jones’s conclusion is con trad ic to ry ; "Municipal trad in g  did 

expand as th e  com plex n a tu re  o f  c iv ic  problem s gradually  pushed

- 68 -



councillors beyond s e t p rinciples. In th e  period  betw een  1870 

and 1900, how ever, ... th e  lim its  o f m unicipal ac tio n  ... w ere 

surprisingly c learly  defined. "[94] An analysis o f  th e  decision 

in th e  early  1890’s to  co n stru c t th e  E lan valley  w aterw orks, th e  

m ost expensive and in te rv en tio n is t p ro je c t adopted  by th e  

m unicipality  up to  th a t  tim e, would suggest th a t  th e  f ir s t  p a r t  

o f Jones’s in te rp re ta tio n  is sounder th an  th e  second.

4. The TTiird Dimension o f Power: R eal Interests. Ideology.

P olitical Culture and Class and M arxist Analysis.

Lukes’ defin ition  o f th e  "th ree  d im ensional view o f pow er", 

as opposed to  his o b ite r d ic ta  on it ,  is q u ite  b rie f. I t  

involves, he explains, "a thoroughgoing c ritiq u e  o f the  

behavioural focus o f  the  f irs t  tw o view s as  too  indiv idualistic  

and allows fo r consideration  o f th e  m any w ays in which p o te n tia l 

issues a re  kep t ou t o f  po litics, w hether through th e  operation  o f  

social fo rces  and in stitu tio n a l p ra c tic e s  o r th rough individuals’ 

decisions." H e adds th a t  "this ... can  occur in th e  absence o f 

ac tu a l, observable con flic t, which m ay have been  successfully  

av e rted  - though th e re  rem ains h e re  an im p lic it re fe re n c e  to  

p o te n tia l conflic t."  H owever, "this p o te n t ia l ... m ay never in 

fa c t  be actualised . W hat one m ay have here  is a  la te n t  co n flic t, 

which consists in a  con trad ic tion  be tw een  th e  in te re s ts  o f  those 

exercising  pow er and th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f  those th ey  exclude."
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To th is  "sum m ary’' Lukes adds tw o glosses. F irs tly , "the 

te rm  behavioural" is used "in th e  narrow  sense ... to  r e fe r  to  

th e  study o f o v ert and a c tu a l behaviour - and specifica lly  

co n cre te  decisions. O f course, in th e  w idest sense, th e  th ree - 

dim ensional view o f pow er is behavioural in th a t  i t  is com m itted  

to  th e  view  th a t  behaviour (action  and inaction , conscious and 

unconscious, a c tu a l and p o ten tia l) p rov ides ev idence (d irec t and 

ind irect) fo r th e  a ttr ib u tio n  o f  th e  ex erc ise  o f  pow er." 

Secondly, Lukes s tresses  th a t  th e  la te n t co n flic t re fe r re d  to  "is 

la te n t in th e  sense th a t  i t  is assum ed th a t  th e re  would be  a  

co n flic t o f w ants and p re fe ren c es  be tw een  those  exercising  pow er 

and those sub jec t to  it ,  w ere th e  l a t te r  to  becom e aw are  o f  th e ir  

in te res ts . "

This new ch a ra c te risa tio n  o f pow er, Lukes argues, is needed  

because although th e  tw o- dim ensional view o f  pow er " rep resen ts  a  

m ajor advance over th e  one- dim ensional" i t ,  in tu rn , is 

inadequate . F or exam ple, "it is s til l  too  co m m itted  to  

behaviouralism ." I t  is also "inadequate ... in i ts  associa tion  

o f  pow er w ith ac tu a l, observable co n flic t. " F inally  i t  insists  

" th a t non- decision- m aking pow er only ex ists  w here th e re  a re  

g rievances which a re  denied en try  in to  th e  p o litic a l p rocess in 

th e  form  o f  issues. I f  th e  observer can  uncover no grievances, 

then  he m ust assum e th e re  is a  genuine consensus on th e  

prevailing  a lloca tion  o f values. " Lukes continues: "Is i t  no t 

th e  suprem e and m ost insidious ex erc ise  o f pow er to  p rev en t
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people, to  w hatever degree , from  having g rievances by shaping 

th e ir  percep tions, cognitions and p re fe ren c es  in such a  way th a t 

they  a c c e p t th e ir  ro le  in th e  ex isting  o rder o f th ings, e ith e r  

because th ey  cem see or im agine no a lte rn a tiv e  to  i t ,  o r because 

they  see i t  as n a tu ra l and unchangeable, o r because th ey  value i t  

as divinely ordained  and beneficial?"

The argum ents o f p lu ra lis ts  aga in st th e  study o f  non

decisions in th e  second dim ension a re  tru e  a  fo r tio ri o f  th e  

th ird , and Lukes quotes Polsby’s and W olfinger’s "classic 

objection" th a t  you cannot study or explain  w hat does n o t happen. 

Lukes adm its  th a t  i t  is d ifficu lt, especially  to  iden tify  

inaction  and unconscious pow er (of which even th e  ex e rc ise r m ay 

be unaw are) and to  a t tr ib u te  th e  exerc ise  o f pow er "to 

c o llec tiv itie s  such as groups, c lasses o r in s titu tions", an 

asp ec t which, as explained below, has g en e ra ted  a  com plex debate  

cen tred  upon th e  concep t o f  " stru c tu ra l pow er." Lukes claim s 

th a t  th e  problem s can  be overcom e, bu t, as has been  seen, th is  

m eans m aking co n testab le  assum ptions about re a l in te re s ts . [95]

Cox, som ew hat s im plistically , links th e  th ird  dim ension o f 

pow er exclusively to  M arx ist in te rp re ta tio n s : "M arxists ... a re  

concerned  to  explain how i t  is th a t  people com e to  believe th e  

th ings th a t  they  do, no t ju s t w ith who wins ou t in observable 

con flic ts  o f  in te re s t o r who se ts  th e  agenda o f p o litic a l 

debate ."  Thus, "th ird  dim ensional th eo ries  a re  ... less 

concerned  w ith  co n flic t and m ore in te re s te d  in suppression and
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social conditioning ... so th a t  individuals never understand  

th e ir  re a l in te re s ts . He continues, "for th ird - dim ensional 

th e o ris ts  th e  answ er to  th is  question is th a t  th e  ... c a p ita lis t 

econom ic and social s tru c tu re  p red e te rm in es  individual thought 

and ac tion  such th a t  fundam ental th re a ts  to  th e  system  a re  not 

only con tained  bu t th a t  people a re  incapable o f  rea lis in g  th a t  

th ey  should w ant to  change th e  system ." L a te r, how ever, Cox 

alludes to  "the valid  claim  by p lu ra lis t and e l i te  w rite rs  th a t  

M arxist accoun ts  a re  sim ply no t fa lsifiab le ."  Thus any expressed 

p re fe ren c es  by working people which appear to  c a s t  doubt upon 

M arxist persp ec tiv es  can be  explained aw ay as fa lse  consciousness 

cap ita lis t hoodwinking or ideological m anipulation , irre sp ec tiv e  

o f em pirica l evidence to  th e  co n tra ry . Thus "M arxist accounts 

a re  based on logical and co h eren t th e o re tic a l a rgum en t, bu t they  

do no t con ta in  a  coun ter- fa c tu a l which would ren d e r them  capable 

o f  fo rm al fa ls ifica tion ."  Cox's claim  is a cc ep ted  in th e  p resen t 

study, b u t so is his fu r th e r  assertion  th a t  investigations o f 

la te n t in te re s ts , social conditioning, ideological co n tro l and so 

on can  s till be o f value. [96]

An a t te m p t to  in v estig a te  pow er from  a  th ird  dim ensional 

p ersp ec tiv e  was m ade by G aven ta  in his study o f "power and 

pow erlessness" in th e  A ppalachians. H is work, which has been  

com m ended by bo th  Lukes and M orriss, in v estig a tes  th e  apparen t 

"apathy and ignorance" o f coal m iners in th e  C le a r Fork 

V alley.[97] "Why", asks G aven ta  "in an oppressed com m unity  w here 

one m ight in tu itive ly  ex p ec t upheaval, does one find, o r appear
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to  find, qu iescence? U nder w hat conditions and against w hat 

o b stac les  does rebellion  begin  to  em erge? "[98] To describe 

G aven ta’s explanation, as M orriss does, as "quite moving" is to  

u n d e rs ta te  th e  case. [99] A fte r  a  leng thy  th e o re tic a l and 

m ethodological opening b ased  on th e  p ersp ec tiv es  o f Lukes, th e  

au tho r tu rn s  to  "the case  o f  a  c e n tra l A ppalachian  valley" and 

ca ta logues a  pow erful system  o f in d irec t co n tro l and m anipulation 

opera ting  in th e  in te re s ts  o f th e  ab sen tee  B ritish  coal owners.

In th e  fie ld  o f  local po litic s, G aven ta  found no observable 

co n flic t on issues such as th e  low ta x a tio n  o f  co rp o ra te  w ealth , 

poverty  and social re fo rm . The m iners o f  th e  valley  rem ained  

loyal to  th e  co rru p t leadersh ip  o f th e  U nited  M inew orkers o f 

A m erica  against th e  re fo rm  m ovem ent o f Jo ck  Yablonski because  

they  saw  th e  union as th e re  to  defend them  and re sen te d  in te rn a l 

troub lem akers. Help from  F edera l governm ent and from  well- 

m eaning ou tsiders was ignored by m iners who had  a  shrew d grasp o f 

th e  re a litie s  o f pow er and who re sen te d  a t te m p ts  to  underm ine th e  

hillbilly’s way o f life . The analysis is in p a r t  sub jective , and 

i t  m akes assum ptions about re a l in te re s ts  w hich a re  no t am enable 

to  em pirica l enquiry. But i t  is persuasive, and i t  dem o n stra tes  

th e  inadequacy o f studying pow er by th e  observation  o f decision

m aking alone.

W hether th e  undoubted value o f G aven ta’s study can  be 

ascribed  en tire ly  to  its  th ird  dim ensional p ersp ec tiv e , how ever, 

is doubtful. M orriss re fe rs  to  i ts  "com m endably e c le c tic  

methodology" and i t  appears to  tran scen d  th e  boundaries o f th e
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academ ic deb a te  from  which i t  s tem s. In p a rtic u la r , in com m on 

w ith  studies o f pow er in th e  fam ily  com m ended by M orriss, i t  

adopts som e o f  th e  p ersp ec tiv es  o f  social anthropology, and also 

o f sociology. [100] P erhaps th e  functional in te r-  re la tionsh ips 

which i t  chronicles be tw een  th e  econom ic, social and p o litic a l 

fo rces  oppressing th e  be leaguered  m ining com m unity would have 

caused  less com m ent i f  published ou tside th e  discipline o f 

p o litic a l science.

An a t te m p t to  apply th ird  dim ensional M arxist approaches to  

local governm ent is m ade by Cox. M ost M arxists, he argues, view 

th e  s ta te  as a  whole and ignore i ts  perip h e ra l agencies. 

H ow ever, C ockbum ’s study The Local S ta te  a t te m p ts  a  M arxist 

analysis o f  L am beth  Borough Council. This looks a t  th e  

developm ent o f neighbourhood councils and, in i ts  in s titu tio n a l 

sections, re so rts  to  a  descrip tive  f ir s t  dim ensional account 

w hich m ain ta ins an uneasy co- ex isten ce  w ith  th e  m ore th e o re tic a l 

m a te ria l. In co n tra s t, th e  Spanish M arxist C aste lls  a t te m p ts  a  

s tru c tu ra l approach. His argum ent is th a t  th e  function  o f  local 

governm ent is to  provide housing, tran sp o rt and o th e r  public 

goods which a re  necessary  fo r th e  m ain tenance  o f  th e  system  b u t 

which th e  cap ita lis ts  do n o t wish to  pay fo r them selves. The new 

tow ns m ovem ent, fo r exam ple, can  be  seen  as an a t te m p t by th e  

c a p ita lis t system  to  tra n s fe r  th e  co s ts  o f dealing w ith  inner 

c ity  slum s onto  th e  s ta te .  D unleavy gives a  s im ilar 

s tru c tu ra lis t analysis in which loca l governm ent, and in 

p a rtic u la r  vo ting  in local e lec tions, is dom inated  by co n flic ts
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over co llec tiv e  consum ption o f  locally  provided  goods and 

serv ices such as  housing, educa tion  and tran sp o rt. P rofessionals 

em ployed by local au th o ritie s  becom e increasing ly  im portan t 

p o litic a l a c to rs  because o f  th e ir  ro le  in d is trib u tin g  such 

ben efits . Saunders argues th a t  th e re  is a  "dual s ta te "  defined  

by re la tio n s  o f p roduction  on th e  one hand and consum ption on th e  

o ther. Like th e  th e o ris ts  o f th e  "grow th m achine" he thus draw s 

a  d is tinction  be tw een  social inv estm en t in in fra s tru c tu re , which 

he says is governed by "corporative" decision- m aking, and social 

w elfare  provision, w here a  m ore "com petitive" and "pluralist" 

dynam ic is a t  work. [101]

C aste lls’ analysis m ay have som e re lev an ce  to  B irm ingham  

around 1900 since th e  m assive in v estm en t in th e  in fra s tru c tu re  o f 

th e  Welsh dam s, arguably  n ecessary  i f  cap ita lism  w as to  prosper 

in th e  c ity , could hardly have been  financed  from  p riv a te  

sources. I t  also m ight explain  why l i t t le  w as done to  provide 

council housing, since C aste lls  explains th a t  housing re fo rm  is 

in tended  p a rtly  to  b lun t th e  pow er o f  th e  grow ing labour 

m ovem ent. F or him , th is  explains why early  ag ita tio n  fo r new 

tow ns was th w arte d  and why th e  f ir s t  b ig  advances cam e a f te r  th e  

working c lass e le c to ra l v ic to ry  o f 1945. B efore 1914 th e  labour 

m ovem ent was com paratively  w eak in B irm ingham . A f te r  1918 i t  was 

stronger, and, on C aste lls^  analysis, th e  adoption  by th e  non- 

Labour m ajo rity  o f  th e ir  riva ls’ policy  m ay be  seen  as  an  a t te m p t 

to  th w art th e  p ro le ta r ia t. This, how ever, to g e th e r  w ith  sim ilar 

app lications w hich m ight be m ade o f  th e  th eo ries  o f  th e  o th e r
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M arxists sum m arised, m ust rem ain  sp ecu la tive . A ll observers 

ag ree  th a t  such in te rp re ta tio n s  a re  no t reducib le  to  em pirically  

verifiab le  propositions.

This is th e  problem  w ith  all a t te m p ts  to  apply th ird  

dim ensional analyses to  s tud ies such as th is. The d ifficu lty  has 

arisen  in a  com plica ted  discussion o f w hether or n o t th e  largely  

M arxist concep t o f "s tru c tu ra l power" is a  co n trad ic tio n  in 

te rm s. M arxists such as P ou lan tzas, in th e  words o f  Hugh W ard, 

"argue th a t  pow er is a  p roduct o f th e  in te ra c tio n  o f various 

s tru c tu ra l levels o pera ting  through social c lasses  ra th e r  than 

individuals" and "for them  a ll pow er is s tru c tu ra l."  On the  

o th e r hand "Lukes believes th a t  to  ta lk  o f  s tru c tu ra l pow er is 

se lf- con trad ic to ry ."  W ard’s own conclusion is th a t  "it is 

n e ith e r  se lf- co n trad ic to ry  nor redundant to  ta lk  o f  the  

s tru c tu ra l pow er o f  cap ita l. "[102] I t  would have been  d ifficu lt 

to  u tilise  th is  concep t in th e  p resen t re sea rch , how ever, 

largely  because  o f th e  problem , re fe rre d  to  above, o f  applying i t  

em pirically .

Perhaps p a rtly  because o f  th e  re sea rch  p lan , no case  o f  th e  

opera tion  o f  pow er in Lukes’ th ird  dim ension was discovered in 

th is  study. In o th e r words, a t  no s tag e  did th e re  appear to  be 

an a t te m p t by th e  pow erfu l to  hoodwink those  below  them  or to  

exp lo it th e ir  fa lse  consciousness in such a  way th a t  they  a c te d  

against th e ir  own re a l in te re s ts . In th e  case  o f  th e  Welsh w a te r 

schem e, indeed, th e  opposite seem s to  have been  th e  case. The
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opposition could plausibly be  rep re sen ted  as b e tray in g  th e ir  own 

re a l in te re s ts  in p re fe rrin g  low er w a te r  r a te s  and an inadequate  

and d irty  w a te r  supply. The C orporation , by m aking them  pay 

h igher w a te r  r a te s  fo r an am ple and pu re  supply w ere fo rcing  

them , against th e ir  will, to  a c t  in th e ir  own re a l in te re s ts .

In th a t  p a rtic u la r  case , th e re fo re , th e  concep t o f  re a l in te re s ts  

is stood  on its  head, and used to  re in fo rce  th e  m ore genera l 

po in t about th e  irra tio n a lity  o f  th e  opponents’ case.

In th is  research , th e re fo re , th e  concep t o f  re a l in te re s ts  

has been  found o f value, desp ite  its  co n tes tab le  n a tu re  and th e  

fa c t  th a t  here  no th ird  dim ensional analysis is based  on it .  The 

notion o f  re a l in te re s ts , o r "w elfare in te res ts"  in a  m ore re c e n t 

phrase o f Lukes, has a lready  been  analysed  above as p a r t  o f th e  

ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r th e  p re sen t re sea rch  schem e. To sum m arise, on 

M orriss’s analysis, th ings like w a te r  supply and housing 

conditions a re  so c e n tra l to  hum an h ea lth  and w ell- being th a t 

w idely accep tab le  assum ptions about re a l in te re s ts  can  be  m ade in 

re sp e c t o f them . A t th e  tim e  o f th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e, fo r 

exam ple, everyone, including th e  schem e’s opponents, w ere 

p rep ared  to  a cc ep t th a t  th e  c ity  needed  ad equa te  pu re  w a te r, and, 

i f  a ll e lse  fa iled , had  to  g e t i t  w h atever i t  took. T here was 

also, in th e  housing case  study, a  very  b road  consensus, which 

excluded only a  sec tion  o f  th e  landlords, th a t  i t  was seriously 

again st people’s in te re s ts  to  live in appalling slum  conditions. 

Thus, tru e  to  th e  e c le c tic  m ethodology, an anedysis o f th e  re a l 

"welfare" in te re s ts  o f  a ll c itiz e n s  fo r  pu re  w a te r  and o f  slum
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dw ellers fo r b e t te r  housing w ill be  a tte m p te d , and i t  w ill be 

sp ecu la ted  to  w hat e x te n t th e  acqu isition  o f  th e  e le c tr ic ity  

supply industry  was in th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f  th e  inhab itan ts. 

V arious in te rp re ta tio n s  o f th e  p o litic a l cu ltu re  o f th e  c ity  and 

o f  th e  ba lance o f  p o litic a l fo rces w ithin i t  w ill also b e  m ade 

which m ay, perhaps, a t  le a s t in som e cases, be  reasonably  

ascribed  to  th e  th ird  ra th e r  th an  to  th e  f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er 

on th e  grounds s ta te d  by P a rry  and M orriss and sum m arised  above.

5. C onclusion.

"Local au tho rities" , as Cox has w ritten , "cannot be  regarded  

as independent p o litic a l system s in th e  sam e way th a t  one m igh t 

reg ard  nation  s ta te s . "[103] N ew ton c r itic ise s  "the  early  

com m unity pow er studies" in A m erica  w hich " tre a te d  th e ir  c itie s  

as if  they  w ere c ity - s ta te s  w ith  autonom ous and independent 

policy- m aking pow ers", b u t adds th a t  th e  com m on B ritish  a tt i tu d e  

th a t  " there  is no sense in looking a t  local p o litic s  and 

decision- making" because o f th e  pow er o f c e n tra l governm ent is 

also m istaken . [104] In B irm ingham  around 1900, th e  local 

au th o rity  had  con tro l o f s ign ifican t policy  a rea s , b u t its  

re la tionsh ip  w ith  national governm ent m ust be  co n stan tly  borne in 

mind. T here a re  various a sp ec ts  o f th is , b u t som e o f  th e  m ore 

sign ifican t, as ind ica ted  above, w ere th e  need  to  w ork w ithin th e  

fram ew ork  o f  na tional s ta tu te  law, th e  ro le  o f  th e  Local
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G overnm ent Board, and th e  req u irem en t to  ob ta in  loca l a c ts  o f 

P arliam en t b e fo re  im plem enting  c e r ta in  policy  in itia tiv es . Thus 

N ew ton rig h tly  s tre sses  "the c ru c ia l im portance  o f seeing  local 

po litic s  in its  na tional fram ew ork , and o f  analysing th e  

in te rp lay  o f n a tio n a l and loca l fac to rs . "[105] H is adv ice  is as 

re le v an t to  th e  h is to rian  as to  th e  s tu d en t o f  local governm ent 

to - day.

N ew ton also w arns about th e  danger, again  alluded to  above, 

o f  u n critica lly  tran sfe rr in g  findings from  A m erican  c itie s  to  th e  

B ritish  experience. A m erican  loca l governm ent is m ore fragm en ted  

than  B rita in ’s: "It is divided geographically  in to

m unicipalities, coun ties and tow nships, and functionally  in to  

san ita tio n  boards, po llu tion con tro l boards, educa tion  boards, 

w a te r  d is tr ic ts , school d is tr ic ts  and housing au th o ritie s . The 

New York M etropolitan  R egion is governed by 1,400 se p a ra te  

p o litic a l en titie s . " In B rita in , th e  system  was and is m ore 

un itary . Around 1900, fo r exam ple, th e re  s til l  ex isted  the  

sep a ra te  e n tity  o f th e  Poor Law G uardians, b u t th e  old School 

Board was abolished by th e  E ducation  A c t o f  1902 and its  pow ers 

tra n s fe rre d  to  th e  c ity  council. The s tren g th  o f  local councils 

over th e  la s t hundred y ea rs  c a s ts  doubt upon any a t te m p t to  

tra n s fe r  th e  findings o f  A m erican  p lu ra lis ts  and hyper- 

p lu ra lis ts  to  B ritain . As Cox has com m ented , th e  few  e ffo r ts  to  

ca rry  out "com m unity power" stud ies in B rita in , including Ken 

N ew ton’s in B irm ingham , "tended to  end w ith  th e  ... conclusion 

th a t  i t  was th e  local au th o rity  and its  m em bers and o ffice rs  who
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w ere th e  m ost in fluen tia l people in local po litic s . "[106] N ew ton 

c ite s  tw o m ore exam ples. An e li t is t  study  o f  B risto l in 1970 

"used th e  rep u ta tio n a l m ethod  only to  find  th a t  th e  council was 

th e  c e n tre  o f  local decision- m aking. " In 1967, an investigation  

o f  seven teen  local issues in B ath  also d em o n stra ted  "the e x te n t 

to  w hich th e  fo rm al o ffice - holders on th e  council dom inated  th e  

decision- m aking process. "[107] S im ilar conclusions a re  a rrived  

a t  here , b u t th e re  is m ore a t  s tak e  than  sim ply iden tify ing  th e  

decision- m akers, a  lim ited  ob jec tive  which, as  suggested  above, 

has p a r tly  v it ia te d  th e  A m erican  research . In B irm ingham  around 

1900, th e  analysis o f th e  issues them selves, i t  is argued , is 

o ften  th e  m ost p roductive  approach  to  understand ing  th e  decisions 

a rrived  a t.

F inally , th e  po in ts m ade a t  th e  beginning o f  th is  ch ap te r  

a re  now rep ea ted . The aim  o f th e  re sea rch  is to  see  w hat th e  

app lica tion  o f Lukes* approach  te lls  us, f irs tly  about com m unity 

pow er in B irm ingham  around 1900, and secondly abou t th e  valid ity  

and em pirica l usefulness o f  th e  approach itse lf . The analysis o f 

th ese  tw o asp ec ts  is th e re fo re  in troduced  a t  th e  beginning, 

developed in th e  m iddle sections, and sum m arised  a t  th e  end o f  

th e  nex t th re e  chap ters . I t  is then  syn thesised  and sum m arised 

in th e  concluding ch ap te r. An im p o rtan t p a r t  o f  th e  app lica tion  

o f  Lukes* approach to  th e  local h is to ry  o f  B irm ingham  is th e  

investigation  o f  how th e  p re sen t resea rch  endorses o r m odifies 

th e  findings o f  p revious local h istorians. In th e  investigation  

o f  th e  valid ity  o f  th e  approach, i t  is argued  th a t  th e  re sea rch
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schem e and th e  top ics in v estig a ted  s tem  from  th e  m ethodology 

adopted. Thus, if  any usefu l insights a t  a ll have been  gained, 

th a t  m ethodology is to  som e e x te n t v ind icated .

A no ther po in t re le v an t to  th e  valid ity  o f  Lukes* approach  is 

th a t  th e  defin itional c a teg o rie s  w ith in  his f ir s t  dim ension, 

a lthough adequa te  to  cover a ll em p irica l cases, som etim es 

n e c e ss ita te  a  so p h istica ted  and d ifficu lt analysis o f  w hat m igh t 

seem , p rim a fac ie , to  be sim ple and s tra ig h tfo rw ard  situa tions. 

The question m ust th e re fo re  be asked as to  w hether th e  

com plica ted  an a ly tica l exerc ise  is invariab ly  w orth  th e  e f fo r t.

W ith reg a rd  to  th e  second dim ension i t  is argued, on th e  

grounds s ta te d  above, e ith e r  th a t  i t  is no t suscep tib le  to  

em pirica l enquiry, o r th a t  i t  collapses in to  th e  f ir s t  or less 

frequen tly  in to  th e  th ird  dim ension. Thus, th e  concep ts  o f 

"m obilisation o f  bias" and o f  "agenda se ttin g " , which Lukes 

id en tifies  w ith his second dim ension, a re  seen  as useful, b u t as 

opera ting  m ainly w ithin th e  f ir s t  dim ension. B oth o f th e se  

concep ts, fu rtherm ore , a re  applied  in a  m odified  fo rm  in o rder to  

m ake them  m ore su itab le  fo r th e  analysis o f  decision- m aking 

con flic t. Thus, in th e  investigation  o f  th e  case  stud ies, second 

dim ensional analysis is eschew ed, and in s tead  a  b ro ad er version  

o f Lukes* f ir s t  dim ension is applied.
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CHAPTER 2. THE BUILDING O F THE ELAN VALLEY WATER WORKS.

1. L itroduction .

As explained in C h ap te r 1, th e  p re sen t ch ap te r  has tw o m ain 

ob jectives, nam ely  to  see  w hat th e  app lica tion  o f  Lukes* 

dim ensional approach  to  th e  study o f pow er te lls  us, f irs tly  

about B irm ingham  local h isto ry  around 1900, and secondly about 

th e  usefulness and valid ity  o f  th e  approach  itse lf .

W ith reg a rd  to  th e  f ir s t  o f  th e se  ob jectives, i t  is found 

th a t  c e r ta in  a sp ec ts  o f  com m unity  pow er in B irm ingham  a re , as in 

th e  o th e r case  stud ies, throw n in to  sharper re lie f  by th e  

app lication  to  them  o f  Lukes* dim ensional approach. Such 

aspects, as w ill be seen, include th e  leg isla tive  ro le  o f 

P arliam en t, th e  p a r t  p layed  by im p o rtan t p o litica l a c to rs  such as 

M artineau  and Law ley P a rk e r, th e  pow er o f th e  council*s co m m ittee  

s tru c tu re , and th e  n a tu re  o f th e  e x te rn a l opposition from  London,

W ales and elsew here to  th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill o f 

1892. In addition, considerab le  em phasis is la id  on th e  

usefulness o f Lukes* approach  in helping us to  understand  th e  

co n flic t over th e  1892 W ater Bill betw een  th e  C orporation  and a  

sm all b u t vociferous group o f  d issen tien t ra tep ay ers . On th is  

la t te r  asp ect, th e  app lica tion  o f Lukes* p e rsp ec tiv es  also sheds 

ligh t on th e  w ider secondary l i te ra tu re  on ratepayers* revo lts .
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As throughout th e  study, i t  is argued  th a t,  i f  any useful 

insights a t  all have been  gained, then  Lukes’ approach  and th e  

resea rch  schem e derived  from  i t  a re  to  som e e x te n t ju s tified .

The h is to rica l analysis occurs m ainly w ithin Lukes’ f irs t, 

or decision- m aking, dim ension o f pow er. The m ain  argum ent is 

th a t  tow ards th e  end o f  th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  B irm ingham  

urgen tly  needed a  la rg e r supply o f pu re  w ate r. R easons o f public 

h ea lth  d ic ta te d  th a t  th is  need  m ust be m e t irre sp ec tiv e  o f  cost. 

E xpert opinion ind ica ted  th a t  th e  constru c tio n  o f th e  E lan valley  

works w as th e  b e s t way to  ob ta in  th e  requ ired  w a te r, and th e  c ity  

fa th e rs  and m ost ra te p a y e rs  concurred . A  sec tio n  o f th e  

ra te p ay e rs  o b jec ted  to  th e  expense, and launched a  cam paign 

against th e  p ro jec t, bu t they  could n e ith e r  shake th e  p ro m o ters’ 

case nor fo rm u la te  v iab le a lte rn a tiv e  proposals o f th e ir  own. 

Thus, w ith  w ate r, th e  policy  im p era tiv e  was th e  u rg en t need  to  

reso lve a  problem , and o th e r fac to rs , such, fo r exam ple, as th e  

origins and backgrounds o f  th e  decision- m akers, w ere la rge ly  

peripheral.

I t  is fu r th e r  argued, in Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension, th a t  in th e  

public d eb a te  on th e  building o f th e  E lan valley  w aterw orks th e  

Birm ingham  opponents w ere consisten tly  ou tflanked  by th e  

p rom oters. This was la rge ly  because  o f th e  g re a te r  cogency o f 

the  p ro m o ters’ case, and no t because (as th e  opponents claim ed) 

o f th e ir  superior physical resources. F or exam ple, on th e  tw o 

issues o f  w ells and o f  th e  so- ca lled  system  o f  "dual supply" th e
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d issen tien ts  su ffe red  serious d e fe a ts  in th e  course o f deb a te . A 

them e which em erges c lea rly  is th a t  th e  prom oters* case , in sp ite  

o f  its  various shortcom ings, was logically  and ra tio n a lly  argued. 

They w ere guided by th e  exam ples o f  sim ilar schem es adopted  

elsew here, and by th e  b es t ob ta inab le  ex p e rt advice. T heir 

opponents, on th e  o th e r hand, w ere freq u en tly  am ateu rish , 

blundering, cranky and p rone to  indulge in vague and ill 

fo rm u la ted  pon tifica tio n . Thus, th e  quality  o f th e  argum ents  

em ployed, and th e  la rge ly  inev itab le  n a tu re  o f th e  decision 

arrived  a t ,  a re  stressed . This, i t  is argued, w ere m ore 

in fluen tia l to  th e  outcom e th an  th e  s trugg le  be tw een  people w ith  

d iffe re n t in te re s ts , th e  p rocess o f p o litic a l bargaining, o r th e  

social and econom ic background o f th e  m ajo r p o litic a l ac to rs .

W ith reg a rd  to  th e  c h a p te r’s second o b jec tive , i t  is  found, 

here  as elsew here, th a t  Lukes’ f ir s t  d im ensional defin itional 

ca teg o rie s  a re  indeed adequa te , bu t th a t  in som e cases  th e ir  

application  is n o t s tra ig h tfo rw ard . A com plica ted  po litica l 

analysis is som etim es requ ired  which is arguably  m ore troub le  

than  i t  is w orth. One reason  fo r th is is D ahl’s em phasis on 

decision- m aking co n flic t, which Lukes c ritic ise s  bu t 

n everthe less  in co rpo ra tes in to  his defin ition  o f f irs t  

d im ensional pow er. In th is  case , fo r exam ple, th e  m ost im p o rtan t 

f irs t dim ensional decision was taken  in th e  1890’s by th e  

co m p eten t and co n stitu tio n a l m unicipal au th o ritie s  when they  

reso lved  to  co n s tru c t a  netw ork  o f  W elsh dam s. A ccording to  

Lukes’ ca teg o risa tio n , as explained in C h ap te r 1, th e  re le v an t
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m an ifesta tio n  o f  f ir s t  d im ensional pow er in th is case  involves "a 

successfu l a t te m p t by A  to  g e t B to  do som ething  he would no t 

o therw ise do." For exam ple, th e  C orporation  p revailed  upon 

d issen tien t ra te p ay e rs  to  pay  h igher w a te r  r a te s  to  finance th e  

Welsh dam s. The fo rm ulation  does no t cover a ll th e  cases  very  

nea tly , how ever. I t  could be said, fo r in s tance , th a t  th e  

C orporation  p revailed  upon th e  L .C .C . to  look elsew here  than  th e  

Elan valley  fo r e x tra  w a te r  fo r th e  m etropolis. B ut th e  L .C .C . 

did no t con tro l London’s w a te r  supply, and even i f  i t  had  done, 

i t  probably would no t have tr ie d  to  supplem ent i t  from  W ales. 

The v ic to ry  o f th e  p ro m o ters  over London in te re s ts , and in te re s ts  

w ith  sim ilar ob jectives in South W ales, m ere ly  closed  one o f  

th e ir  possible fu tu re  options. The L .C .C ., th e  G lam organ C ounty 

Council, e tc .,  w ere n o t fo rced  to  do anything th a t  th ey  would no t 

o therw ise have done. And y e t th e  p rom oters  had c lea rly  exerc ised  

pow er, i f  only lim ited , by p revailing  over them  in a  s itu a tio n  o f 

con flic t. Even m ore p ro b lem atic  a re  th e  cases o f  opponents, such 

as landed in te re s ts , which w ere happy to  com ply as long as th ey  

rece ived  adeq u a te  com pensation. H ere , they  had  c lea rly  done 

som ething th ey  would n o t o therw ise  have done, fo r  exam ple sold 

land to  th e  C orporation. B ut in th is  th ey  w ere o fte n  w illing 

co llaborato rs, and ra th e r  th an  p o litic a l co n flic t th e re  was 

econom ic bargaining. This bargaining occurred , how ever, in a  

co n tex t w here behind th e  exp lic it o ffe rs  o f vo lun tary  purchase  

th e re  lay  th e  perce iv ed  th re a t  o f  com pulsory purchase. M ost 

w illing co llabo ra to rs  succum bed to  th e  o ffe rs , b u t in th e  case  o f 

th e  P rick ard  fam ily  i t  w as com pulsory a rb itra tio n  w hich was
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u ltim a te ly  decisive. In m ost cases, th e re fo re , th e  nego tia tions 

w ere concluded by o ffe rs  which w ere acc ep tab le  to  bo th  p a rtie s , 

w ith  o f course th e  usual ta c tic a l  skirm ishes as to  w hat 

co n s titu te d  a  m utually  ag reeab le  p rice . In th e  one case  o f  th e  

P rick ard  fam ily , how ever, fa ilu re  to  ach ieve such a  n eg o tia te d  

p rice  re su lted  iron ically  in an a rb itra te d  s e tt le m e n t a t  te rm s  

p re fe rab le  to  those ob ta ined  by o th e r p ro p rie to rs  in th e  o ffe r  

situa tion . Such even ts  a re  m irro red  in con tem porary  d isputes 

over analogous issues in w hich th e  la s t p ro p rie to r in a  chain  

occupies a  p a rticu la rly  s ign ifican t s tra te g ic  position.

The p resen t ch ap te r, like th e  o thers , re je c ts  Lukes* 

fo rm ulation  o f a  sep a ra te  second dim ension o f  pow er as th e  rea lm  

o f th e  non- decision. This them e m ay perhaps be  tie d  in w ith  

Goodin’s em phasis on th e  im portance  o f  th e  tim ing  o f  decisions. 

We have to  ask, fo r exam ple, no t only why th e  E lan valley  schem e 

was co n s tru c ted  in th e  1890’s, b u t why i t  was n o t co n stru c ted  

befo re . P rim a fac ie  th is  m igh t seem  to  be a  su itab le  case  fo r 

second dim ensional analysis. H owever, as in th e  o th e r cases, 

th is  question is no t b e s t answ ered v ia  th e  investigation  o f a  

num ber o f hypo th e tica l non- decisions which, as c r it ic s  o f  

B achrach and B a ra tz ’s ea rly  work have po in ted  out, a re  no t 

em pirica lly  a scerta in ab le . Instead , i t  w ill be  asked why an 

ac tu a l decision was m ade, in Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension, n o t to  a c t  

on a  R ep o rt o f  1871 th a t  recom m ended th e  E lan valley  as a  w a te r  

source. In th is  case  too , th e re fo re , th e  view o f  P a rry  and
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M orriss is endorsed th a t  m ost so ca lled  "non- decisions" a re  b e s t 

view ed as decisions to  do nothing, to  do som eth ing  else , o r to  

change th e  ground ru les  and a rran g em en ts  fo r decision- m aking.

On th e  o th e r hand, th e  em phasis p laced  by S ch a ttschneider, 

and by B achrach  and B ara tz , on th e  m obilisation  o f  b ias and th e  

con tro l o f  th e  p o litic a l agenda, as th roughout th is  study, is 

found m ost useful, and is co n stan tly  re fe r re d  to . I t  w ill be 

dem onstra ted , fo r exam ple, th a t  in th e  co n flic t be tw een  th e  

p rom oters  o f th e  1892 W ater Bill and th e ir  B irm ingham  opponents, 

th e  fo rm er w ere able to  m obilise an overw helm ing p o litic a l b ias 

in th e ir  favour, w hereas th e  p o litic a l resou rces o f th e  la t te r  

w ere fo r th e  m ost p a r t  negligible. The p rom oters  w ere thus able 

d ram atica lly  to  change th e  p o litic a l agenda by th e  in troduction  

o f a  m ajor new in itia tiv e . As ind icated , how ever, th e  

m obilisation o f b ias and th e  co n tro l o f th e  agenda w hich secu red  

th is change a re  la rge ly  seen  as o pera ting  w ithin Lukes* f irs t  

dim ension o f  pow er. This analysis is p a r t  o f th e  genera l 

in te rp re ta tio n , re p e a te d  period ically  throughout th e  study, th a t  

Lukes* second dim ension tends to  collapse in to  h is f ir s t  and, 

less com m only, in to  his th ird .

F or th e  purposes o f th e  p re sen t study, Lukes* second 

dim ension o f  pow er is tak en  to  inco rpo ra te  e l i t is t  and neo 

e litis t  approaches. O f th e se  th e  m ost applicable to  all th re e  

case  stud ies a re  th e  th eo ries  o f  th e  so- ca lled  grow th  m achine, 

as expounded by M olotch and his follow ers. In th e  case  o f th e
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w ate r supply th e re  w ere co n stan t re fe ren c es , n o t only to  th e  

public h ea lth  b en e fits  o f  th e  proposed new supply, b u t also to  

th e  econom ic and industria l w ealth  i t  would bring. G iven th e  

n a tu re  o f th e  resea rch  plan , how ever, i t  is no t possib le to  link 

th e  operation  o f th e  local grow th  m achine in B irm ingham  a t  th is  

tim e  w ith  landed in te re s ts , as M olotch does. On th e  co n tra ry , 

such evidence as does em erge tends to  suggest th a t  industria l 

in te re s ts  w ere th e  m ajo r spokesm en fo r grow th, a  hypothesis which 

is in line w ith  th e  influence o f  in d u stria lis ts  in p o litic a l life  

d iscovered  in th e  various stud ies, sum m arised  in C h ap te r 1, o f 

Birm ingham  e lite s  a t  th is  tim e.

As in th e  o th e r case  stud ies, no ev idence is found o f th e  

exerc ise  o f  pow er in Lukes* th ird  dim ension. In o th e r  words, i t  

does no t seem  th a t,  in th e  case  stud ies o f w a te r  supply, 

m unicipalisation  o f e le c tr ic ity  or housing, th e re  is, in Lukes* 

term inology, "a la te n t co n flic t, which consists  in a  

con trad ic tio n  be tw een  th e  in te re s ts  o f those  exerc ising  pow er and 

th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f those they  exclude." This, as explained in 

C hap ter 1, m ay be because  o f th e  n a tu re  o f th e  re se a rc h  plan. On 

th e  o th e r hand th e  issues o f  w a te r  supply, and la te r  o f housing, 

ra ise  im p o rtan t questions o f h ea lth  and w ell- being. In th e se  

cases, Lukes* em phasis on re a l in te re s ts , o r w elfa re  in te re s ts  as 

he la te r  ca lled  them , is found to  be valuable, and an  a t te m p t 

will be m ade to  inco rpo ra te  i t  in to  th e  analysis, p a rticu la rly  in 

th e  sections re le v an t to  th e  B irm ingham  opposition. As M orriss 

poin ts ou t, i t  is no t alw ays as d ifficu lt as is som etim es c la im ed
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to  m ake p lausible if  nev erth e less  co n testab le  assum ptions about 

re a l in te re s ts . On any accoun t o f re a l o r w elfa re  in te re s ts  i t  

is highly im plausible to  suggest th a t  adeq u a te  supplies o f  c lean  

w a te r a re  no t in th e  in te re s ts  o f individuals, regard less  o f  

w hether those  sam e individuals p e rce iv e  i t  as being in th e ir  

in te res ts . T here is som etim es a  s ign ifican t d is tinc tion  be tw een  

w hat is in an individual’s in te re s ts , and w hat individuals a re  

in te re s te d  in. Even fo r th e  d issen tien t ra te p ay e rs , th e ir  

w elfare  in te re s ts  d ic ta te d  th a t  such a  supply was necessary , 

even i f  they  them selves had denied it ,  and even though w hat they  

w ere in te re s te d  in was low ra te s .

Throughout th is  ch ap te r, as th roughout th e  study, o th e r  

concep ts and ideas a re  u tilised  to  supplem ent th e  persp ec tiv es  o f  

Lukes. One o f  these , as m entioned  above, is M olotch’s theo ry  o f  

th e  grow th m achine. A no ther is th e  im p o rtan t d is tinction  which 

is draw n betw een  p riv a te  and public goods and in te re s ts . These 

ideas, in all th re e  o f  th e  case  studies, a re  seen  as in te ra c tin g  

to g e th er. Thus, on th e  analysis o f th e  grow th  m achine th e o ris t 

Dye, th e  developm ent o f  th e  w a te r  supply from  th e  Elan valley  was 

an im provem ent in th e  c ity ’s in fra s tru c tu re  which was in th e  re a l 

in te re s ts  o f  th e  c itize n s  as a  whole. I t  w as w hat Dye would te rm  

a  developm ental policy  w hich th e  local grow th  m achine would be 

inclined to  support. The case  o f th e  m unicipalisation  o f th e  

e le c tr ic ity  supply, as will be seen, is  sligh tly  m ore 

com plicated . H ow ever, people, a t  th e  he igh t o f  th e  m unicipal 

trad ing  m ovem ent, seem ed to  th ink  th a t  e le c tr ic ity  could be m ore
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e ffec tiv e ly  developed under public r a th e r  than  under p riv a te  

ownership. The decision to  m unicipalise, th e re fo re , can  again  be 

seen as a  developm ental policy  to  im prove th e  in fra s tru c tu re  in 

th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f  everyone, including th e  local grow th 

m achine. W ith housing, how ever, as  w ill be  seen, i t  w as thought 

a t  th e  tim e  th a t  only th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f  p riv a te  individuals 

would be  substan tia lly  advanced  by im provem ents. Housing refo rm  

was thus considered  (probably wrongly, i t  is argued  la te r)  

largely  as a  red is trib u tiv e  policy  which, as Dye suggests, th e  

local grow th m achine would be likely  to  e d it ou t o f  th e  p o litic a l 

agenda, unless, perhaps, i t  was se lf  financing. In som e ways, 

th e re fo re , g row th  m achine th eo ries  app ea r to  f i t  th e  fa c ts , and, 

particu la rly  when tie d  in w ith  th e  concep t o f public and p riv a te  

goods, seem  to  co n trib u te  tow ards a  defin ition  o f  re a l in te re s ts , 

a t  le a s t in th e  cases  h ere  discussed.

The plan and co n ten ts  o f  th e  p resen t ch ap te r m ay now be 

b rie fly  sum m arised. A fte r  th e  in troduction  th e re  follows an 

investigation  o f  th e  opponents o f th e  1892 W ater Bill from  

outside B irm ingham . The Birm ingham  opponents a re  then  considered 

to g e th e r  w ith  th e  issues and th em es re la te d  to  them . D uring th e  

course o f th e  analysis a  num ber o f glosses a re  suggested  on 

ex isting  h is to rica l in te rp re ta tio n s , including those on th e  ro le  

o f  the  C onservative p a r ty  in local e lec tio n s, on th e  local 

governm ent o f V ictorian  London, on th e  h isto ry  o f  Welsh 

nationalism , on th e  problem  o f public h ea lth  and on th e  p a r t  

p layed by th e  o ffic ia l and th e  ex p e rt in m unicipal life . In th e
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conclusion, th e  analysis is re la te d  to  th e  w ider d eb a te  on 

ra te p ay e rs ’ revo lts . T here follow s, to  finish th is  in troduction , 

a  b r ie f  sum m ary o f th e  w ider scholarship  on m unicipal trad in g  and 

w a te r supply, and a  no te  on th e  engineering  works co n n ec ted  w ith  

B irm ingham ’s W elsh w a te r  schem e.

R ecen tly , th e  m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent in n in e teen th  

cen tu ry  B rita in  has been  described  and analysed  by Falkus and 

K e lle tt.[ l]  A gainst th a t  background, th e  grow th  and im p ac t o f 

th e  w a te r  industry  has been  docum ented  and in te rp re te d  by S tern  

and H assan. [2] As w ith  th e  supply o f e le c tr ic ity  considered  

below, th e  m un icipalities w ere fa r  m ore successfu l prov iders o f 

w a te r than  th e ir  p riv a te  e n te rp rise  rivals. By 1941, fo r 

exam ple. F iner could re p o rt th a t: "W ater undertak ings a re

conducted  by 838 public au th o ritie s , th a t  is to  say, single local 

au th o ritie s  to  th e  num ber o f  790 and 48 jo in t bodies. These 

supply a  population  o f abou t 27,000,000, which is tw o th ird s o f 

th e  to ta l  population o f England and W ales; while p riv a te  

en te rp rise  supplies abou t 6,000,000 people. "[3]

H assan, alluding to  th e  p au c ity  o f m odern re sea rch  on w a te r  

supply (o ther th an  as a  source o f pow er), po in ts ou t th a t  som e o f  

th e  m ost valuable  tre a tm e n ts  o f th e  to p ic  d a te  from  b e fo re  th e  

F irs t W orld War. [4] P erhaps, indeed, th is  is th e  ju s tif ic a tio n  

fo r his c laim  th a t  "local case - stud ies invariably  explore 

questions in te rn a l to  th e ir  top ic  ra th e r  than  g en era l them es. "[5] 

Thus, although th e  p re sen t ch ap te r  a t te m p ts  to  re la te  i ts
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findings to  th e  work o f o th e r  scholars, th is  is no t alw ays 

possible because th a t  w ork o ften  does no t ex ist. H assan’s p ap er 

itse lf , fo r exam ple, re la te s  la rge ly  to  th e  issues surrounding 

m unicipalisation  ra th e r  th an  (as is tr e a te d  here) th e  subsequent 

developm ent o f  m unicipalised  undertak ings.

In th is  study o f p o litic a l decision- m aking, no sy stem a tic  

tre a tm e n t o f th e  engineering  w orks is given, and engineering  

asp ec ts  a re  only alluded to  in so far as th ey  a f fe c te d  th e  

p o litic a l debate . [6]

2. Tlie h is to ry  o f the Birmingham w ater supply, and o f the Elan 

valley schem e.

The decision to  build th e  E lan valley  w aterw orks, like all 

decisions, needs to  be  s e t in its  h is to rica l co n tex t. Only thus 

can th e  im p o rtan t question, highlighted by Goodin, o f th e  tim ing  

o f th e  decision be  understood. The p re sen t sec tion  a t te m p ts  to  

do th is, and to  in v estig a te  why a  recom m endation  to  go to  W ales 

in 1871 was no t a c te d  on un til tw en ty  y ea rs  la te r .

The f ir s t  reco rded  re fe re n c e  to  B irm ingham 's public w a te r 

supply appears in th e  Town Book fo r 1735, w here i t  is reco rd ed  

th a t  a  Mr. Johnson was h ired  to  rep a ir  a  w ell a t  th e  junc tion  o f 

D ale End and Bull S tre e t. [7] The ed ition  o f H u tton 's  H isto ry  o f
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Birm ingham  published in 1835 m entions "two ex ce llen t springs" a t  

D igbeth and Lady Well, although i t  adds th a t  "the w a te r  ... from  

pum ps is hard . "[8] In 1808 a  com pany was form ed  and a  b ill 

p rep ared  fo r P arliam en t, b u t in th e  fa c e  o f a  hostile  reso lu tion  

from  a  tow n's m eeting  in Jan u ary  1809 th e  plan cam e to  

nothing. [9] In 1811 a  fu r th e r  P a rliam en ta ry  Bill fa iled , b u t a  

Com pany was even tually  f lo a ted  follow ing an A c t o f  P a rliam en t o f 

1826. A t f irs t,  th e  com pany held  41 custom ers and an annual 

incom e o f £133. A f te r  th e  incorpora tion  o f  B irm ingham  in 1838, a  

re p o rt by a  governm ent h ea lth  in spec to r in 1849 po in ted  to  th e  

pollu tion o f  m any w ells and pumps, th e  p revalence  o f  p riv a te  

w a te r c a r ts , and th e  fa c t  th a t  th e  Com pany only supplied, 

in te rm itte n tly , about a  th ird  o f th e  tow n w ith  about 1 m illion 

gallons daily. Only from  1853 did th e  Com pany provide a  co n stan t 

supply.

By th e ir  Im provem ent A c t o f  1851 th e  C orporation  was g ran ted  

pow ers to  com pulsorily pu rchase th e  com pany, b u t no ac tio n  was 

taken  and th e  pow ers lapsed. From  1st Jan u ary , 1872, th e  Com pany 

was p rev en ted  by A c t o f P a rliam en t from  using th e  increasingly  

po llu ted  w a te rs  o f  th e  r iv e r  Tam e, ex cep t in excep tional 

c ircum stances. M eanw hile, th e  com pany had  been  gradually  

expanding its  a c tiv itie s , so th a t  by 1870 i t  was producing over 

17 m illion gallons a  day to  supply an a re a  o f  over 54,000 acres.
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The Birm ingham  C orporation  W ater A c t o f  1875, passed  under 

th e  M ayoralty  o f Joseph  C ham berlain , gave renew ed  pow ers o f 

com pulsory acquisition  w hich w ere a t  once invoked, th e  

C orporation  purchasing th e  undertak ing  fo r £1.35 m illion and 

tak ing  over th e  com pany's m ortgage  d eb t o f  £189,000.

U nder i ts  f ir s t  chairm an , A lderm an A very, th e  C orporation ’s 

new W ater C om m ittee  im proved and en larged  th e  supply in a  series  

o f developm ents, including th e  com pletion  o f  a  new rese rv o ir a t  

Shustoke. The Birm ingham  C orporation  (Consolidation) A c t, 1883, 

s tip u la ted  a  s ta tu to ry  a re a  o f  supply o f about 83,000 acres, 

which included a  num ber o f a rea s  ou tside  th e  tow n boundaries, 

such as Solihull and H andsw orth. The W ater C o m m ittee , in th e  

y ears  following, continued  th e ir  de libera tions as to  w hat 

provision should be  m ade fo r th e  fu tu re . [10]

In 1870 an unso lic ited  re p o rt had  been  p resen ted  to  

Birm ingham  council by th e  eng ineer R ichard  H assard  proposing th e  

rivers  Tem e and Ithon as fu tu re  sources o f  w a te r fo r B irm ingham .

In 1871, th e  Public Works C o m m ittee  com m issioned a  R ep o rt from  

ano ther engineer, R o b ert Raw linson, and th is  recom m ended in s tead  

the  riv ers  Elan and C laerw en in W ales. A t th a t  tim e , how ever, 

such an enorm ous engineering  p ro jec t w as beyond th e  reso u rces  o f  

a  p riv a te  com pany. I f  th e  w a te r  supply had  continued  in p riv a te  

hands, i t  seem s unlikely th a t  a  schem e th e  size  o f th e  E lan 

operation  would ever have been  in itia ted , since i t  can  scarce ly  

be cla im ed  th a t  i t  would have been  in th e  im m ed ia te  econom ic
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in te re s ts  o f  shareholders. The people o f  B irm ingham , how ever, 

and, i f  i t  ex isted , th e  m em bers o f M olotch’s local grow th 

m achine, did have an in te re s t  in th e  provision o f  an  ad equa te  

supply o f pu re  w a te r  v ia  an ap p ro p ria te  developm ent o f  th e  c i ty ’s 

in fra s tru c tu re . This co n flic t be tw een  th e  p riv a te  in te re s ts  o f 

shareholders and th e  public in te re s ts  o f  th e  c itize n s  and those 

co m m itted  to  local grow th  m ay in  p a r t  explain  th e  

m unicipalisation  o f B irm ingham ’s w a te r  supply, and, in so far as 

th e  case  was typ ical, th e  w ider phenom enon o f  m unicipal socialism  

in th e  la te  n in e teen th  cen tu ry . By th e  tim e  th e  w a te r  supply 

w as m unicipalised in 1875, how ever, th e  Elan valley  proposals 

w ere no longer on th e  im m edia te  p o litic a l agenda, and th e  

C orporation  was m ore concerned  w ith  th e  tra n s fe r  o f  ow nership and 

all th e  ad m in is tra tiv e  d ifficu ltie s  throw n up in i ts  wake. The 

problem  o f w a te r  sho rtage  also appears no t to  have been  as 

serious as in th e  1890’s. In any case , fo r w ha tev e r reasons, th e  

W ater C om m ittee  took  no im m edia te  ac tio n  on Raw linson’s rep o rt, 

and p re fe rre d  fo r th e  tim e  being  to  ex ten d  th e  local sources o f 

supply. The outcom e o f th e se  even ts, i t  m ay be added, is b e s t 

seen as resu lting , n o t from  non- decisions in Lukes’ second 

dim ension, from  tw o ac tu a l, f ir s t  dim ensional, decisions: to  

re je c t Raw linson’s suggestions fo r th e  tim e  being; and to  develop 

local sources, ra th e r  to  go to  W ales.

The in itia l f ir s t  d im ensional decision w hich led  u ltim a te ly  

to  th e  Elan valley  was m ade on 7 th  O ctober, 1890. On th a t  d a te , 

th e  council sanctioned  a  req u es t from  th e  W ater C o m m ittee  to
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consult Jam es  M ansergh, an eng ineer who had  ass is ted  Raw linson in 

th e  p rep a ra tio n  o f  his 1871 rep o rt, concern ing  th e  fu tu re  supply 

o f w a te r  to  th e  city .

On 7 th  A pril, 1891, A lderm an S ir Thom as M artineau  p re sen te d  

to  th e  council a  re p o rt from  th e  W ater C om m ittee  w hich s ta te d  

th a t  th e  ex isting  w orks would be inadequate  to  m e e t m axim um  

dem and by 1893, and average  dem and by 1900. The C o m m ittee  also 

co rro b o ra ted  a  re p o rt from  th e  D ep artm en t’s engineer, John  G ray, 

th a t m axim isation  o f  local supplies would co s t £1 m illion and a t  

b e s t only su ffice  fo r tw en ty  y ears , adding th a t  bo th  G ray and 

M ansergh w ere ag reed  th a t  th e  b e s t p lan  fo r th e  fu tu re  was to  go 

to  th e  E lan and C laerw en. This W elsh schem e, th ey  suggested , 

could be  financed  w ithin th e  m axim um  w a te r ra te s  allow ed by 

P arliam en t by re -  im posing old levels o f  w a te r  re n ta l which had 

previously been  reduced . No specia l r a te  in aid, suggested  th e  

C om m ittee , would be requ ired . In moving th e  R ep o rt M artineau  

m ade a  long and im p o rtan t speech. Thus, y e t  again, a  decisive 

ro le  in th e  fo rm ulation  o f  im p o rtan t decisions in Lukes’ f ir s t  

dim ension w as p layed  by a  pow erfu l council co m m ittee  and its  

in fluen tia l chairm an.

The council m ee tin g  o f  7 th  A pril was adjourned un til 21st, 

when th e  n ex t decision w as taken , th is  tim e  to  au thorise  th e  

W ater C om m ittee  to  ob ta in  fu r th e r  d e ta ils  and e s tim a te s  fo r  th e
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Welsh schem e and to  m ake p rep a ra tio n s  fo r th e  necessary  

P arliam en ta ry  Bill. A to ta l  o f  51 councillors supported  th e  

reso lu tion , w ith  none again st and one n eu tra l.

A t a  council m ee tin g  held  on 13th O ctober, 1891, M artineau  

p resen ted  d e ta ile d  financ ia l e s tim a te s  fo r th e  E lan schem e draw n 

up by M ansergh and rep o rted , on b eh a lf  o f th e  W ater C om m ittee , 

th a t a  Bill had  been  d ra fte d , and th a t  th e  im p o rtan t ta sk  o f 

re fe ren c in g  th e  land in th e  w a te r  c a tch m e n t a re a  and along th e  

line o f th e  aqueduct w as alm ost com plete . The decision, in 

Lukes’ f irs t  dim ension, to  go to  W ales was then  endorsed. 56 

councillors v o ted  in favour o f  th e  schem e, w ith  none against.

The p rocess o f  f ir s t  dim ensional decision- m aking then  

continued. The council approved th e  d ra f t  Bill on N ovem ber 24th , 

1891 by 55 vo tes  to  1, and a t  a  s ta tu to ry  m ee tin g  o f th e  

ra te p ay e rs  held  in th e  Town H all on 5 th  D ecem ber, 1891, th e  M ayor 

dec lared  a  reso lu tion  approving th e  Bill c a rr ied  by a  big 

m ajority . When B eriah Shepherd, a  local d issen tien t, ex erc ised  

his legal rig h t to  dem and a  poll, 4,016 ra te p a y e rs  supported  th e  

Bill, and 563 opposed it . [11]

The n a tu re  o f  subsequent decision- m aking re in fo rces  y e t again  

th e  need  to  rem em ber N ew ton’s in junction to  see  local p o litic s  in 

i ts  na tional con tex t. F u rth e r  developm ents now needed  a  num ber 

o f decisions by P a rliam en t to  sanction  th e  necessary  local bill.

This duly rece iv ed  its  f ir s t  read ing  in th e  House o f  Com m ons on
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16th F ebruary , 1892. Joseph  C ham berlain  m oved th e  second read ing  

on M arch 8 th , 1892, a f te r  a  delay  occasioned  by th e  opposition o f 

m em bers from  London and elsew here. A f te r  a  th re e  hour d eb a te  th e  

House decided  in favour o f th e  second read ing  by 244 v o tes  fo r 

and 102 v o tes  against. On M arch 9 th  th e  Bill w as re fe r re d  to  a  

H ybrid C om m ittee  o f nine M .P .’s ch a ired  by C am pbell- Bannerm an. 

This C om m ittee  s a t fo r e ig h teen  days, s ta r tin g  on 31st M arch, 

1892, and, on 13th  May, d ec la red  th e  B ill's p ream ble  proved.

The Bill w as rep o rte d  to  th e  Com m ons on May 26 th , 1892, and 

i t  rece iv ed  its  th ird  reading , w ithou t a  division, on 31st May.

The f ir s t  read ing  in th e  House o f  Lords also took  p lace  on 31st 

May, and th e  second read ing  on 14th  June , a f te r  w hich i t  spen t 

four days in C om m ittee  b efo re  passing its  th ird  read ing  on 21st 

June. On 22nd Ju n e  th e  Com m ons decided  to  a c c e p t th e  Lords’ 

am endm ents and on 27 th  Ju n e , th e  R oyal A ssent w as g ran ted .

The council on Ju ly  26th , 1892, de leg a ted  a ll pow ers 

con ferred  upon i t  by th e  A c t to  th e  W ater C om m ittee . A t th e  sam e 

m eeting  i t  was decided to  re je c t,  by 50 v o tes  to  3, a  reso lu tion  

to  delay th e  schem e proposed by Sam uel Lloyd, an opponent o f  th e  

p ro jec t who had rece n tly  been  re tu rn e d  by th e  v o te rs  o f M arket 

H all Ward. On Ju ly  18th, 1893, S ir Thom as M artineau  died, and 

was shortly  a fte rw ard s  rep laced  by A lderm an Law ley P a rk e r, th e  

M ayor during th e  passage o f  th e  1892 A ct. On th e  6 th  F ebruary , 

1894, th e  council re je c te d  by 52 v o tes  to  6 an o th er m otion , th is  

tim e  from  councillor S tem bridge, to  delay  th e  schem e.
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The council successfu lly  p rom oted  an o th er Bill in  P arliam en t 

in 1896 au thorising  th e  com pulsory purchase o f land ad jacen t to  

th e  aqueduct fo r th e  dum ping o f spoil, and sanction ing  th e  

co nstruc tion  o f  a  railw ay  in connection  w ith  th e  works, from  

R ubery to  th e  s ite  o f th e  p lanned  re se rv o ir a t  F rankley. A 

fu r th e r  Bill was passed  in 1902 fo r various purposes, th e  m ost 

u rgen t o f w hich was th e  au th o rity  to  com ple te  th e  works a f te r  th e  

end o f th e  te n  y e a r  period  follow ing th e  R oyal A ssen t, a  deadline 

o f 27 th  June , 1902, w hich had  been  added to  th e  1892 Bill by th e  

House o f  Lords. On Ju ly  4 th , 1907, th e  R oyal A ssen t w as g ran ted  

to  an o th er B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill, th e  e f f e c t  o f which 

was to  ease  th e  repaym en t o f  m unicipal loans ra ised  to  finance 

th e  E lan valley  schem e. U nder th e  te rm s  o f th e  B irm ingham  (W ater 

and Gas) O rder o f 1914, as endorsed  by P a rliam en t, th e  

C orporation  was em pow ered to  ex tend  its  a re a  o f  supply and, 

providing th e  Local G overnm ent Board ag reed , in c rease  charges and 

ra ise  new loans in connection  w ith  th e  E lan valley  schem e.

M eanw hile, on Ju ly  21st, 1904, in a  la rge  and p restig ious 

cerem ony. King Edw ard and Q ueen A lexandra had v is ited  th e  Elan 

valley  and th e  King, a f te r  knighting th e  Lord M ayor, A lderm an 

H allew ell R ogers, had opened th e  slu ices betw een  th e  f i l te r  beds 

and th e  aqueduct. By 17th  S ep tem ber, F rank ley  R eserv o ir w as fu ll 

and th e  new supply to  consum ers com m enced. By M arch, 1905, 12 

m illion gallons a  day was being  dispensed and by S ep tem ber, 1905, 

th e  w hole a re a  o f d is tribu tion  was served  by W elsh w a te r. [12]
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3. H ie  P o litic a l C o n te x t.

A problem  w ith  th e  analysis o f  decisions in Lukes’ f ir s t  

dim ension o f  pow er is th a t  i t  does n o t alw ays pinpoint th e  

s ign ificance o f  th e  gen era l p o litic a l cu ltu re , o r o f 

in s titu tions , groups and p o litic a l a c to rs  o p era tin g  w ithin  th a t  

cu ltu re . In an a t te m p t to  fill th is  gap, a  b r ie f  sum m ary o f th e  

p o litic a l co n tex t in w hich th e  decision to  co n stru c t th e  E lan 

valley  schem e was tak en  is given below.

U ntil his d ea th  in Ju ly  1893 a  m ajor p o litic a l a c to r  in th e  

prom otion o f th e  E lan valley  schem e w as th e  W ater C o m m ittee ’s 

chairm an, S ir Thom as M artineau , who in troduced  i t  to  council and 

gave le c tu re s  to  th e  public. [13] A no ther able propagandist, 

pam p h le teer and le c tu re r  in support o f  th e  schem e w as Thom as 

( la te r  S ir Thom as) B arclay . [14]

Local new spapers also p layed  a  s ign ifican t p o litic a l ro le  

som etim es ac tin g , as M olotch suggests, as spokesm en fo r local 

grow th and developm ent. The B irm ingham  press unanim ously 

supported  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e, to  th e  sa tis fac tio n  o f  th e  

p rom oters  and th e  com plain ts o f th e ir  opponents, w ith  th e  P o s t, 

as usual, being a  p a rticu la rly  s taunch  ally  o f th e  

C orporation. [15] D esp ite  i ts  support fo r th e  schem e, th e
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C onservative G a z e tte  showed ra th e r  m ore sym pathy fo r th e  

ra te p a y e rs  who opposed th e  E lan valley  p ro jec t than  did th e  o th e r 

Birm ingham  newspapers» b u t i t  b ecam e som ew hat ir r ita b le  w ith  the  

local opponents in th e  la t te r  s tag es  o f th e  P a rliam en ta ry  

cam paign. [16] The G a z e tte  was also n o t above a  l i t t le  p o litic a l 

in- figh ting  on b eh a lf  o f th e  C onservative  Party[171 and w as 

p laced  in a  d ifficu lt position  as  th e  loca l opposition gained  

m om entum  during 1892, since m any o f th e  opponents o f  th e  m easure , 

like th e  new spaper itse lf , w ere ad v o ca tes  o f econom y and 

Toryism . [18] The M ail, as tim e  w ent on, also becam e less 

en th u sias tic  in i ts  support fo r  th e  schem e. [19]

The h isto ry  o f  th e  E lan valley  undertak ing  provides a  case  

study in civ ic  p ride  and th e  p erce ived  d ignity  and honour o f  

public serv ice . Even "A Londoner", fo r exam ple, in a  le t te r  to  

The T im es opposing th e  schem e, paid  tr ib u te  to  "the m anner in 

which th e  in te re s ts  o f B irm ingham  a re  w atched  over by its  fa r-  

seeing and en ligh tened  m unicipality . "[20] I t  was ra re  indeed 

th a t even an opponent o f  th e  council schem e saw f i t  to  debunk th e  

c ity  fa th e rs . Instead , d issen tien ts  found i t  exped ien t to  s tre ss  

th e ir  own com m itm en t to  local p a trio tism . [21] S ir Thom as 

M artineau , in p a rticu la r , w as widely p raised , even  by his 

opponents. [221 This them e o f p ride in th e  c ity  o f B irm ingham  was 

taken  up by th e  local p ress, [23] and was u tilised  in support o f  

th e  schem e by Jam es  M ansergh, th e  c ity 's  eng ineer fo r th e  E lan 

p ro jec t. [24] I t  was displayed too  in th e  p ronouncem ents o f  th e  

c ity  fa th e rs , in th e  m utual adm iration  and  re sp e c t which they  had
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fo r each  o th e r, and in th e  high a tten d an c e  a t  C om m ittee  

m eetings. [25] M artineau  linked th e  provision o f  pure w a te r  to  

th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f  a ll c lasses o f  th e  population: "The 

question o f  th e  inc reased  w a te r  supply was a  working m an’s 

question; i t  a f fe c te d  th e ir  h ea lth  and happiness. "[26] Such 

m unicipal p ride  was endorsed by B arclay. [27] and by th e  v e te ra n  

A lderm an A very, whose words m ight a lm ost have been  p u t in to  his 

m outh by M olotch and th e  th e o ris ts  o f  th e  g row th  m achine: 

"Birmingham would advance. (A pplause.) Nobody need  be a fra id  

th a t  i t  would cease  to  do so as long as th e  lead ers  o f th e  c ity  

w ere bold enough to  ta k e  opportun ity  by th e  hand. "[28] F or 

A lderm an C layton , th e  M ayor o f B irm ingham  u n til succeeded  by 

Law ley P a rk e r  in N ovem ber, 1891, c iv ic  p ride w as linked to  a  

b e lie f  in his own version o f m unicipal socialism : "It was m ost

im p o rtan t th a t  th e  m unicipality  o f  a  c ity  should undertake  th e  

work o f  supplying th e  w ate r. [29] Such sen tim en ts  w ere re p e a te d  

m any tim es over, fo r exam ple by A lderm an H art and by councillors 

G ranger and P em berton . [30]

P erhaps th e  c le a re s t and fu lle s t s ta te m e n t o f  c iv ic  p ride  

was m ade by M artineau: "He thought th a t  m any m em bers o f  th e

council, who had spen t th e  g re a te s t  p a r t  o f th e ir  public lives in 

th e  serv ice  o f  th e ir  tow n, would fe e l a  proud sa tis fac tio n  in 

thinking th a t  th e  m a tte r  re s te d  w ith  no board  o f d irec to rs  

anxious to  m ake a  dividend fo r a  s e t o f  hungry shareholders, b u t 

re s te d  w ith  th e  rep re se n ta tiv e s  o f  th e  people, backed  w ith  all
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th e  fo rce  o f  a  pow erfu l m unicipality , and w ith  no o b jec t to  gain, 

no in te re s t to  serve, bu t th e  g re a te s t  possible good to  th e  

population whom th ey  rep resen ted . (Loud applause.)"[31]

The phenom enon o f  civ ic  p ride  had th re e  m ain  m an ifesta tio n s  

stem m ing from  th e  con stru c tio n  o f  th e  E lan valley  w aterw orks: 

th e  m odel w orkm an’s v illage a t  Elan; th e  o ffic ia l opening o f  th e  

works by th e  King in  1904; and th e  con ferring  o f  th e  freedom  o f 

the  c ity  upon Law ley P a rk e r  in 1905. The m odel v illage was 

c re a te d  to  c a te r  fo r th e  d ire c t labour used to  build th e  Welsh 

dam s.[32] I t  included "dwelling and lodging houses fo r about

1,000 m en ... a  M ission and School Room , a  Public H all w ith  a  

F ree  L ibrary , a  B ath  H ouse, an A cciden ts  H osp ital and an 

In fectious H ospital. "[33] The m ain a sp ec ts  o f  th e  opening 

cerem ony fo r th e  E lan  valley  w aterw orks w ere sum m arised by th e  

C orporation’s o ffic ia l h is to rian , and bo th  th e  W ater D ep artm en t 

and B irm ingham  R efe re n ce  L ibrary  com piled  ex tensive  co llec tions 

o f con tem porary  new spaper cu ttin g s  to  m ark  th e  c ity ’s p ride  in 

its  ach ievem en t on th a t  Ju ly  day in 1904.[34] But when th e  

junketings w ere over, th e re  was one la s t  cerem ony le f t  to  

com plete . The Lord M ayor, had a lready  paid  fulsom e tr ib u te  to  

alderm an P ark er, th e  W ater C o m m ittee ’s chairm an , who had laboured 

fo r e leven  y ea rs  to  secu re  th e  schem e’s success. [35] In O ctober,

1904, th e  G eneral Purposes C om m ittee  recom m ended to  council th a t 

he be g ran ted  th e  freedom  o f  th e  c ity , [36] th e  f ir s t  tim e  th e  

honour had been  co n fe rred  upon a  serv ing  council m em ber. [37] The
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proposal w as "hailed ... by c itiz e n s  genera lly  w ith  th e  g re a te s t  

sa tisfac tio n , "[38] and th e  aw ard  was co n ferred  in Ju ly , 1905, to  

th e  w idest approbation. [39]

One o f th e  problem s o f using con tem porary  docum ents and 

new spapers as h is to rica l sources is th a t  th ey  do no t alw ays 

highlight very  e ffec tiv e ly  th e  cruc ia lly  im p o rtan t asp ec ts  o f  

p a r ty  discipline, and o f  th e  decisions tak en  se c re tly  o r sem i- 

sec re tly  in p a r ty  m eetings and caucuses. This is p a rticu la rly  

tru e  perhaps o f  th e  p resen t, w hich em phasises decision- m aking 

ra th e r  than  th e  fo rm al m achinery  o f p a r ty  organisation . W ith 

re sp e c t to  th e  E lan valley  schem e, how ever, th is  is less 

im p o rtan t th an  i t  m ight o therw ise  be, since, in th e  words o f 

M artineau , "we had  th e  good fo rtu n e  o f having th e  support o f  a ll 

p a rtie s . "[40] Thus, in D ecem ber, 1891, "Mr. C ham berlain , Mr. 

S a tche ll Hopkins and A lderm an Cook, rep resen tin g  th e  th re e  

p o litica l p a r tie s  o f th e  tow n, ... jo ined in a  so lic ita tio n  to  

th e  R a tep ay ers  to  vo te  fo r th e  Bill. "[41] C ham berlain , fo r th e  

L iberal U nionists, had sen t a  le t te r  to  M artineau  concluding w ith 

th e  words "I ea rn estly  recom m end th e  c itiz e n s  to  vo te  fo r th e  

Bill", and S atchell Hopkins fo r th e  C onservatives and  A lderm an 

Cook and F a th e r  G reaney fo r th e  L iberals w ro te  in sim ilar 

vein. [42]

F or th e  P o st i t  was "pleasing" in p a r tic u la r  "to find  th e  

C onservative P a r ty  - which on every  fo rm er occasion has allied  

i ts e lf  w ith  th e  m inority  - jo ining in approval o f  th e  fo rw ard
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policy w hich has m ade th e  m unicipal rep u ta tio n  o f  B irm ingham  w hat 

i t  is. "[43] C onservative acqu iescence to  th e  w a te r  schem e was, 

how ever, only a  p a r t  o f  th e  w ider re la tionsh ips be tw een  th e  

L iberal U nionists and th e  C onservatives in B irm ingham  a t  th is  

tim e , rela tionsh ips which, although o ften  aw kw ard, w ere  to  becom e 

m ore and m ore in tim a te  u n til even tually , a f te r  th e  F irs t W orld 

W ar, th e  tw o p a r tie s  fo rm ally  m erged. In an em barrassing  

inc iden t in  1891, fo r exam ple, bo th  sides nom inated  opposing 

cand ida tes  in a  m unicipal bye- e lec tio n .[44]

In m unicipal a ffa irs , th e  C onservative  P a r ty  w as very  

loosely organised. In m id- D ecem ber, 1891, fo r exam ple, th e  

M ail, under th e  heading "Proposed Tory M unicipal P arty "  rep o rte d  

a  speech by th e  chairm an , J .  S a tche ll Hopkins, to  th e  G rand 

Council o f  th e  B irm ingham  C onservative A ssociation. The 

C onservatives, he said, who had no se a ts  on th e  council in 1878, 

now held  19, and "he hoped th e se  19 gen tlem en  would organise 

them selves as a  p o litic a l p a r ty  in th e  council, so th a t  they  

m ight v o te  to g e th e r  and w ork to g e th er. " The them e w as ta k en  up 

by o th e r speakers, one o f whom s ta te d  th a t  he w as no t sure who 

th e  C onservative lead er in th e  council was, and th e  im age o f 

p a r ty  un ity  can , indeed, hard ly  have been  enhanced  by th e  lone 

opposition to  th e  Elan va lley  proposals w aged in th e  council 

cham ber by th e  C onservative councillor Jaco b s  (who also spoke a t  

th e  m eeting) seem ingly in co m ple te  d isregard  o f  any co n cep t o f 

p a r ty  discipline o r jo in t p a r ty  ac tio n  w hatever. [45]
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A m ong m odem  scholars, such a  s itu a tio n  would appear to  

s tren g th en  G reen’s c ritic ism  o f Briggs’ "organisational view  o f 

th e  grow th  o f  C onservatism " in B irm ingham  a t  th is  t im e [46] and 

to  qualify  Briggs’ a sse rtio n  th a t  "C onservative o rgan isa tion  

continued  to  im prove. "[47] A lc ra f t’s exp lanation  fo r th e  rise  o f 

th e  R a tep ay ers’ Union is th a t  "by th e  early  ’90’s ... 

C ham berla in ite  P rogressivism  ... p roduced  new  form s o f  opposition 

ac tiv ity , m ade necessary  by th e  fa ilu re  o f  e ith e r  C onservatives 

o r C ladstonians to  e ffe c tiv e ly  oppose th e  p revailing  creed . "[48] 

The a ll- p a r ty  support fo r th e  E lan valley  p ro jec t would appear 

to  endorse th is  view, bu t th e  s tan d  m ade by th e  C onservative 

Jaco b s again st th e  W ater Bill shows th a t,  w ith  th e  absence o f  

p a r ty  d iscipline am ong C onservative  councillors, an econom ist 

could s till pursue a  m unicipal c a re e r  as a  m em ber o f  th e  

C onservative P a rty . Young’s study o f  C onservative in te rv en tio n  

in local e lec tio n s  in London "challenges th e  frequen tly  

p ropagated  c laim  th a t  th e  C onservative  p a r ty ’s reco rd  in th e  

h isto ry  o f  local e lec tio n s  is one o f  re lu c ta n t in te rven tion . "[49] 

Young adds, how ever, th a t  " there  ex isted  s trik ing  c o n tra s ts  

betw een  tow ns and even  counties. "[50] In B irm ingham ’s case , 

th e re  would appear to  be l i t t le  evidence o f  th a t  "rise o f  p arty"  

p o s tu la ted  in th e  t i t le  o f Young’s book when C onservative 

councillors, a f te r  e lec tion , s e tt le d  down to  th e ir  m unicipal 

duties. This was desp ite  th e  f a c t  th a t,  w ith  19 council se a ts  in 

1891, th e  C onservatives c lea rly  held  th e  ba lance  o f pow er be tw een  

th e  L iberal U nionists w ith  29 sea ts  and th e  C ladston ian  L iberals 

w ith  24. [51]
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F or th e ir  p a r t ,  th e  L iberal U nionists w ere c lea rly  being 

draw n m ore closely  to  th e  C onservative  p a r ty  by th e ir  n a tional 

a lliance  w ith  them . [52] On th e  o th e r hand, th e  M ail w as ab le to  

claim , in F ebruary  1892, th a t  th e  fa c t  th a t  Joseph  C ham berlain  

had v o ted  aga inst th e  C onservatives on th e  issue o f  W elsh 

d isestab lishm ent d em o n stra ted  th a t  he was no t " tied  to  th e  w heels 

o f th e  Tory chario t. "[53]

A round th e  tim e  o f  th e  P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign to  secu re  th e  

passing o f th e  1892 Birm ingham  W ater Bill, th e re  was a  n a tional 

swing o f  opinion by th e  e le c to ra te  tow ards th e  L iberal P a rty , 

which was even tually  to  cu lm in ate  in G ladstone’s G eneral E lection  

v ic to ry  in th e  sum m er o f  1892 and a  L iberal adm in is tra tion  from  

1892 to  1895. One ind ication  o f th e  v o te rs ’ m ood w as th e  London 

County Council e lec tio n  o f M arch, 1892.[54] The high hopes o f  

th e  L iberal P a r ty  and th e ir  Irish  a llies  fo r  th e  ex p ec ted  G eneral 

E lection , and th e ir  dislike o f  Joseph  C ham berlain  and any Bill 

sponsored by him , appear to  have spilled  over in to  th e  d eb a tes  

and divisions in th e  Com m ons on th e  1892 W ater Bill. [55] B efore 

th e  second reading , th e  Irish  m em bers w ere c lea rly  ex p ec ted  to  

oppose a  m easure fo r w hich C ham berlain  was seen  to  be  

responsible. [56] In addition , m any L iberals appear to  have v o ted  

in sym pathy w ith th e  opposition to  th e  Bill from  th e  L iberal 

strongholds o f W ales and, to  a  le sser e x te n t, London. [57] A 

sim ilar s itua tion , although w ith  som e cross- voting, o ccu rred  a t  

th e  second reading. [58]
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On th e  S e lec t C om m ittee  itse lf , how ever, p a r ty  p o litic a l 

rivalry  p layed  l i t t le  p a r t, and th e  s tren g th  and fo rce  o f  th e  

C orporation 's  case  c a rried  th e  day irre sp ec tiv e  o f p a r ty  

affilia tions . As th e  M ail reco rded , "the ... C o m m itte e ... 

consists o f  M r. C am pbell- B annerm an (C hairm an), M r. W alter Jam es , 

Mr. Philip S tanhope and Mr. C auston (C ladstonian  L iberals), Mr. 

Pow ell Willieims (L iberal U nionist), and Sir S ta ffo rd  N orth co te ,

Sir W illiam H ouldsw orth, Mr. L lew ellyn and Mr. Gedge 

(C onservatives). "[59] This C om m ittee , cha ired  by a  L iberal, was 

to  support th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  in a ll i ts  m ajor 

con ten tions. And y e t, as th e  G a z e tte  a ffirm ed , " it canno t be 

said to  have had  a  g re a t p a r tia li ty  fo r th e  B irm ingham  

C orporation. Mr. C am pbell- B annerm an had only a  sh o rt tim e  ago 

led  a  d e term ined  a t ta c k  upon th e  g re a t sm all a rm s tra d e  brought 

in to  th e  c ity  by th e  ex ertio n s  o f Mr. C ham berlain , M r. Callings, 

and th e  o th e r  local m em bers. "[60]

The g re a te s t  p o litic a l th re a t  to  th e  passage o f th e  

Birm ingham  W ater Bill, how ever, was posed by th e  im pending and 

widely- ex p ec ted  dissolution o f P a rliam en t p rio r to  th e  holding 

o f  a  G eneral E lection . In ea rly  June , 1892, a f te r  th e  Bill's 

f irs t read ing  in th e  Lords, th e  P o s t's London co rresponden t w ro te  

th a t  "it seem s im possible to  hope ... i f  any opposition is 

p ersevered  w ith, th a t  th e  fu r th e r  s tag es  ... can  be  accom plished 

w ithin th e  life  o f th e  p re sen t P a rliam en t. "[61] A lready, in m id- 

May, 1892, th e  G a z e tte  had a sse rted  th a t  "a dissolution m ay ta k e
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p lace  a lm ost any day, and as th e  law stands th a t would com pel th e  

C orporation  to  go over again  th e  whole o f th e  ground a lready  

covered  a t  enorm ous expense in th e  prom otion  o f  th is  Bill. "[62] 

The G a z e tte  la te r  m ade a  sp ec ific  appeal to  th e  local opponents 

o f th e  E lan schem e: "Much w ill depend on th e  ac tio n  o f th e

Birm ingham  d issen tien ts  as to  how long th e  House o f  Lords 

C om m ittee  m ay be engaged. ... Very g rave reasons m ust ... be 

advanced i f  th e  local opposition should endeavour to  fo rce  th e  

C orporation  to  com m ence again  de novo. "[63]

G iven th e  influence o f  C ham berlain  and th e  L iberal U nionist 

P a r ty  on th e  C onservative m em bers o f th e  G overnm ent, i t  is an 

in te res tin g  specu la tion  as  to  w hether th e  issue o f th e  B irm ingham  

W ater Bill p layed  a  p a r t  in de term in ing  th e  d a te  o f  P arliam en t's  

dissolution. C erta in ly , th e  G overnm ent appears to  have done all 

in its  pow er to  exped ite  th e  passage o f th e  Bill in its  la t te r  

stages. [64] In th e  ev en t, th e  Bill rece iv ed  th e  R oyal A ssen t on 

th e  27 th  June , 1892 and th e  dissolution w as fixed  fo r th e  

28th. [65]

4. ï t e  Opposition to  the Birmingham Corporation Water B ill From 

Outside Birmingdiam.

4.1 Iitroduction.
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In th is  study o f th e  decisions re le v a n t to  th e  W elsh w a te r 

schem e, th e  m ain em phasis is on th e  B irm ingham  opposition to  th e  

1892 Birm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill, and on th e  issues and 

them es re la te d  to  it . D uring th e  P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign, 

how ever, an im p o rtan t ro le  was p layed  by opponents from  ou tside 

th e  c ity . In th e  m obilisation o f  th e ir  p o litic a l b ias to  overcom e 

th is  opposition and to  ach ieve th e  desired  decisional ou tcom es 

th e  p rom oters  found i t  n ecessary  to  distinguish  be tw een  th e  

m ajo rity  o f  opponents, who could be  com pensated  by m oney, w a te r 

o r o th e r  recom pense, and a  m inority  whose success, like th a t  o f 

th e  B irm ingham  opponents, would have led  to  th e  delay  or 

abandonm ent o f th e  schem e. An exam ple o f  th e  f ir s t  type  o f 

opposition w as th a t  o f  landed in te re s ts , w hereas exam ples o f  th e  

second w ere th e  opposition o f  th e  London C ounty C ouncil and o f 

in te re s ts  in South W ales. The m ain  s tra te g y  o f  th e  C orporation  

in dealing w ith  th e  f ir s t  type  o f opposition was to  accom m odate  

i t  by p ruden t generosity , desp ite  th e  "fancy price" th a t  

som etim es had to  be paid. [66] Thus, even opponents w ere fo rced  

to  confess th a t  "the g re a te s t  possible fa irness  and liberality" 

was exh ib ited  by th e  p rom oters, a  policy  w hich was expensive, 

bu t, as th e  P o st and th e  M ail p o in ted  out, po litica lly  

expedient. [67] In B achrach  and B a ra tz ’s te rm s, th e re fo re , th is  

type o f  opposition was d e a lt w ith, n o t by th e  p o litic a l 

m obilisation o f  b ias, bu t by th e  n ego tia tion  o f  econom ic deals.

The second type  o f opposition, which h it a t  th e  very  basis o f  th e  

schem e, was defused by ra tio n a l exp lanation  w here possible, and, 

i f  th is  fa iled , co u n tered  by a  p o lite  b u t firm  p o litic a l resolve.
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As w ill be seen  in th e  analysis o f  th e  m obilisation  o f  b ias 

against th e  B irm ingham  opponents, th e  p ro m o ters  had considerable 

p o litica l resou rces to  deploy aga in st th e  in transigen t, 

including, in Joseph  C ham berlain , a  C ab inet M in iste r o f  

considerable ab ility  and influence. In c o n tra s t, m any o f th e  

opponents, as w ill be seen, w ere sp lit am ong them selves or m ade 

m utually  exclusive dem ands. T hroughout th is  sec tio n  on th e  

opposition from  outside B irm ingham  th e  a t te m p t to  analyse 

decisions in te rm s o f  Lukes* defin itiona l c a teg o rie s  is, fo r  th e  

reasons s ta te d  above and developed below , som ew hat com plica ted .

The strenuous opposition to  th e  C orporation ’s decision to  

p rom ote  th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill does n o t app ea r to  

have been  widely an tic ip a ted . [68] H ostility  ta p e re d  o ff, 

how ever, tow ards th e  end o f  th e  P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign so th a t  

by th e  tim e  th e  Bill reach ed  th e  House o f  Lords only te n  opposing 

p e titio n s  rem ain ed .[69] A lready , in M arch, 1892, how ever, th e  

M ail was an tic ip a tin g  "a long and keen f ig h t"[70] and by June , 

1892, th e  P ost was describ ing  th e  opposition as "persis ten t, 

prolonged and b it te r .  "[71] A ccord ing  to  S ir Thom as M artineau  

"there  w ere p e titio n s  from  no few er than  th ir ty -  five public o r 

p riv a te  bodies" in opposition to  th e  Bill. [72] As w ill be  seen, 

m any o f  th e se  w ere s e tt le d  w ith  p riv a te ly , and som e opposition, 

such as th a t  from  th e  Kings N orton Poor Law G uardians and  th e  

N orth fie ld  Highway B oard w as fa irly  m inor. [73]
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Serious opposition to  th e  decision to  p roceed  w ith  th e  E lan 

valley  proposals was f ir s t  m an ifes ted  in th e  House o f  Com m ons a t  

th e  tim e  o f th e  W ater Bill’s second read ing  on M arch 8 th , 1892.

I t  o ccu rred  in Lukes’ f irs t, o r decision- m aking, dim ension o f  

pow er, and m an ifested  i ts e lf  in a t te m p ts  to  d e fe a t, a l te r  or 

in fluence th e  proposed leg islation . In response to  th is  

opposition, th e  p rom oters  ag reed  to  r e fe r  th e  Bill to  a  H ybrid 

C om m ittee  w ith  g re a te r  pow ers to  enquire and co llec t 

evidence. [74] In o th e r words, ra th e r  th an  a tte m p tin g  to  a l te r  

th e  ru les o f th e  gam e in th e ir  own favour, th e  C orporation  m ade a  

p rocedural concession in o rder to  gain support and sym pathy fo r 

th e ir  case. They m ay perhaps have considered  th a t  th e  propaganda 

value o f appearing  reasonab le  and generous outw eighed th e  e x tra  

troub le and expense o f  a  m ore p ro tra c te d  investigation . A t a ll 

even ts, i t  seem s th a t,  fo r th e ir  own advan tage, th ey  n ea tly  stood  

th e  ta c t ic  described  by P a rry  and M orriss on its  head.

Some ind ication  o f th e  level o f  opposition to  th e  W ater Bill 

was th e  sum o f "£673-6-0 ... p roduced from  th e  sa le  o f M inutes o f 

E vidence to  opponents and others" by th e  end o f O ctober, 

1892,[75] to  which, la te r ,  "the Town C lerk  re p o rte d  th a t  he had 

rece iv ed  a  fu r th e r  £60-14-0. "[76] B ecause o f  th e  con ten tious 

n a tu re  o f  th e  W ater Bill, around M arch 1892 "it w as found 

necessary  ... to  ta k e  an o ffice  in London ... a t  9, Bridge S tre e t, 

W estm inster, w here th e  Town C lerk  and his a ss is tan ts  w ere in 

daily a tte n d a n c e " .[77]
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4.2 T he London O pponents.

The opposition o f  th e  London C ounty Council, and o f  various 

in te re s ts  in W ales, to  th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill o f 

1892 c lea rly  d em o n stra tes  th a t  th e  m odern concern  over th e  

acquisition  o f supplies o f pu re  w a te r  can  be d a ted  back  a t  le a s t 

to  th e  end  o f th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry . M oreover, th e  London and 

Welsh C ounty Councils w ished to  lay claim  to  th e  h ead w aters  o f 

th e  E lan and C laerw en fo r possible schem es o f th e ir  own. They 

thus had fundam ental, i f  m u tually  exclusive, ob jections to  th e  

Birm ingham  Bill which could no t be p la c a te d  by m onetary  

paym ents. [78] T herefo re , when they  could no t be  ta lk ed  o u t o f 

th e ir  hostility , they  w ere firm ly  opposed, am id increasing  

rancour betw een  th e  tw o sides. Ttie in te rv en tio n  o f  opponents 

from  London and elsew here, th e re fo re , was m arked  by a  s itu a tio n  

o f co n flic t in w hat was p erce iv ed  to  be a  zero  sum  gam e w here one 

side could only win a t  th e  expense o f th e  o th e r. The s itu a tio n  

would thus seem  to  be ideal fo r analysis in  te rm s o f  Lukes* f irs t  

dim ension, in which th e  ro le  o f  co n flic t in pow er strugg les is 

stressed . The problem , as explained above, a rises  from  D ahl’s 

defin ition  o f pow er (c ritic ise d  by Lukes, b u t inco rpo ra ted  in to  

his f irs t  dim ension) w hereby, in th is  s itu a tio n  o f co n flic t, one 

a c to r  p revails  over ano ther to  do som ething th a t  he would n o t 

o therw ise have done. In th is  case , how ever, i f  th e  London 

opponents, and o th e rs  in South W ales, w ere p revailed  upon to  do 

anything, i t  w as to  look elsew here  than  th e  Elan valley  fo r a  

supply o f  w ate r, som ething  which, fo r th e  reasons explained
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above, they  would probably  n o t have done anyway. The case  thus 

provides an o th er exam ple w here Lukes' defin ition  o f  pow er is 

adequa te  b u t cannot be sim ply applied. I t  could even be  argued, 

indeed, th a t  th e  app lica tion  is too  com plica ted  to  b e  w orth  th e  

e ffo rt.

In London, i t  was th e  C ounty Council w hich a tte m p te d  to  

influence th e  f ir s t  dim ensional decision- m aking surrounding 

B irm ingham 's Welsh w a te r  schem e. The L .C .C . w ished to  delay  any 

decision to  app rop ria te  th e  E lan valley  pending th e  re p o rt o f  a  

proposed R oyal Com m ission on th e  w a te r  supply o f  th e  m etropolis. 

A rem ark  m ade by Sir Thom as M artineau  th a t  "London would be a 

riva l sooner o r la te r" , when brought to  th e  a tte n tio n  o f  London 

M .P.'s and th e  L .C .C ., caused  them  to  fe a r  th a t  B irm ingham  was 

a ttem p tin g  to  s te a l a  m arch  on them . [79] A t f irs t,  th e  p ro m o ters  

a tte m p te d  to  appease th e  L .C .C . by a  display o f  reasonableness. 

They thus decided  to  delay  th e  second read ing  o f  th e  Bill and to  

a tte n d  a  conference  be tw een  th e  tw o sides. A t th is  con ference , 

C ham berlain  and M artineau  cla im ed  th a t  B irm ingham 's case  was 

u rgen t, and th a t  she w as m uch m ore co n s tr ic ted  in h er choice o f  

s ite s  than  London fo r a  supply by g rav ity  because o f  h e r heigh t 

above sea  level. A lthough tem porarily  p laca ted , th e  Londoners 

soon re v e rte d  to  th e ir  orig inal a t t i tu d e  and th e  L .C .C . 

m ain ta ined  a  badly conducted  b u t expensive opposition. [80]
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The m ain  spokesm an fo r th e  m etropo lis  was S ir John  Lubbock, 

th e  L .C .C /s  chairm an , who w ro te  an a r tic le  on th e  sub jec t in 

N ine teen th  C en tu ry . 1811 H e w as supported  by his v ice- chairm an, 

John H utton , who gave ev idence aga in st th e  Bill in th e  Lords 

C o m m ittee .[82] The L .C .C ., how ever, found i t  d ifficu lt, in 

S chattschneide r’s phrase, to  m obilise its  p o litic a l b ias 

e ffec tiv e ly  since a t  th a t  tim e  th e  w a te r  supply o f  th e  m etropo lis  

was in th e  hands o f p riv a te  com panies. [83] I t  s till, how ever, 

a tta c k e d  th e  E lan schem e in C o m m ittee , arguing th a t  "the fu tu re  

needs o f B irm ingham  ... p a le  in im portance  b efo re  th e  fu tu re  

possible needs o f London. "[84]

In B irm ingham , th e  m e tro p o litan  opposition to  th e  decision 

to  p roceed  w ith  th e  E lan valley  schem e was no t an tic ip a ted . [85] 

When i t  m a te ria lised , i t  caused  re sen tm en t, w ith  M artineau  in 

p a rtic u la r  expressing re g re t a t  th e  unnecessary  "collision. "[86]

For M ansergh, i t  was "a m onstrous proposition" th a t  B irm ingham  

"should be stopped  o r delayed  by ... London"[87] and o th e r 

w itnesses on b eh a lf o f Birm ingham , such as th e  hydraulic 

engineer, Thom as H aw kesley, ag reed  w ith  h im .[88] I t  was also 

c laim ed  by B irm ingham ’s counsel th a t th e  R oyal Com m ission 

investigating  th e  w a te r  supply o f London was "not as to  th e  b es t 

sources o f  supply" b u t "as to  th e  su ffic iency  o f  th e  ex isting  

sources" and was th e re fo re  "w ithout any pow er o f suggestion as to  

w here (London) should go. "[89]
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M artineau  vigorously denied  th a t  "com petition  w ith London 

led  to  th e  p roduction  o f  our schem e a t  a  tim e  e a r lie r  by a  single 

day than  w as necessary  fo r th e  w ants o f  B irm ingham  itse lf . "[90]

But Londoners could have been  forg iven  fo r assum ing th a t  

B irm ingham  was ou t to  dish them . In D ecem ber 1891 M artineau  

rep e a te d  th a t  "if th e  schem e w ere re je c te d  th e  supply would be 

absorbed by o th e r people" and th a t  "London was a lready  looking 

a f te r  i t . "[91] In B irm ingham  th e  London opposition, as th e  M ail 

argued, probably m ade th e  E lan valley  seem  m ore a t t r a c t iv e  to  th e  

c itizen s  and th e  decision to  se ize  th e  w a te r  c a tch m e n t a re a  m ore 

accep tab le . [92] The d issen tien t ra te p a y e r  B eriah  Shepherd and, 

tw o y ea rs  la te r , councillor S tem bridge, w ere ce rta in ly  convinced 

th a t, in B irm ingham , th e  fe a r  o f  being p re - em p ted  by London was 

used by th e  p rom oters  as a  highly e f fe c tiv e  debating  po in t. [93]

The L .C .C .'s decision, in Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension, to  oppose 

th e  E lan schem e m ust be p laced  in th e  co n tex t o f  th e  w ider issue 

o f th e  supply o f w a te r  to  th e  m etropolis. [94] In th e  

P arliam en ta ry  Session o f 1890-1 a  S e lec t C om m ittee  o f  th e  House 

o f Comm ons considered  a  London W ater Com m ission Bill. One o f  its  

conclusions w as th a t  P a rliam en t should consider th e  possible 

req u irem en ts  o f London b e fo re  handing over any rem ain ing  sources 

to  o th e rs .[95] In O ctober 1891 th e  P ost quo ted  from  "a R ep o rt o f 

th e  W ater C om m ittee  o f th e  London C ounty Council, d ra f te d  by Sir 

Thom as F arre r."  This re fe rre d  to  th e  conclusion o f  th e  

P a rliam en ta ry  C om m ittee  quo ted  above, and com m ented  th a t  th e  

"recom m endation w ith re sp e c t to  th e  fu tu re  ac tio n  o f  P a rliam en t
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clearly  po in ts to  th e  case  o f  B irm ingham . "[96] I t  was against 

th is  background th a t,  in M arch 1892, th e  G overnm ent announced to  

th e  House o f  Comm ons th e  decision on th e  m em bership  (which 

included Ja m es  M ansergh) o f "the R oyal Com m ission on th e  

M etropo litan  W ater Supply. "[97] M eanw hile, Lubbock convened a  

conference  o f  London in te re s ts  w hich concluded th a t  B irm ingham  

should fo r th e  tim e  being  s ta y  i ts  hand, desp ite  th e  f a c t  th a t  

M artineau  had a lready  re fu sed  to  do so. Soon a  co m m ittee  had 

been  s e t up to  con fer w ith  Birm ingham . [98] And so th e  lengthy  

saga continued. [99] E ventually , th e  R oyal Com m ission rep o rte d  

th a t  London could m e e t i ts  im m ed ia te  req u irem en ts  from  local 

sources, w hich i t  p roceeded  to  do. [100]

The conclusion on th e  London opponents is th a t,  on th is  

issue a t  le a s t, they  lacked , in B achrach  and B a ra tz ’s 

term inology, decisive p o litic a l resources, and m obilised those 

th a t  they  did possess w ith  in d iffe ren t skill. In c o n tra s t, th e  

Birm ingham  C orporation  w as able, in th is  p a r tic u la r  case , to  

m obilise a  decisive p o litic a l b ias  against th e  L .C .C . and thus to  

con tro l th e  p o litic a l agenda and th e  decision- m aking process. 

"While London," w ro te  B arclay , "burdened w ith  i ts  unw ieldy 

paroch ial governm ent, is endeavouring to  c re a te  a  re p re se n ta tiv e  

au tho rity , which shall be em pow ered to  buy up th e  p ro p erty  o f  th e  

e igh t com panies which now provide its  inhab itan ts  w ith  w a te r, ... 

th e  c itizen s  o f  B irm ingham  ... have th e ir  w a te r  supply in th e ir  

own hands, unhindered by troub lesom e p resc rip tiv e  righ ts. "[101] 

This s itu a tio n , indeed, rem ained  la rge ly  u n a lte red  u n til th e

- 124 -



c rea tio n  o f th e  M etropo litan  W ater B oard in 1903.[102] F aced  

w ith  such fo rm idable obstacles , th e  L .C .C . fa lte re d  and, in 

Lukes* te rm s, proved incapable o f  fo res ta llin g  th e  C orporation 's  

f irs t  dim ensional decision to  p roceed  w ith  th e  W elsh w a te r 

p ro jec t. They p resen ted  no ev idence to  th e  Com m ons S e lec t 

C om m ittee , rely ing  solely on cross- exam ination  and an  address by 

th e ir  counsel.[103] "London", re f le c te d  M artineau  when i t  was 

all over, "could no t look back  a t  th e ir  cam paign w ith  

sa tisfac tio n . They had  spen t a  lo t o f m oney ... and y e t w ere in 

m uch th e  sam e position. "[104]

The d ifficu ltie s  faced  by London in te re s ts  w ere w ell 

illu s tra te d  by a  le t te r  p rin ted  in th e  P o st in A pril, 1891, from  

th e  London firm  o f  engineers, H assard  and T yrrell. This a sse rted  

th a t  th e  "Elan and C laerw en ... a re  included as sources in our 

p ro jec t fo r supplying London w ith  pure w a te r  from  m id- Wales" and 

suggested  th a t,  in view o f th is, B irm ingham  should ta k e  in stead  

th e  w ate rs  o f  th e  Tem e and Ithon, as suggested  by H assard  h im se lf 

to  th e  C orporation  in 1870. [105] N othing could have been  b e t te r  

ca lcu la ted  to  endear opinion in B irm ingham  to  th e  decision to  

p roceed  w ith  th e  Elan schem e, and to  harden  th e  a tt i tu d e s  o f th e  

c itize n ry  against a t te m p ts  from  th e  m etropo lis  to  in fluence th e  

C orporation 's p o litica l agenda. H ere, c lea rly , w as a  firm  o f  

engineers who, fo r th e ir  own business ends, w ere a tte m p tin g  to  

saddle th e  M idland c ity  w ith  an in ferio r w a te r  c a tch m e n t area! 

The W ater C om m ittee , said  M artineau , "told M essrs. H assard  and 

T yrrell th a t  i f  th ey  w ere so fond o f  th e  Tem e and Ithon they
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could ta k e  them  fo r London. " He was supported , am ong o thers , 

by Law ley P a rk e r and th e  Lord M ayor, A lderm an C layton. [106] 

C learly , th e  London eng ineers had unw itting ly  succeeded  in 

increasing  fe a rs  in B irm ingham  as to  th e  fu tu re  w a te r  supply, and 

in streng then ing  support fo r  th e  c ity ’s decision to  p roceed  w ith  

th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e.

4.3 T te  Welsh Opposition.

The opposition o f W elsh in te re s ts  to  th e  C orporation’s 

decision to  p rom ote  th e  E lan valley  schem e was o f th re e  m ain 

in te rco n n ec ted  types. F irs tly  th e re  w as antagonism  which sprang 

from  a  genera l fee ling  o f W elsh nationalism . Secondly, and 

closely linked to  th is, was th e  h o stility  o f  in te re s ts  in South 

W ales to  th e  appropria tion  o f  a  w a te r  ca tch m e n t a re a  w hich they  

them selves m igh t one day wish to  acqu ire . A nd th ird ly  th e re  w ere 

th e  various local in te re s ts  w hich w ere about to  be infringed  by 

th e  construc tion  o f th e  works, and w hich had  to  rece iv e  

com pensation. In genera l, th e  policy o f th e  W ater C om m ittee  was 

to  co n c ilia te  th e  th ird  type  o f  opposition by adeq u a te  m o netary  

paym ents or o th e r concessions, and to  oppose th e  f ir s t  and second 

types, p a rticu la rly  th e  second which, i f  successfu l, would 

rev erse  th e  decision to  p ro ceed  w ith  th e  E lan operation .
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As in th e  case  o f  th e  London opponents, i t  is qu ite  

com plica ted  to  analyse th e  opposition W ales in te rm s  o f

Lukes" f ir s t  dim ensional defin itional ca teg o ries . The em phasis 

p laced  by D ahl on co n flic t during th e  decision- m aking p rocess 

(which is c ritic ise d  by Lukes bu t inco rp o ra ted  nev erth e less  in to  

his f ir s t  d im ensional defin itiona l ca teg o ries) is c e rta in ly  

applicable to  th e  opposition from  W elsh n a tio n a lis t M .P .’s. As 

w ith  th e  L .C .C ., B irm ingham  C orporation  could be described  as 

prevailing  over them  in a  s itu a tio n  o f co n flic t. F or th e  L .C .C ., 

i f  B irm ingham  succeeded  in i ts  E lan valley  schem e, th en  i t  could 

no t m ount i ts  own schem e in th a t  p a r tic u la r  w atershed . In th e  

case  o f th e  Welsh n a tio n a lis ts , i f  B irm ingham  succeeded  then  th e  

in te re s ts  which they  c la im ed  to  rep re sen t would have been  o v er

ridden. I t  is tru e  th a t  those  in te re s ts  w ere  ch a ra c te rise d  by 

l i t t le  m ore than  an in tang ib le  opposition to  ou tside developers.

But, on th e  o th e r hand, th e  antagonism  expressed  tow ards th e  

C orporation  was, as w ill be  seen, very  rea l. W ith reg a rd  to  

local in te re s ts  in th e  Elan valley , th e  m a jo rity  seem ed, if  

anything, to  w elcom e th e  a rriv a l o f  th e  C orporation  w ith  i ts  

o ffe rs  (considered generous by im p artia l observers such as 

C am pbell- Bannerm an) to  pu rchase  m arg inal ag ricu ltu ra l land on 

in fe rtile  uplands. F or m any local landow ners, th e  Elan valley  

schem e, fa r  from  being p erce iv ed  as an unw elcom e th re a t ,  was seen 

as involving w elcom e offers .
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The specifica lly  n a tio n a lis t opposition to  th e  W ater Bill 

was fo r th e  m ost p a r t  confined  to  th e  proceedings on th e  floo r o f 

th e  House o f  Com m ons and one o f  its  m ain in s tig a to rs  was S ir 

Thom as Ellis, th e  M.P. fo r M erioneth . [107] On M arch 8 th , 1892, 

"on th e  m otion  fo r th e  second read ing  ... Mr. Thom as E llis m oved 

th a t  th e  Bill be read  a  second tim e  th is  day six m onths" [108] a  

delaying ta c t ic  which w as firm ly  opposed by th e  B irm ingham  

m em bers, and w hich fa iled . E llis had m ore success, how ever, in 

moving re fe re n c e  o f th e  Bill to  a  H ybrid C om m ittee  o f nine 

m em bers. This proposal, as explained above, w as a c c e p te d  by 

C ham berlain  on b eh a lf  o f th e  B irm ingham  M .P.’s. I t  w as a  

p rocedural concession w hich w as apparen tly  aim ed a t  w inning 

support by appearing  reasonab le. As explained  above, i t  w as thus 

th e  opposite o f  th e  norm al ta c t ic ,  described  by P a rry  and 

M orriss, o f  m anipu lating  p rocedures to  one's own advan tage. [109] 

A nother proposal, th a t th e  C om m ittee 's  quorum  should be  five, was 

also a cc ep ted  by th e  p ro m o ters , p resum ably fo r s im ilar 

reasons. [110] A  subsequent a tte m p t, though, by Ellis's 

assoc ia te , D avid Thom as, to  add an o th er tw o W elshm en to  th e  

H ybrid C om m ittee  was unsuccessful. C learly , th e  C orporation  only 

w anted  to  appear reasonab le  if, in th e ir  judgm ent, th e  final 

decision was n o t a lte red , and p u ttin g  la rg e  num bers o f  Welsh 

M .P.'s onto  th e  H ybrid C o m m ittee  m ight, in th e ir  view , have had 

th a t  e f fe c t .  [ I l l ]
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A fte r  th e  Bill had re tu rn e d  from  C om m ittee  fo r i ts  R ep o rt 

S tage, th e  n a tio n a lis t opposition continued. A  m otion fo r 

exam ple was ag reed  to  by C ham berlain  banning use by th e  

C orporation  o f barbed  w ire fo r fencing , which, he rem arked , 

" there  had never been  any in ten tio n  to  use," and Lloyd G eorge 

unsuccessfully  a tte m p te d  to  secu re  a  decision to  su b jec t com m on 

lands in co rpo ra ted  in to  th e  schem e to  "a body o f tru s tees"  

dom inated  by Welsh in te re s ts , an a t te m p t to  in fluence th e  

decision- m aking p rocedures w hich again  th e  C orporation  

successfu lly  opposed. [112]

To th e  S p e c ta to r , com m enting  on th e  d eb a te  on th e  Bill's 

second reading , i t  was c le a r  " th a t th e  H om e R ule fee ling  is 

alm ost ex tending  to  th e  wish to  exclude th e  inhab itan ts  o f  a  

d iffe re n t Hom e R ule d is tr ic t  from  th e  advan tages o f  th e  w a te r 

which springs up in your own d is tr ic t. "[113] C erta in ly , 

according  to  th e  M ail's re p o rt, Ellis, a t  th e  second reading, 

spoke "in a  sp irit o f g re a t h o s tility  to  th e  m easu re ."[114] And 

y e t th e  n a tio n a lis t opposition w as frequen tly  som ew hat unspecific  

and vague. E llis h im self, fo r exam ple, to ld  th e  Comm ons 

C om m ittee  th a t  "w ater supply is ... a  n a tional question," and 

th a t "the ... appropria ting  ... (of) ... g a th erin g  grounds ... 

should be an Im perial m a tte r .  "[115] To observers in B irm ingham  

i t  a ll seem ed  very  puzzling. The opposition o f  "the W elshmen", 

com m ented  th e  M ail, "was m ore sen tim en ta l than  rea l, "[116] and 

C ham berlain  rid icu led  th e  cry  o f "Welsh w a te r  fo r th e  

Welsh. "[117] Je sse  C eilings, how ever, was m ost a larm ed .
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p articu la rly  a t  Welsh am endm ents which m igh t th re a te n  

B irm ingham ’s pow ers to  keep  its  w a te r  pure. [118] B ut W elsh 

n a tio n a lis t sen tim en t had no d iscern ib le  a lte rn a tiv e  ob jec tive  in 

its  opposition. I ts  aim  w as to  p rev en t th e  w a te r  schem e from  

proceeding  even though m any local landow ning in te re s ts  

(them selves Welsh) appeared  to  w elcom e it . In i ts  P a rliam en ta ry  

expression, i t  w as also closely  linked to  a  L iberal P a r ty  s till 

in opposition. I t  thus lacked  bo th  th e  p o litic a l w ill and th e  

p o litic a l resou rces to  launch a  susta ined  and e ffe c tiv e  

m obilisation against th e  1892 Bill, and i t  had no e f fe c t  on th e  

decisional outcom es.

A sim ilar conclusion m ay be draw n on th e  re la te d  opposition 

from  South W ales. By early  M arch, 1891, re p o rte d  th e  P ress  

A ssociation, "the Welsh m em bers" had  decided  "to p ro te s t  against 

English tow ns tak ing  possession o f  Welsh sources o f  w a te r  supply" 

which m ight one day be needed  by South W ales. [119] In th e  

Commons, th e  m ain spokesm an fo r such in te re s ts  was S ir H enry 

H ussey Vivian, th e  M.P. fo r Sw ansea, who, a t  th e  second reading , 

"p ro tes ted  again st th e  P rin c ip a lity  being  reg ard ed  as a  ca rcase , 

to  be divided according  to  th e  w ishes and th e  w ants o f  B irm ingham  

and London. "[120] S ir H enry also spoke against th e  Bill in 

C om m ittee  and, a t  th e  th ird  reading , unsuccessfully  a tte m p te d  to  

m ove its  re jec tio n . [121]
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By th e  tim e  th e  Bill ap peared  b e fo re  th e  Lord’s C om m ittee  

th e  opponents from  South W ales had been  jo ined  by th e  C ounty 

C ouncils o f  M onmouth and G lam organ. "[1221 S ir H enry Hussey 

Vivian now gave evidence fo r th e  G lam organ County Council in  his 

cap ac ity  as i ts  chairm an, and accused  th e  p ro m o ters  o f 

" fo resta lling ."[123] On th e  n ex t day "the case  o f  th e  

G lam organshire C ounty C ouncil was continued , and  sev era l 

w itnesses gave ev idence fo r them ". The W elsh opponents, how ever, 

w ere sp lit am ong them selves, and Lord O rm an thw aite , th e  chairm an 

o f th e  R adnorshire County Council, said  he was as opposed to  th e  

claim s o f  G lam organshire as he was to  B irm ingham ’s. [124]

Both th e  W elsh n a tio n a lis t opposition to  th e  E lan schem e and 

th e  antagonism  from  South W ales le f t  people from  B irm ingham  and 

th e ir  supporters som ew hat baffled . M artineau  and M ansergh had  a  

p a rticu la rly  low opinion o f  th e  case  o f G lam organ which, i t  w as 

claim ed, had  enough w a te r  fo r 70 y ea rs  a t  le ast. [125] "If 

W ales", argued  th e  M ail, "has no t m ore w a te r  than  i t  knows w hat 

to  do w ith, w here is surplus w a te r  to  be found?" And, in any 

case, th e  G lam organshire C ounty Council "had no du ty  in 

connection w ith  th e  supply o f  w ate r. "[126] In any ev en t, th e  

decision- m aking p rocess was no t a f fe c te d  by such 

antagonism .

The th ird  type o f  opposition from  W ales cam e from  local 

in te re s ts  in th e  v ic in ity  o f th e  proposed dam s. I t  w as o f  four 

m ain types. F irs tly , th e re  was th e  opposition o f  th e  R adnorsh ire
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County Council. Secondly, th e re  was th e  opposition w hich stem m ed  

from  th e  th re a t  posed by th e  Bill to  various com m on righ ts. 

Thirdly, th e re  was opposition from  various landed in te re s ts , bo th  

ow ners and ten an ts . In th is  ca teg o ry , th e  opposition o f  th e  

la rg e st landow ner, Lew is Lloyd, and o f  th e  P rick a rd  fam ily  was 

p articu la rly  sign ifican t. And, fourth ly , th e re  was th e  

opposition from  th e  B uilth  L ead  M ining Com pany which o p era ted  a  

sm all local lead  m ine. U nlike th e  h o s tility  from  London, th e  

Welsh n a tio n a lis ts  and South W ales, w hich w as to  th e  s tra te g ic  

princip le  o f  th e  schem e, m ost o f  th is  opposition w as over th e  

ta c tic a l  d e ta ils  o f  com pensation. A ccordingly, th e re fo re , th e  

Birm ingham  p rom oters  o f  th e  Bill w ere usually  ab le  to  co n c ilia te  

i t  by judicious generosity . In such cases, th e  p rocess o f 

ta c tic a l bargain ing  consisted  in th e  in te rp lay  be tw een  th e  o ffe r  

o f vo lun tary  purchase and th e  background th re a t  o f com pulsory 

purchase.

R adnorshire County C ouncil’s m ain w itness was its  own 

chairm an, and th e  Lord L ieu ten an t o f  th e  C ounty, Lord 

O rm an thw aite , who m ade tw o m ain  com plain ts. He did no t wish to  

a l te r  th e  C orporation’s decision to  p ro ceed  w ith  th e  W elsh w a te r  

schem e, bu t he w anted  a  few  supplem entary  decisions to  safeguard  

th e  in te re s ts  o f  his county . F irs tly  he fe a re d  fo r  law  and o rder 

w ith  th e  a rriv a l o f an e s tim a te d  2,000 navvies, a  developm ent 

which he argued  would n e c e ss ita te  a  new po lice  s ta tio n  and 

various o th e r form s o f expend itu re  fo r  which he dem anded 

recom pense. [127] H is second and asso c ia ted  dem and, which was
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answ ered po in t by po in t by B irm ingham 's counsel, w as th a t  "no 

expense should be throw n on th e  R adnorsh ire  C ounty C ouncil owing 

to  th e  ac tio n  o f th e  C orporation  o f Birm ingham . "[128] H owever, 

th e  council's P a rliam en ta ry  opposition to  B irm ingham  co st i t  an 

e s tim a ted  £350 in legal fees , and th is, i t  was claim ed , was 

caused by th e  in transigence o f  th e  p rom oters. [129] Subsequently, 

th e  C ounty Licensing C o m m ittee  decided  to  endorse th e  opening o f 

a  public house a t  R hayader in  th e  te e th  o f  opposition from  th e  

W ater C om m ittee  in B irm ingham  which w as w orried  abou t drunkenness 

am ong its  work- fo rce . In B irm ingham  th is  was construed  as an 

a c t  o f pique. This judgm ent, perhaps, m igh t no t be  considered  

unreasonable, given th a t  th e re  w ere no su bstan tive  d iffe ren ces  

a t  issue. R adnorsh ire C ounty  Council had  sought g u a ran tees  th a t  

i t  would have to  b e a r  no add itional expenses because  o f  th e  

schem e, and B irm ingham  had ag reed  to  th is. Indeed, R adnorshire  

C.C. did incur legal co sts  in fighting  a  cam paign, b u t th is  

cam paign m ight, perhaps, b e  construed  as being ill- advised and 

superfluous. On th e  o th e r hand, th is  co n stru c tio n  i ts e lf  m ust 

be based  upon th e  assum ption th a t  R adnorsh ire  C .C . w ere m istaken  

in th e ir  b e lie f  th a t  th e  C orporation  w as in tran sig en t in th e  

period  b efo re  th e  P a rliam en ta ry  enquiry, and th a t  w ithou t th e ir  

legal in terven tion  i t  would have rem ained  so. [130]

A ccording to  th e  P a rliam en ta ry  N otice  fo r th e  Birm ingham  

C orporation  W ater Bill, i t  was in tended  to  a l te r  o r abolish, w ith  

com pensation, a ll com m on rig h ts  in th e  E lan  valley  which m igh t 

ham per th e  schem e. [131] In doing th is, th e  C orporation  was
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generous, bu t firm  in i ts  reso lve to  p reserv e  th e  p u rity  o f i ts  

w a te r  supply. As will be seen, its  m ain s tra te g y  was to  a t te m p t 

to  ac tu a lly  purchase th e  land in th e  w a te r  c a tch m e n t a rea . 

Q )unsel fo r local ow ners and occupiers c la im ed  th a t  th is  was an 

enclosure a c t  which, under th e  1876 Com m ons P rese rv a tio n  A c t, 

needed  thorough local investigation , b u t M artineau  denied  th is  

claim ing i t  was "a purchasing  A ct."  H e w as adam an t, how ever, 

th a t, in th e  in te re s ts  o f  w a te r  pu rity , B irm ingham  m ust own th e  

land in th e  valley , since legal rem ed ies aga in st abuse o f  com m on 

rig h ts  would be  too  slow. Besides, he added, th e re  w ere only 180 

people in th e  whole a rea . M artineau  w as p a rticu la rly  w orried  

about th e  th re a t  to  w a te r  p u rity  posed by sheep w ashing, which, 

by Section  48 o f  th e  A c t, was p roh ib ited , [132] w ith  th e  

C orporation  ag ree ing  to  provide a lte rn a tiv e  fa c ilit ie s  

nearby. [133] A sep a ra te  issue was th e  rig h t to  c u t p e a t on 

com m on land (the rig h t o f tu rbary ), which i t  was decided  to  

g ran t, sub jec t to  bye- laws, desp ite  th e  fa c t  th a t  coal was by 

now in g enera l use instead . [134] These bye- law s fo rm ed  a  fina l 

poin t o f d iffe ren ce , since loca l in te re s ts  w an ted  a  say in th e ir  

form ulation . [135] In th e  ev en t, th e  C orporation  w as g ran te d  th e  

pow er to  m ake bye- law s, su b jec t to  th e  approval o f  th e  county  

councils o f  th e  neighbourhood and o f  th e  B oard o f  A gricu ltu re , to  

p rev en t pollu tion  o f  th e  r iv e r  from  th e  use o f  th e  land by th e  

com m oners. A s seen  above, i t  seem s to  have been  a  con sis ten t aim  

o f th e  C orporation  to  avoid a  decisive W elsh in te rven tion  in 

decisions which a f fe c te d  w a te r  pu rity , and h ere , as w ith  th e  

m em bership o f  th e  H ybrid C om m ittee , Welsh involvem ent was
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lim ited . [136]

M artineau  subsequently  a d m itte d  th a t  th e  council’s c laim  to  

becom e a  very  la rge  landow ner by th e  pow er o f com pulsory purchase 

had been  a  d ifficu lt one to  secu re  in th e  H ybrid C om m ittee . In 

th e  end a  com prom ise w as decided  upon w hereby te n a n ts  o f  land 

w hich was n o t requ ired  fo r th e  purpose o f  th e  works w ere o ffe red  

leases fo r tw en ty - one y ea rs  on th e  sam e te rm s  as  they  had  

previously enjoyed. In add ition , i t  was decided  th a t  th e  council 

should g ran t to  every  freeh o ld er from  whom th ey  had purchased  a  

999 y ea r lease  o f th e  land n o t ac tu a lly  req u ired  fo r th e  w orks a t  

a  re n t equal to  3 p e r c e n t upon th e  p rice  paid  fo r th e  land, 3 

p er c e n t being th e  r a te  a t  which th e  pu rchase m oney would be  

borrow ed by th e  C orporation . In re tu rn , th e  C orporation  was 

p ro te c te d  by re s tr ic tiv e  covenan ts  w ith  re sp e c t to  pollu tion. In 

view o f th e  com plica ted  n a tu re  o f  th e  com pulsory purchases, seven 

years  w ere allow ed fo r th e ir  com pletion . [137]

By fa r  th e  m ost im p o rtan t local landow ner in th a t  po rtion  o f 

th e  valley  which th e  council needed  to  pu rchase w as R o b ert Lew is 

Lloyd. [138] Lewis Lloyd w as an urbane and courteous B ritish  

gen tlem an , apparen tly  untouched  by th e  n a tio n a lis t sen tim en t 

m an ifes ted  by various W elsh m em bers a t  th e  W ater B ill’s second 

reading. [139] Like o th e r landow ners, th e  Lew is Lloyds, possibly 

an tic ip a tin g  a  p ro fitab le  buy- ou t, had been  co- opera tin g  w ith  

th e  C orporation, and had  m ain ta in ed  a  ra in  gauge in th e  valley  

since 1870. [140]
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The m a tte r  o f  th e  sa le  o f  th e  Lloyd e s ta te ,  how ever, had  to  

be handled w ith  delicacy . In Ju n e , 1891, th e  P a rliam en ta ry  Sub- 

C om m ittee  o f th e  W ater C o m m ittee  reso lved  " th a t th e  C hairm an be 

req u ested  to  p u t h im se lf in to  com m unication  w ith  Mr. Lloyd w ith 

th e  view  o f m aking a  conditional a rran g em en t fo r th e  pu rchase o f 

th e  E s ta te , a t  W ales. "[141] N eedless to  say th e re  w as th e  

ex p ec ted  postu ring  in o rder to  ta k e  up an advantageous bargain ing  

position , w ith  Lloyd's so lic ito r rem ark ing  in early  1892 th a t  h is 

c lien t had  "the s tro n g es t objections" to  selling  his e s ta te . [142]

Such p re ten d ed  m isgivings w ere given cred ib ility  by M artineau 's  

adm ission th a t  Lloyd's a n c e s tra l hom e a t  N antgw ilt w as abou t to  

be "subm erged. "[143] N everthe less, on 6 th  A pril, 1892, Lloyd's 

counsel announced to  th e  Com m ons C om m ittee  th a t  a  sa le  had been 

agreed , and th a t  a t  no s tag e  had  th e re  been  any "very im p o rtan t 

opposition. " [144] The m ain  opposition, indeed, cam e from  th e  

Birm ingham  d issen tien ts , w ith  councillor Jaco b s  claim ing, w ithou t 

revealing  his source, th a t  £150,000 had  been  paid  fo r an  e s ta te  

w orth  only £40,000. This a lleg a tio n  he subsequently  rep ea ted , to  

th e  em barrassm en t o f  th e  W ater C om m ittee  w hich had ag reed  w ith 

Lloyd th a t  th e  p rice  should rem ain  se c re t. [145] The problem , 

how ever, w ith  open governm ent and fu ll d isclosure was w ell p u t 

by M artineau: "The opposition o f th e  landlords was so im p o rtan t, 

and especia lly  th e  opposition o f  Mr. Lew is Lloyd, th a t  i t  would 

have been  im possible to  g e t th e  Bill th rough P arliam en t"  unless 

th e  W ater C om m ittee  had  been  given au th o rity  to  m ake 

a rrangem en ts  w ith  opposing p rop rie to rs. [146] In th e  case  o f  th e
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Lewis Lloyds, nego tia tions o f  a  vo lun tary  sa le  w ere concluded 

successfully , nego tia tions which, presum ably , th e  w a te r  co m m ittee  

w ished to  rem ain  s e c re t to  p rev en t o th e r landow ners from  

acquiring a  yard - s tic k  by which to  assess any o ffe rs  m ade to  

them .

To im plem ent th e  E lan valley  schem e, th e  W ater C om m ittee  

found i t  necessary  to  acqu ire  p a r t  o f  th e  Dderw E s ta te  ow ned by 

th e  P rick ard  fam ily. This land w as m ore p e rip h e ra l to  th e  w a te r 

ca tch m en t a re a  th an  th a t  o f Lew is Lloyd, b u t th e  acquisition  was 

strongly  co n tested , so th a t  th e  pu rchase was th e  only one th a t  

w ent to  a rb itra tio n . [1471 A ll th e  o th e r landow ners had  se tt le d  

by Ju n e  1892, b u t th e  P rickards  held ou t u n til 1896 when th e re  

was a  co u rt case  lasting  six days th e  verb a tim  re p o rt o f which 

fills 400 p rin ted  folio pages. In his o ffic ia l h isto ry , V ince 

c learly  thought th a t  th e  C orporation  had been  fo rced  to  pay over 

th e  odds. In th e  la t te r  s tag es  o f th e  d ispute, indeed, th e  m ain 

m otive fo r th e  Prickard*s in transigence  m ay have been  to  g e t a  

b e t te r  p rice  ra th e r  than  to  re ta in  th e  land. In th is, th e  la s t 

o f th e  land purchases, how ever, being over- charged  w as probably 

som ething w hich th e  C orporation  was p rep a red  to  to le ra te  as a  way 

o f  c learing  th e  issue. In th e  ea rly  deals, th e  nego tia tio n  o f a 

high p rice  w ith  one landow ner m ight have s e t  a  benchm ark  fo r 

o th e r c la im an ts , unless, as in th e  case  o f th e  Lew is Lloyd 

e s ta te , th e  te rm s  o f th e  deal w ere k ep t confiden tia l. Thus, if  

th e  C orporation  was now paying  over th e  odds (how ever defined) i t  

m ay have been  p recise ly  because  th e  P rickards had  held  ou t longer
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than  o th e rs  and gained th e re fo re  a  s tra te g ic  advan tage. F rom  

th e ir  view point, how ever, th is  w as a  som ew hat risky s tra te g y , 

because any increased  p rice  from  th e  a rb itra tio n  p rocess m igh t 

have been  m ore than  o ffse t by g re a te r  legal costs. This s till  

rem ains a  fam ilia r d ilem m a in m odern cases involving com pulsory 

purchase. [148]

D uring th e  P arliam en ta ry  cam paign, th e  C orporation  bought 

up th e  m ining rig h ts  o f E dw ard Wood, who had  been  w orking a  lead  

m ine in th e  a re a  "on a  very  sm all scale . "[149] The C orporation ’s 

m ain dealings over th e  issue o f  m ining operations, how ever, w ere 

w ith  th e  B uilth Lead M ining Com pany. This, too , how ever, 

consisted  only o f "a few  gen tlem en  who ... a re  a ll personal 

friends o f one ano ther."  T heir m ine, accord ing  to  M ansergh, w as 

"now tu rn ing  ou t b u t very  l i t t le  ore" and was likely to  die as 

p a r t  o f  "a ru ined  industry . "[150] By early  May, 1902, a  

se tt le m e n t had  been  ag reed  w hereby th e  C orporation  paid  £8,000 

fo r th e  com pany’s m ineral righ ts. [151] The C orporation , how ever, 

w as p rep ared  to  see a  con tinuation  o f lead  m ining by th e  com pany 

as long as su itab le  bye- law s governing th e  pu rity  o f  th e  w a te r  

w ere com plied w ith, and  an  ag reem en t was subsequently  draw n 

up. [152] In th is  case , too , g iven th e  d ifficu ltie s  face d  by th e  

lead  m ining industry  in W ales, th e  C orporation’s com pensation  

te rm s  m ay w ell have been  g ra te fu lly  accep ted .

- 138



4.4 T te  Commons Preservation Society.

The in te rv en tio n  o f th e  Com m ons P re se rv a tio n  Socie ty  a t  th e  

C om m ittee  S tage o f th e  1892 B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill was 

com paratively  friend ly  and innocuous, and  was m e t by th e  

C orporation , as a  progressive and probably  sy m p ath e tic  local 

au tho rity , w ith  a  co n cilia to ry  response. I t  p rovides an  ea rly  

case  study o f an env ironm enta l p ressu re  group in ac tio n , b u t a t  

no s tag e  did i t  th re a te n  th e  success o f th e  Bill. I t  is also 

ano ther case  o f  decision- m aking in Lukes* f i r s t  dim ension w here, 

i f  th e re  w as any co n flic t, i t  w as decidedly  m uted .

U nlike th e  com m oners in th e  valley , th e  m ain  in te re s t o f  th e  

Society  was in a tte m p tin g  to  secu re  r ig h ts  o f  access fo r  th e  

genera l public to  th e  land abou t to  b e  acqu ired  by th e  

C orporation. This o b jec tive  th e  C orporation  was p rep a red  to  

acc ep t, provided th a t  th e  p u rity  o f th e  w a te r  could be secured .

In th e  House o f  Comm ons, th e  P rivy  C ounsellor Shaw- L efev re  spoke 

on b eh a lf  o f th e  Society . On his m otion , o f  which, in a  sp irit 

o f seem ing friendship  ra th e r  than  o f co n flic t, he gave advance 

n o tice  to  th e  p rom oters, th e  H ybrid C o m m ittee  was in s tru c te d  to  

rep o rt on public access. The C orporation , fo r th e ir  p a r t ,  

decided to  a c c e p t th is  proposal as " co m p ara tiv e ly  harm less " 

ra th e r  than  oppose it . O nce again  m u ted  co n flic t had  been  

reso lved  by gen tlem anly  ag reem en t. The C orporation  m igh t have 

been able  to  exerc ise  i ts  overw helm ing bargain ing  pow er
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d iffe ren tly , b u t th e  "econom y o f pow er" e n ta ile d  th a t  th e  

C orporation  conserved  its  pow er reso u rces  fo r s ign ifican t b a t t le s  

ra th e r  th an  squandering them  in m inor skirm ishes. [153]

L a te r  th e  Com m ons P rese rv a tio n  S ocie ty  p e titio n ed  again st 

th e  Bill, b u t seem ed  happy w ith  M artineau*s asse rtio n  th a t  th e  

p rom oters  only w anted  to  ta k e  pow ers to  exclude people "so th a t 

we m ay re g u la te  th e m ."[154] By early  A pril, 1902, an ag reem en t 

had been  reach ed  w hereby public access  was g ran te d  sub jec t to  

appropria te  bye- laws. This, how ever, as C am pbell- B annerm an 

poin ted  ou t, w as "not on b eh a lf  o f th e  C om m oners, b u t th e  Comm ons 

P rese rv a tio n  Society," and th e  locals w ere  le f t  to  argue o th e r 

righ ts  o f com m on fo r them selves. [155]

4.5 Opponents Down the River.

The Birm ingham  C orporation  W ater B ill o f 1892 e x c ite d  a  

lively opposition from  fishing in te re s ts  on th e  R iv e r Wye and 

from  th e  c ity  o f  H erefo rd , m uch o f which c e n tre d  on th e  am ount o f 

com pensation w a te r  to  be sen t dow nstream  from  th e  Elan 

reservo irs. I t  canno t be said  i f  a t  any s ta g e  such opponents 

w ished to  p rev en t th e  schem e, b u t if  th e y  did th ey  seem ed  to  

rea lise  th a t  th e  fig h t was hopeless, and w ere consequently  

co n ten t w ith  app ro p ria te  com pensation. F rom  th e ir  v iew point, and 

in acco rdance  w ith  th e  law  o f an tic ip a te d  reac tio n s , th e re  w as no
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poin t in figh ting  b a ttle s  w hich from  th e  o u tse t th ey  had no re a l 

p rospect o f winning. F rom  th e  view point o f  th e  C orporation , i t  

too  rea lised  th a t  th is  w as th e  case  and consequen tly  adop ted  a  

concilia to ry  a t titu d e , w hich i t  could a ffo rd  to  do.

In th e  a re a  o f th e  E lan valley , fish ing w as one o f  th e  

com m on rig h ts  c la im ed  by th e  locals. [156] U ltim a te ly  th e re fo re  

these  fishing righ ts, like th e  rig h ts  o f  tu rb a ry  m en tioned  above, 

w ere allow ed, sub jec t to  bye- laws, by S ection  54 o f  th e  

A c t.[157] "The C orporation  is also bound," added Vince, "to 

provide a  re n t-  f re e  house by th e  g re a t dam  fo r a  w a te r 

bailiff."[158]

G re a te r  opposition to  th e  C orporations's decision  to  p roceed  

w ith th e  Elan schem e, how ever, cam e no t from  ang lers in th e  

valley, b u t from  those  fu r th e r  dow nstream . T here  w as, fo r 

exam ple, a  p e titio n  aga inst th e  Bill from  "the ow ners, lessees 

and occupiers o f fisheries  e tc .,  on th e  R iver W ye."[159] The Wye 

Board o f  C onservato rs w as also concerned  and  organ ised  a  jo in t 

conference  w ith  H erefo rd  C ounty Council. [160] Soon th e re  was 

also a  hostile  "repo rt o f th e  B oard o f  T rade ... la id  on th e  

tab le  o f  th e  House o f  Com m ons. "[161]

F or B irm ingham  M ansergh argued th a t  a ll th a t  was involved 

was "some qu ite  p ro b lem atica l and fanc ifu l in jury  to  th e  spo rt o f 

a  few  rod fishers", and rich  salm on fishers  a t  th a t . [162] 

M artineau , how ever, was m ore concilia to ry , and  ag reed  to  consider
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"to provide equ ivalen t spaw ning grounds" fo r those  tak en  

aw ay. [163] E ventually , th e  C onservato rs ag reed  to  a c c e p t "m ere 

m oney com pensation" o f £7,500 fo r th e  im provem ent o f  th e  

river. [164] The fishery  ow ners, how ever, con tinued  w ith  th e ir  

case  and ca lled  w itnesses who c la im ed  th a t  rod  fishing w ould be 

badly dam aged by th e  Bill. [165] They w ere successfu lly  

concilia ted , how ever, and th e  B oard o f T rade’s ob jections w ere 

d ea lt w ith  by a  num ber o f am endm ents to  th e  Bill. [166]

The Wye C onservators, on 13th  June , 1892, p e titio n ed  th e  

House o f  Lords, b u t only to  "be h eard  against any a lte ra tio n "  to  

a  Bill w ith  which they  w ere by th a t  tim e  sa tisfied . [167] 

M eanwhile, th e  w ithdraw al o f  th e  p e titio n  from  th e  Wye 

C onservato rs to  th e  Comm ons S e le c t C om m ittee  had  "also caused  th e  

opposition o f th e  Duke o f B eau fo rt and o th e r p e titio n e rs  to  be 

sim ilarly  w ithdraw n. " [168] A  m ajor a sp ec t o f th e  fin a l 

s e ttle m e n t o f th e  fisheries  question , how ever, was th e  decision 

on th e  am ount o f  com pensation w a te r  to  be re leased  in to  th e  Wye, 

and th is  is sep a ra te ly  d ea lt w ith  below.

N ot a ll opposition down th e  r iv e r  cam e from  fishery  

in te res ts . O th e r opponents w ere H erefo rd  C ity  Council and 

H erefo rd ’s M .P., S ir Joseph Bailey. Bailey, indeed, m ade com m on 

cause w ith  th e  Welsh n a tio n a lis ts  in a  b id  to  g e t th e  m easure  

delayed. [169] A no ther friend  o f  H erefo rd , S ir H enry Jam es , 

caused som e consterna tion  to  th e  p ro m o ters  w ith  a  p rocedu ra l 

a t te m p t to  secu re  to  th e  inhab itan ts  o f th e  c ity  r ig h ts  "to  th e
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sam e e x te n t and in like m anner as i f  th e  m easure  w ere  no t 

passed, o r a  fu ll equ ivalen t. " A f te r  discussion, how ever, he 

was sa tisfied . [170] M eanw hile, as in d ica ted  above, th e  

H erefo rdsh ire  C ounty C ouncil w as joining th e  opposition and 

decided to  s e t aside £100 to  pursue th e  strugg le . [171]

The m ain opposition, how ever, was to  com e from  H erefo rd  C ity  

Council w hich c la im ed  th a t  an A c t o f 1854 gave i t  ow nership 

righ ts  over a ll th e  w a te r  in th e  Wye and its  tr ib u ta rie s . [172]

In A pril 1892 a  public m ee tin g  o f  ra te p a y e rs  and ow ners 

unanim ously passed  a  reso lu tion  au thorising  th e ir  council to  

oppose th e  Bill. [173] F o r B irm ingham  M ansergh was n o t im pressed , 

arguing th a t  H erefo rd  would s til l  have "a hundred tim es as  m uch 

w a te r ... as ev e r they  require" and th a t  Y ork go t n q - j ^ e r e  w ith  

a  sim ilar p e titio n  aga in st B radford. [174] Counsel fo r th e  W ater 

C om m ittee , fo r th e ir  p a r t ,  quo ted  th e  re le v an t sections o f  th e  

H erefo rd  Im provem ent A c t o f 1854 in an a t te m p t to  show th a t  th e  

c ity  council had no g re a t pow ers o r priv ileges under it .  [175] 

H ereford 's m ain  con ten tion , how ever, w as th a t,  in view o f th e  

1854 A c t, "they should b e  allow ed to  ta k e  w a te r  f re e  from  th e  

Birm ingham  aqueduct on th e ir  co n stru c tin g  th e  m ain  to  H ereford ." 

A s M artineau  explained a fte rw ard s , " th e ir case  was m e t ... by 

giving them  th e  p riv ilege  given to  com m unities w ith in  f if te e n  

m iles o f  th e  aqueduct" to  pu rchase w a te r  (even though th e y  w ere 

ou t o f range) "and they  w ere to  be e n title d  to  a  supply o f w a te r  

a t  h a lf  th e  r a te  charged  to  o th e r  com m unities. "[176]
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In all th e se  cases, i t  w as recognised  by th e  com peting  

p a r tie s  th a t  co n flic ts  over th e  use o f w a te r  w ere in fluenced  by 

an inescapable fa c t.  D ow nstream  in te re s ts  would be a f fe c te d  by 

th e  am ount o f  com pensation  w a te r  to  be d ischarged  from  th e  dam s 

once they  had  been  co n stru c ted . The p rom oters  a c c e p te d  from  

th e  s ta r t  th a t  th e  re le a se  o f  com pensation w a te r  was norm al 

p ra c tic e  and th e  C aban C och dam  was p a r tly  designed to  m e e t th is  

requ irem en t. Even th e ir  opponents a t  no tim e  suggested  th a t  th e  

C orporation w ished to  cea se  th is  norm al p ra c tic e . A ccordingly, 

th e  dispute w as no t over th e  p rincip le  o f d ischarge, b u t over th e  

am ount to  be  discharged. In th e se  negotia tions, th e  p ro m o ters  

w ere constra ined  by tw o considera tions. The g re a te r  th e  

d ischarge th e  g re a te r  th e  c a p ita l co s t and th e  less w a te r  fo r 

Birm ingham . F or th e  C orporation ’s opponents, th e  g re a te r  th e  

am ount o f com pensation  w a te r , th e  m ore would be  availab le  fo r 

fish spawning grounds and fo r th e ir  own consum ption and use. For 

these  reasons, th e re  was a  sharp  co n flic t over th e  am ounts o f 

com pensation w a te r  to  b e  discharged. [177]

M ansergh cla im ed  th a t  in a  dry sum m er th e  to ta l  flow  o f  th e  

E lan a t  th e  C aban would b e  under six m illion gallons a  day and 

th a t  th e re fo re  22.5 m illion gallons a  day o f com pensation  w a te r  

would be generous. [178] Even th is, he added, would co s t 

£300,000, and "the w hole in te re s t o f  th e  r iv e r  is  n o t w orth  

anything like th a t  m oney." F inally , concluded M ansergh, 

discharge o f  th e  w a te r  w as g u a ran teed  since th e re  was a  fine  to  

pay fo r non- com pliance. [179]
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H erefo rd  and som e o f  th e  o th e r opponents, how ever, w anted  

m ore than  th e  22.5 m illion gallons on o ffe r. The Wye 

C onservators even tually  m ade an o ffe r  o f 27 m illion gallons b u t 

Brecon C ounty Council asked fo r 40 m illions. [180] The fishery  

owners, le ssees and occupiers argued fo r 37 m illion gallons a  

day, b u t w ere refused . [181] The fina l figu re  was 27 m illion, 

and, in addition , fo r  a  period  n o t exceeding  21 days, on re c e ip t 

o f n o tice  from  th e  Wye C onservato rs, 5 m illion gallons a  day was 

to  be kep t back  to  be re le a sed  as a  l i t t le  sp a te  la te r . 

A ccording to  M ansergh, "the com pensation  w a te r  am ounts to  about 

one- fo u rth  o f  th e  to ta l  co llec tab le  quan tity , and th is  fo u rth  is 

now becom ing th e  recognised  proportion  in riv ers  whose w a te rs  a re  

no t used fo r m anufac tu ring  purposes. "[182] I f  M ansergh was 

co rre c t, th e  seem ingly  sharp  co n flic t had a  p red ic tab le  outcom e.

The C orporation  m igh t be  d ep ic ted  as m aking an in itia l o ffe r  o f

22.5 m illion gallons which i t  w as p rep a red  to  n eg o tia te  up, and 

th e  opponents as dem anding m uch g re a te r  am ounts w hich th ey  w ere 

p repared  to  n eg o tia te  down. T here  a re  one or tw o com plications 

to  w hat in princip le  m igh t appear as a  norm al nego tia tin g  

process, how ever. For exam ple, did th e  C orporation , on 

M ansergh's advice, m ake an in itia l o ffe r  th a t  w as too  generous?

Was M ansergh, as an eng ineer in te re s te d  in w inning as la rge  a  

c o n tra c t as possible, com para tive ly  unconcerned  abou t th is?  The 

decision also does no t seem  to  have been  dispassionately  and 

ra tiona lly  nego tia ted . Som e opponents in H erefo rdsh ire  w ere 

c lea rly  o u traged  and a ffro n ted . As they  saw it, a  r iv e r  to  which
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th ey  had a  s trong  and ro m an tic  a tta c h m e n t w as being  th rea ten ed , 

and such dam age could n ever b e  adequa te ly  com pensated  by m oney 

and q u an titie s  o f  w a te r. On th e  o th e r side, M ansergh, in  his 

usual fo rth rig h t fashion, seem ed  to  be echoing th e  re se n tm e n t o f 

som e people in B irm ingham  a t  th e  dog- in- th e - m anger a t t i tu d e  o f 

those  who had  p len ty  o f  w a te r  them selves bu t w ere try in g  to  deny 

o th e rs  in th e ir  hour o f  need. Such in tang ib le  hum an sen tim en ts, 

how ever, by th e ir  very  n a tu re , a re  no t easy  to  in co rp o ra te  in to  

any analysis o f  a  n eg o tia tin g  process.

On th is  m ost s ign ifican t question, any concilia to ry  o ffe r  by 

th e  C orporation  w as constra in ed  by th e  view th a t  th is  w as an 

issue which counted , becau se  any concilia tion  e n ta ile d  a  

reduction  in th e  w a te r  availab le  to  B irm ingham  itse lf , th e  

provision o f  w hich w as th e  w hole ob jec tive  o f th e  exerc ise . The 

g re a te r  th e  am ount o f com pensation  w a te r  ag reed  to , th e  less 

th e re  rem ained  fo r th e  in h ab itan ts  o f  B irm ingham  and v ice  versa.

I f  th e  allow ance fo r com pensation  w a te rs  w ere over- generous, 

th en  it  would d e fe a t th e  w hole o b jec tive  o f th e  schem e. The 

converse, how ever, does n o t hold. I f  no com pensation  w a te r , or 

an  am ount which w as p e rce iv ed  as inadequate , w as allow ed, th is 

m igh t have induced susta ined  and in tense  opposition from  

dow nstream  in te re s ts  which m igh t have delayed  or p rev en ted  th e  

schem e.
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The S e lec t C om m ittee  also a cc ep ted  "a new clause" proposed 

by counsel fo r th e  fishery  ow ners, e tc . "providing th a t  th e  

C orporation  should give th e  rod  fishers  pecun iary  com pensation  if  

th ey  could p rove dam age by reason  o f  th e  sca rc ity  o f  w a te r. "[183] 

An in te re s tin g  p o s tsc rip t to  th e  question, w hich re in fo rc es  th e  

above analysis o f hum an sen tim en ts , o ccu rred  in 1904-5. A t th a t  

tim e  th e re  w as a  proposal to  c u t th e  com pensation  w a te r  from  27 

to  20 m illion gallons a  day. This w as a t  f irs t  a cc e p te d  by th e  

Wye C onservato rs in re tu rn  fo r a  proposed £8,000 com pensation. 

But th ey  w ere  then  fo rced  to  change th e ir  line follow ing a  

vociferous opposition. [184]

4 .6  W olverham pton and W orcester.

The opposition from  W olverham pton and W orcester to  th e  1892 

B ill in no way th re a te n e d  its  successfu l passage. T here  w as a  

c e rta in  am ount o f jockeying fo r position , and som e sho rt tem p er, 

b u t both  c itie s  w elcom ed th e  con stru c tio n  o f  th e  aqueduc t and 

m ere ly  w ished to  ob ta in  th e  r ig h t to  pu rchase  w a te r  from  i t  on 

favourable te rm s.

In early  May, 1891, th e re  cam e a  req u es t from  W olverham pton 

th a t  th e  W ater Bill should m ake provision fo r them  to  buy w a te r  

by the  inclusion o f a  c lause sim ilar to  S ection  81 o f  th e  

M anchester C orporation  W ater Works A c t, 1879. [185] On M ansergh’s
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advice, how ever, W olverham pton was to ld  th a t  pow ers would be 

sought to  supply adjoining a rea s , bu t th a t  nego tia tions m ust w ait 

u n til a f te r  th e  Bill's passage. [1861 This rep ly  w as unaccep tab le  

to  W olverham pton w hich th re a te n e d  opposition a t  W estm inster bu t 

to  no e f fe c t .  [187] This was m ere  skirm ishing, how ever, and by 

th e  end o f  F ebruary  1892 ag reem en t had been  reach ed  and a  s im ilar 

deal, based  on four p e r  c e n t o f  th e  co st, w hich was one h a lf  o f 

one p e r c e n t less th an  th a t  allow ed in th e  M ancheste r c lause , was 

being o ffe red  to  W orcester. [188] T h e re a fte r , W olverham pton 

s te a d fa s tly  supported  its  m idland neighbour and its  M .P., Fow ler, 

was one o f  th e  Bill's p roposers and sponsors. [1Ô9] No ag reem en t 

w ith  W olverham pton, how ever, was forthcom ing. In 1902 th e re  w ere  

ta lks, bu t since th e  c a p ita l co s t o f  th e  E lan supply was s till 

unknown th e  p rice  could no t be  ca lcu la ted . An in te rim  d eal was 

o ffered , and k ep t open, b u t W olverham pton p re fe rre d  to  look 

elsew here. [190]

W orcester too  w as w orried  abou t its  w a te r  supply and in 

A pril 1891 i ts  c ity  council ca lled  fo r a  re p o rt from  its  W ater 

and Sew erage C om m ittee . [191] In D ecem ber, 1891, an enquiry was 

m ade to  B irm ingham  abou t th e  pu rchase  o f w a te r  from  th e  Elan 

aqueduct. [192] On F eb ruary  8 th , 1892, th e  W orcestersh ire  C ounty 

Council jo ined  th e  fray  when its  S an ita ry  C o m m ittee  decided  to  

try  to  firm  up th e  Bill w ith  reg a rd  to  w a te r  sa les to  tow ns 

along th e  aqueduct. [193] M eanw hile W orcester C ity  C ouncil also 

k ep t up th e  p ressu re . [194] The W orcestersh ire  C ounty Council, to  

w hich th e  B irm ingham  Town C lerk 's  l e t te r  in F ebruary  1892 had
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been  addressed, ag reed  in M arch, 1892, to  con tinue ta lk s .[195]

By m id- M ay, 1892, th e  C orporation  o f W orcester had go t w hat i t  

w anted  and ceased  its  opposition, [196] although i t  was 

d isgruntled  a t  th e  in c reased  legal expenses arising  from  

Birm ingham ’s a lleged  ta rd in ess  and consequently  re fu sed  to  

sponsor th e  m easu re  in th e  House o f  Lords. [197]

As has been  seen, th e  issue o f w a te r  sa les  to  com m unities 

along th e  E lan aqueduct w as im p o rtan t to  H erefo rd , W olverham pton 

and W orcester. In add ition  th e  W ednesbury Town C ouncil asked its  

M.P. to  support th e  Bill in case  they  w ished som e day to  pu rchase 

w ater. [198] B irm ingham ’s w a te r  eng ineer. G ray, also argued  

against p rem a tu re  abandonm ent o f  th e  old w orks a t  W hitacre since 

they  m ight be  usefu l in em ergencies, and could som e day supply 

o th e r a reas. [199]

The W ater C om m ittee  and its  a llies  had tw o con flic ting  

ob jectives w ith  reg a rd  to  w a te r  sales. The f ir s t  was to  

reconc ile  th e  people o f  B irm ingham  to  th e  com m itm en t, and th e  

second was to  convince P a rliam en t and p o te n tia l opponents th a t,  

because  o f th e  provisions fo r th e  sa le  o f w a te r, th e  E lan schem e 

would also b e n e fit o thers . One p ress  co rresponden t w as fea rfu l 

o f tak ing  on "the responsib ility  o f th e  supply o f w a te r  to  a  

d is tr ic t 80 m iles long by 30 broad , ... an a re a  o f  ra th e r  m ore 

than  one tw en ty - f if th  o f  England and W ales. "[200] The W ater 

C om m ittee  argued  th a t  th e y  had no choice, th a t  th e  te rm s  o f sa le  

w ere not unfavourable, and th a t  B irm ingham  had f ir s t  c laim  on th e
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w ate r  in th e  ev en t o f sho rtage . [201] On th e  o th e r hand, in 

selling  th e  schem e to  th e  House o f Com m ons, th e  p rom oters  

p ro jec ted  i t  as providing cheap  w a te r  fo r th e  whole o f  th e  

M idlands. [202]

The final s e tt le m e n t o f th e  w a te r  sa les question was 

com plica ted , b u t i t  gave a  r ig h t o f  pu rchase to  local au th o ritie s  

w ithin f if te e n  m iles o f  th e  aqueduct. The co s t w as based  upon 

in te re s t paym ents  on a  fra c tio n  o f th e  ca p ita l and running costs  

o f  th e  works equal to  th e  p e rce n tag e  o f to ta l  ou tpu t 

consum ed. [203] In th e  ev en t, how ever, th e  only o th e r C orporation  

to  purchase w a te r  from  B irm ingham  was C oventry , which had no 

rig h t o f supply under th e  1892 A c t, and th a t  cam e from  th e  old 

w orks a t  W hitacre re se rv o ir  and no t from  th e  E lan valley . [204]

In theory , th e  sa le  o f  w a te r, like th e  sending dow nstream  o f 

com pensation  w a te r, was a  zero  sum gam e, and every  p in t purchased 

from  th e  C orporation , a t  w ha tev e r cost, reduced  th e  u ti lity  to  

Birm ingham  o f th e  expensive in fra s tru c tu re  o f th e  W elsh dam s. In 

Lukes’ te rm s, th e re fo re , one m igh t have ex p ec ted  an o th er sharp 

co n flic t over th e  issue. This, how ever, did no t occur, fo r a  

num ber o f reasons. F irs tly , as m entioned  above, th e  princip le  o f 

w a te r  sales had  been  estab lished  in previous cases, and its  

app lica tion  to  th e ir  own schem e was acc ep ted  by th e  C orporation  

as inev itab le . Secondly, th e  m oney paid  fo r th e  w a te r, based  as 

i t  w as on an equ itab le  p e rce n tag e  o f  th e  to ta l  co s t o f 

construc tion , m ay have been  seen  as a  w elcom e financ ia l re lie f , 

o r as enabling th e  works to  be  ex tended  i f  necessary  a t  no cost
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to  B irm ingham . Thirdly, and m ost s ign ifican tly , perhaps th e  

C orporation  e s tim a ted  from  previous cases  th a t  l i t t le  i f  any 

w a te r  would be  purchased. I f  th is  w ere so, th e  c ity 's  reasonab le  

and generous a t t i tu d e  m ay have been  adop ted  p a r tly  fo r propaganda 

purposes.

W hat th e  above sec tions il lu s tra te  is th e  co m p e ten t w ay in 

w hich th e  C orporation  p layed  its  n eg o tia tin g  hand vis a  vis 

various ostensibly  opposed non- local in te re s ts . W here those 

in te re s ts  could b e  bought o ff  th ey  w ere. W here m inor skirm ishes 

took  p lace  th e se  w ere p e rce iv ed  as such by th e  C orporation , which 

used ju s t su ffic ie n t reso u rces  to  achieve v ic to ry  b u t husbanded 

i ts  o th e r resou rces  fo r m ajo r b a t t le s  and did no t seek  needless 

antagonism . Only w here serious opposition em erged  did th e  

C orporation  deploy a ll o f  th e  reso u rces  a t  i ts  disposal, bo th  

locally  and nationally . The m e re  possession o f  an overw helm ing 

s tra te g ic  advan tage m ight be a  necessary , b u t i t  is no t alw ays a  

su ffic ien t, condition  o f  v ic to ry , since such an advan tage m ight 

be lo st th rough th e  ill- advised o r inapp rop ria te  use o f pow er 

resources. The su ffic ien t condition  o f success was th a t  th e se  

overw helm ing resou rces  w ere deployed w ith  s tra te g ic  acum en. The 

sections below  deal w ith  th e  opposition to  th e  1892 W ater Bill 

from  a  group o f d issen tien t ra te p ay e rs . In th a t  case , in 

c o n tra s t to  th e  cases involving land and fishery  in te re s ts , b u t 

sim ilarly  to  th e  cases  o f th e  L .C .C . and th e  opposition from  

South W ales, th e  opponents s tru ck  a t  th e  very  p rincip le  o f  th e  

schem e. T herefo re , even i f  th e ir  opposition  was p erce iv ed  as
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being unlikely to  prove e ffe c tiv e , i t  had to  be  taken  seriously. 

C oncilia tion  and com prom ise w ere excluded , and th e  s trugg le  had  

to  be  fought through un til one side won and  th e  o th e r  side lost.

5. T te Birmin^iam Opposition to  the Birmingham Corporation 

Water B ill.

In B irm ingham , th e  C orporation ’s decision  to  p ro ceed  w ith  

th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e enco u n te red  a  sm all b u t vocal opposition. 

This grew  from  early  1892 onw ards, and w as s till to  be heard  in 

1894 and la te r . [205] Like th e  h o s tility  from  London and South 

W ales th is  opposition was to  th e  very  p rinc ip le  o f th e  schem e 

ra th e r  than , as w ith  landed and fishery  in te re s ts , to  p a rtic u la r  

de ta ils  o f  it. This vocal m inority  focused th e ir  cam paign on 

w hat they  reg a rd ed  as th e  excessive co st, and, indeed, as th a t 

co st grew , so did th e  opposition (a ty p ica l problem  w ith  la rge  

scale  engineering  works).

A rguably, th e  m ain  ob jec tiv e  o f  th is  opposition was to  

p rev en t th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e and its  a tte n d a n t expenditu re , 

ra th e r  than  to  p re sen t a lte rn a tiv e  proposals o f th e ir  own. But 

in o rder to  gain  any cred ib ility , a lte rn a tiv e s  had to  be 

p resen ted . T here w ere a  num ber o f  th e se , b u t tw o w ere 

p a rticu la rly  s ign ifican t: th e  c laim  th a t  m ore  w a te r  could be 

draw n from  local w ells; and th e  proposals fo r a  dual supply.
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From  th e  view point o f th e  C orporation , th e re fo re , tw o 

s tra te g ie s  w ere deployed. F irs tly , to  co u n te r ob jections on 

cost, th e  p ro m o ters  a tte m p te d  no t only to  p re sen t th e ir  own 

proposal in th e  b e s t possible ligh t b u t also to  b e lit t le  th e  

a lte rn a tiv es  advanced  by th e ir  opponents. To em ploy a  by now 

fam ilia r phrase, th e  C orporation , through th e  m obilisation  o f i ts  

p o litica l resources, had to  win th e  propaganda b a t t le  by 

convincing s ign ifican t p o litic a l ac to rs  th a t  th e re  w as no 

a lte rn a tiv e .

From  th e  view point o f  th e  p ro te s te rs , th e re  w ere tw o logical 

possib ilities. E ith e r  th ey  could try  to  block th e  schem e and 

gain accep tan ce  o f th e ir  p re fe rre d  a lte rn a tiv e s  in stead . O r they  

m ight a t te m p t to  sh if t th e  burden o f th e  w a te r  ra te s  aw ay from  

them selves and onto  o thers . The f irs t  a lte rn a tiv e  en ta iled  a  

co n flic t w ith  th e  C orporation , w hich w as de te rm in ed  to  p roceed  

and which was backed  by th e  m obilisation  o f overw helm ing 

po litica l resources. The second a lte rn a tiv e  would have en ta iled  

a  challenge to  th e  whole ra tin g  system . I f  i t  had  been  

a ttem p ted , i t  would, fo r reasons which a re  fu r th e r  explained 

below, a lm ost c e rta in ly  have failed . In e f fe c t ,  th e re fo re , the  

p ro te s te rs  w ere face d  w ith  m aking th e  le a s t w orst choice betw een  

tw o unpalatab le  a lte rn a tiv es .

A nother a sp ec t o f th e  co n flic t was th e  skill w ith  which 

p o litic a l resou rces w ere deployed. I t  was no t th a t  th e  

C orporation  i ts e lf  w anted  to  becom e em broiled  in w hat would
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clearly  be th e  enorm ous d ifficu lty  and expense o f  th e  Elan 

operation . This, indeed, m igh t have been  one o f th e  fa c to rs  

which delayed th e  im p lem en ta tion  o f  Raw linson’s re p o rt o f 1871 

fo r so long. But by 1891 th e  C orporation  thought i t  could d e fe r 

a  decision no longer, even though i t  m igh t have w ished to  do so.

By th a t  tim e  th e  C orporation  was advised by its  W ater C om m ittee  

th a t  an e x tra  supply o f  p u re  w a te r  was needed, and th a t  W ales was 

th e  p lace  to  g e t i t  from . The C orporation  never fundam entally  

doubted th e  co rrec tn ess  o f  th a t  advice. Typically, how ever, as 

co sts  rose, som e m em bers o f th e  C orporation  (although s till a  

sm all m inority) asked fo r a  reconsidera tion . In th is  case , then , 

th e  C orporation  saw i ts e lf  as constra ined  closely  by 

c ircum stances beyond its  con tro l. G iven those c ircum stances, 

th e re  was no a lte rn a tiv e  to  p lacing  w a te r  on th e  im m ediate  

po litica l agenda, and once th a t  was done th e re  was no feasib le  

a lte rn a tiv e  to  th e  E lan valley  as a  source o f  supply. In c lea r  

co n tra s t to  th e  m unicipalisation  o f  th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply 

com pany, and, perhaps, to  th e  housing question to  a  lesser 

ex ten t, th e  C orporation’s agenda se ttin g  in th is  case  was 

p erce ived  as a  response to  c ircu m stan ces  which i t  m igh t have 

wished w ere d iffe re n t. F rom  th e  o u tse t i t  was c le a r  th a t  th is  

would be a  la rge sca le  and con ten tious p rogram m e. I t  w as thus 

no t th a t  th e  C orporation  w ished to  ta k e  i t  on, b u t th a t  i t  fe lt  

th a t  i t  had no choice. The follow ing analysis tra c e s  th e  

developm ent o f  and responses to  th e  E lan valley  schem e in th e  

ligh t o f th is  view o f decision- m aking under ex te rn a lly  d ic ta te d  

constra in ts .
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In th e  co n flic t, th e  C orporation  m ight be p o rtray ed  as 

advancing th e  "real in te res ts"  o f  a ll sec tions o f B irm ingham 's 

population. B ut c a re  m ust be  taken  in invoking th e  alw ays 

co n testab le  notion o f  re a l in te re s ts  in th is  case , even  if, as 

M orriss argues, too  m uch can  be  m ade o f  th is  co n te stab ility  in 

m a tte rs  o f life , dea th , and public h ea lth . The C orporation , 

ac tin g  on th e  b e s t sc ien tif ic  advice availab le  a t  th a t  tim e, 

thought th a t  i t  w as in th e  re a l or w elfa re  in te re s ts  o f th e  

population to  have su ffic ien t supply o f c lean  and d isease- f re e  

w a te r  ra th e r  th an  an  in su ffic ien t supply o f d irty  and d isease- 

ridden  w ater. In th is  case , we have a  b en e ficen t ex erc ise  o f 

pow er in th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f th e  population. F or a  m ajo rity  o f 

ra tep ay ers , th e  C orporation ’s case  was accep ted . Even fo r th e  

vocal m inority  th e  C orporation ’s a ffirm a tio n  o f th e  need  fo r a 

sa tis fac to ry  supply o f w a te r  was accep ted . The d issen tien ts  

m ere ly  c laim ed  th a t  th e  sam e o b jec tives could be ach ieved  m ore 

cheaply. W hat we have h e re  th en  is a  d ispute , no t over re a l 

in te re s ts , b u t over th e  b e s t m eans to  serve  them . Even so, i t  is 

argued  below  th a t  th e  p ro te s te rs , by denying th a t  th e  W elsh w a te r 

schem e was th e  only way to  g e t th e  necessary  w a te r, w ere refusing  

to  a cc ep t th e  logical ex tension  o f  an argum ent w ith  w hich they  

agreed . I t is th e re fo re  no t unreasonable to  c r itic ise  them  for 

p u ttin g  a  desire  fo r low ra te s  befo re  th e ir  own re a l in te re s ts  in 

being served  by a  s a tis fa c to ry  w a te r  supply.

155 -



On an o th er po in t, in co n trad ic tio n  to  M olotch and Dye's 

analysis o f  th e  grow th  m achine, in th is  case  c e r ta in  land re la te d  

in te re s ts  seem , under th e  guise o f  b ig  c ity  c e n tre  ra te p a y e rs  and 

landlords o f  sm all house p ro p erty , to  have been h ostile  to  th is  

im p o rtan t developm ental policy.

The d e ta ile d  investiga tion  o f  th e  B irm ingham  opponents 

below , and o f th e  issues and th em es re le v an t to  them , aim s to  

su b s tan tia te  th e se  genera l asse rtio n s  and, in th e  conclusion, p u t 

them  w ithin  th e  w ider academ ic  deb a te  on ra te p a y e rs ' m ovem ents.

The W ater C om m ittee , as has been  seen, had  l i t t le  

d ifficu lty , in 1891, in g e ttin g  th e  decision to  p rom ote  th e  Elan 

valley  schem e ra tif ie d  by th e  B irm ingham  c ity  council, w ith  th e  

only th re a t o f opposition com ing from  councillor Jacobs. [206] In 

th e  even t, Jaco b s  absta in ed  and no- one vo ted  against. [207] A t 

th e  s ta tu to ry  m ee tin g  o f th e  ra te p ay e rs , legally  n ecessary  under 

section  288 o f  th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  (C onsolidation) A ct, 

1883, only about 200 m em bers o f  th e  public w ere p re sen t and th e  

d ra f t  Bill was approved a lm ost unanim ously. C ouncillor Jacobs, 

perhaps rea lis ing  th a t  opposition to  th e  C orporation 's  decision 

was doom ed, appears  to  have a c te d  in accordance  w ith  th e  law o f 

an tic ip a ted  reac tio n s  and ab sen ted  h im self. [208] A t th e  m eeting , 

how ever, B eriah  Shepherd, a  p rom inen t local opponent o f th e  W ater 

C om m ittee , ex ce rc ised  his r ig h t to  dem and a  poll. [209] The 

outcom e was an o th e r v ic to ry  fo r th e  p rom oters, w ith  4,016 v o te rs  

deciding in favour o f  th e  schem e and 563 against, a  m a jo rity  o f
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3,453.[210] This, how ever, accord ing  to  th e  Bill’s opponents, 

w as only a  sm all fra c tio n  o f  th e  e le c to ra te  o f 70,000 to  

80,000. [211] The d issen tien ts  th en  con tinued  th e  s trugg le  in th e  

correspondence colum ns o f  th e  new spapers.[212] By M arch, 1892, 

th ey  had also organised them selves in to  "the Double Serv ice W ater 

C om m ittee" and w ere issuing th e ir  own li te ra tu re  and organising 

m eetings. [213]

In M arch, 1892, th e  B irm ingham  opponents, continuing th e ir  

open s trugg le  aga in st th e  C orporation’s decision, p e titio n ed  

P arliam en t ag a in st th e  Bill. The p e titio n  alleged, am ong o th e r 

th ings, " th a t th e re  is no need  fo r th is  v as t and costly  

schem e. "[214] T here follow ed lengthy  opposition from  Birm ingham  

in th e  H ybrid C om m ittee . [215] In opening his case , Gough, th e  

so lic ito r ac tin g  fo r th e  loca l d issen tien ts , "spoke th e  whole 

day. "[216] H e "s ta te d  th a t  he rep re sen ted  383 p ro p erty  ow ners,

54 o f  whom had 3,285 houses, o f  an e s tim a te d  value o f 

£291,518.[217] As w ill be seen , th e  conduct o f  th e ir  case  by th e  

Birm ingham  opponents w as am ateu rish  and in e ffe c tiv e . A  serious 

ta c t ic a l  m istake, fo r exam ple, was th e  fa ilu re  to  launch a  

co n ce rted  filib u s te r in th e  Lords C om m ittee  which, in view o f th e  

im m inent dissolution o f  P a rliam en t, m igh t have proved very  

e ffe c tiv e . F o r th e ir  p a r t ,  th e  p ro m o ters  po in ted  ou t th a t  th e  

p e titio n  to  P a rliam en t had been  signed by only 383 people ou t o f 

a  population o f  494,000, and th a t  th e  ra te p a y e rs ’ poll showed 

th a t  nearly  e ig h t to  one w ere in favour o f th e  schem e. [218]

- 157 -



A sign ifican t spin o ff  from  th e  local opposition to  th e  

Welsh w a te r  schem e was th e  decision to  s tren g th en  th e  

m obilisation o f  p o litic a l b ias again st a lleged  council 

ex travagance  by se tt in g  up a  R a tep ay ers’ Union. The f ir s t  

ind ication  o f th is  cam e in M arch, 1892, when Sam uel Lloyd was 

described  as th e  "chairm an" o f th e  "R atepayers’ C o m m ittee" .[219] 

By th e  end o f  M arch, 1892, th e  R a tep ay ers’ Union has been  

unofficially  launched, by th e  end o f A pril i t  w as advertis ing  in 

th e  local p ress, and in Ju n e , a t  a  m ee tin g  o f abou t 150 people, 

th e  decision to  estab lish  i t  was form ally  endorsed. [220]

A few  days la te r , Sam uel Lloyd, one o f th e  m ain  

d issen tien ts, a t te m p te d  to  in fluence th e  p o litic a l agenda by 

delaying th e  decision- m aking process. H e asked  th e  Lord M ayor 

fo r an im p artia l reassessm en t, bu t lacked  th e  p o litic a l resou rces 

to  p revail and was m e t w ith  a  re fu sa l. [221] Soon, th e  

C orporation  w as ab le to  s id e track  th e ir  opponents and to  w eaken 

th e  opposing m obilisation  o f b ias  by th e  issue o f a  legal th re a t. 

Some o f th e  opponents’ li te ra tu re , c la im ed  th e  Town C lerk, was 

libellous. F ea rfu l o f  a  c o u rt ac tio n  backed  by th e  fu ll legal 

and financial reso u rces  o f  th e  council, th e  p res id en t o f th e  

R a tep ay ers’ Union, T. Wilson, decided  to  resign. [222]

In June 1892 th e  decision to  p rom ote  th e  1892 W ater Bill was 

challenged  a t  th e  polls a f te r  M ichael Davis, th e  councillor fo r 

M arket H all W ard, w hich covered  th e  p restig ious business q u a rte r  

in th e  c ity  c e n tre , decided  to  re tire . [223] The e lec tio n  was se t
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fo r th e  24 th  June , and th e  tw o cand ida tes  w ere A rth u r Scruton, a  

C onservative standing  as a  re p re se n ta tiv e  o f  th e  L iberal 

U nion ist/C onservative  a lliance , [224] and Sam uel Lloyd o f th e  

R a tep ay ers’ Union. [225] M artineau  h im se lf was quick to  endorse 

Scruton and d en ig ra te  Lloyd, and was jo ined  by th e  local 

press. [226] H ow ever, S cru ton  lo s t th e  e lec tion , polling a  to ta l  

o f 832 vo tes, 15 v o tes  less than  Lloyd’s to ta l  o f 847. [227] 

Com m enting on th e  re su lt, a  co rresponden t to  th e  G a z e tte  w ro te  o f 

Lloyd’s cam paign: "I know fo r a  fa c t  th e re  w ere hundreds o f 

v o te rs  who nev er rece iv ed  any vo ting  cards, and who had no 

knowledge o f  Mr. Lloyd o r w hat he rep resen ted . W ith m y own eyes 

I saw hundreds o f voting  cards  re tu rn e d  on th e  day o f  th e  

e lec tion  th a t  had  been  sen t ou t wrongly addressed  through th e  

post. And y e t he was re tu rn ed . Why? "[228] The answ er would 

appear to  be th a t  S cru ton’s d e fe a t was one o f th e  co sts  to  th e  

C onservative Peurty o f  espousing th e  L iberal U nionists and th e ir  

expensive p ro jec ts . In 1879, accord ing  to  G reen, a  "ra tep ay ers’ 

revolt" had "produced a  su b stan tia l C onservative m a jo rity  in 

M arket H all w ard. "[229] The C onservative  rev e rse  w as tem porary , 

how ever, and, accord ing  to  A lc ra f t, a ll th re e  o f  M arket H all’s 

councillors w ere C onservative  by 1895. [230]

A t a  council m ee tin g  in Ju ly , 1892, Lloyd, supported  by 

Ja rv is  and Jacobs, a t te m p te d  unsuccessfully  to  g e t a 

reconsidera tion  o f th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e by th re e  supposedly 

im partia l persons. [231] In F eb ruary  1894 councillor S tem bridge, 

who had supported  th e  Bill in 1892, m ade a  sim ilar a t te m p t to
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re fe r  th e  schem e to  an independent local com m ission and was 

sim ilarly  d e fea ted . This tim e  th e  opponents m u ste red  six vo tes, 

those o f S tem bridge, Jacobs, Ja rv is , S. Lloyd, R eynolds and 

Wilson, aga in st 52 v o tes  ag a in st them . [232] This d eb a te  in th e  

council cham ber was p a r t  o f  a  m ore gen era l ag ita tio n  aga in st th e  

E lan schem e in 1894. In Jan u ary , fo r  exam ple, Sam uel Lloyd 

in itia te d  an o th e r correspondence w ith th e  M ayor. [233] T here was 

also an exchange o f le t te r s  be tw een  th e  M ayor and H ow ard Lane in 

which th e  l a t te r  levelled  a  num ber o f charges aga in st th e  W ater 

D epartm en t, including th e  a lleg a tio n  th a t  M ansergh’s com m ission 

w as excessive. [234] F inally , th e re  was a  resu rgence  o f  com m ent 

and correspondence on th e  w a te r  schem e in th e  local p ress, w hich 

continued  un til a t  le a s t N ovem ber, 1894. [235]

From  Ju n e  1891 onw ards, how ever, th e  ta c tic s  o f  th e  

opposition ind ica ted  th e  w eakness o f th e ir  position . In th e  

P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign th ey  had  decisively  fa iled  to  rev e rse  th e  

C orporation’s decision to  go to  W ales fo r w ate r. For them , th is  

rep resen ted  a  serious d e fea t. A ll th ey  could do now was to  try  

to  delay  th e  schem e by ca lling  fo r fu r th e r  investigations. But 

even th is  lim ited  a t te m p t to  m odify th e  C orporation ’s agenda w as 

opposed and heavily  d e fe a te d  by an overw helm ing m obilisation  o f 

p o litic a l resources.

To conclude th is  sec tion , th e re  follow s an analysis o f th e  

social basis and com position o f  th e  ra te p a y e rs ’ rev o lt, and o f 

th e  types and ca teg o rie s  o f ra te p a y e r  th a t  w ere m ost
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d issa ffec ted . The sec tions w hich follow, on th e  issues and 

th em es  re le v an t to  th e  B irm ingham  opposition, w ill then , am ong 

o th e r  things, a t te m p t to  give an  insight in to  th e  p o litic a l and 

socia l p e rsp ec tiv es  and th e  ways o f th inking o f th e  BilFs 

opponents. The judgm ent is th a t  they  w ere an  irra tio n a l and 

reac tio n a ry  e lem en t in m unicipal life . In th e  conclusion th ese  

in te rp re ta tio n s  a re  re la te d  to  th e  w ider l i te ra tu re  on 

ratepayers* revo lts .

A ccording to  th e  local opponent H ow ard Lane^the Birm ingham  

opposition to  th e  council’s decision to  p rom ote  th e  W elsh w a te r 

schem e cam e from  "the com m unity  a t  la rg e" .[236] V ince, how ever, 

had ano ther explanation , a sse rtin g  th a t  "the local opponents drew  

support ch iefly  from  shopkeepers occupying highly- ra te d  p rem ises 

in th e  c e n tre  o f th e  tow n. "[237] This conclusion would ce rta in ly  

app ea r to  be v ind ica ted  by th e  decision o f  th e  v o te rs  in th e  

M arket H all bye- e lec tio n  in June , 1892. O ther la rg e  ra te p ay e rs  

m entioned  a t  th e  tim e  as p o te n tia l sources o f h o stility , how ever, 

w ere h igher r a te d  householders, landlords who re n te d  ou t 

dw ellings, and th e  ow ners o f  o ffices.

The m ain m o tive  o f  th e  B irm ingham  opponents in th e  strugg le 

over th e  1892 W ater Bill was to  avoid th e  paym ent o f h igher w a te r 

ra te s . The im p ac t o f th e  w a te r  schem e on th e  ra te s  w as ra ised  a t  

th e  council m ee tin g  o f  A pril, 1891. "With reg ard  to  th e  inc rease  

o f w a te r  ren ta ls" , w hich w as an in teg ra l p a r t  o f th e  system  fo r 

financing  th e  p ro jec t, c la im ed  councillor Jacobs, "... the
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charges in B irm ingham  w ere a lready  m ore than  Is . in th e  pound 

(which was) h igher th an  in m o st f irs t-  c lass tow ns, w hile th e  

ra te s  w ere nearly  double. "[238] "There w ere grievous 

com plaints", s ta te d  councillor B radley, "... th a t  la rge  

shopkeepers in th e  m iddle o f th e  tow n, using very  l i t t le  w ate r, 

had to  pay ex trem ely  heavily  in p roportion  to  w hat they  paid  a t  

th e ir  p riv a te  houses; and th e  co m m ittee  would do w ell to  b ea r 

th is  f a c t  in m ind, and m ake provision fo r  som e kind o f 

equalisation  o f th is  inc rease . " In his rep ly  to  th e  d ebate , 

M artineau  was unable to  g ive any very  com fo rting  answ er. "The 

system  to  w hich th ey  w ere accustom ed  in B irm ingham  and th e  

neighbourhood," he said, "was th a t  o f  m aking th e  in h ab itan ts  

supplied w ith  w a te r  pay in  p roportion  to  th e  ra te a b le  value o f  

th e ir  houses, w a te r  being supplied by m e te r  fo r m anufactu ring

purposes  They w ere rece iv ing  now som ething  over £130,000 a

y e a r  under th e  w a te r  re n ta l, and they  proposed to  p u t on an 

addition  o f  £24,000, w hich w as less th an  one- f if th  o f  th e  to ta l 

am ount they  rece ived . T here  w ere c e r ta in  c lasses o f  p roperty , 

som e o f w hich would ta k e  perhaps a  la rg e r share , and som e a  

sm aller share; b u t i f  he w as asked  th a t  day to  say how they  w ere 

going to  deal w ith  th e  d iffe re n t c lasses o f  consum ers, he  m ust 

decline to  answ er th e  question. "[239]

Briggs reco rd s  th a t  " the c ity  subsidised th e  w a te r 

undertak ings from  th e  ra te s  be tw een  1904 and 1930 in  o rder to  

m e e t th e  heavy expend itu re  begun in 1892".[240] H ow ever, as is 

h ere  explained, th e  w a te r  r a te  was ca lcu la ted  as a  p e rce n tag e  o f
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ra te a b le  value. I t  would thus m ake l i t t le  d iffe ren ce  to  th e  

average  ra te p a y e r  w hether his w a te r  ra te s  or his dom estic  ra te s  

rose  to  m e e t th e  costs  o f  th e  E lan operation , ex cep t in so far as 

th e  dom estic  ra te s  w ere subsidised from  th e  Exchequer - a  th em e  

w hich is fu r th e r  in v estig a ted  below . H ence th e  f ie rc e  opposition 

o f  a  section  o f  th e  ra te p a y e rs  in 1892, y ea rs  be fo re  any r a te  in 

a id  from  th e  dom estic  ra te s  was co n tem p la ted  o r im posed. A t th e  

council m ee tin g  o f O ctober 13th, 1891, a  num ber o f re la te d  po in ts 

w ere  ra ised . C ouncillor D avis, fo r exam ple, po in ted  ou t " th a t a  

w orking m an, living in a  sm all c o tta g e , would use a  g re a t deal 

m ore w a te r th an  a  person  would use in o ffice s  fo r which he w as 

ra te d  a t  £50 or £100 a  y ear. "[241]

"The opposition", com m ented  th e  P ost a f te r  th e  ratepayers* 

poll, "was ra ised  by ow ners o f sm all- house p ro p erty , p recise ly  

th e  kind o f p ro p erty  w hich m ost needs looking a f te r  by th e  

san ita ry  au th o ritie s , and w hich would derive m ost b en e fit from  a  

fu ll and p len tifu l supply o f  p u re  w ate r. The W ater C om m ittee  has 

given alarm  to  som e o f th e se  ow ners by i ts  proposal to  reim pose 

som e portion  o f th e  w a te r  charges re m itte d  in p a s t years; and as 

th e re  w ill be no valid  p re te x t fo r  raising  house re n t because  o f 

th e  slightly  inc reased  w a te r  charge , th e  landlords w ill have to  

b e a r  th is  ou tlay . H ence th e ir  p ro te s t. "[242] This analysis 

w ould seem  to  be  co n sis ten t w ith  th e  finding o f a  re c e n t study 

th a t ,  a t  th is  tim e , "the inc idence o f  ra te s  upon house p roperty  

w as severe  and rising, w ith  th e  burden fa lling  increasing ly  upon 

ow ners ra th e r  than  occupiers. "[243] A t th e  tim e , how ever, no t
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everyone ag reed  th a t  th e  in c rease  would no t be passed  on to  th e  

te n an t. C ouncillor D avis, fo r  exam ple, a s se rte d  th a t  th e  burden 

"would be la rge ly  on sm all house p ro p erty , and would in d irec tly  

p ress  upon th e  w orking classes. "[244] O ne p ress  corresponden t, 

how ever, c la im ed  th a t  th e  low er o rders  w ere unaw are o f th e  

alleged  th re a t.  [245] The M ail ag reed  w ith  th e  P o s t, although it  

did no t distinguish c lea rly  be tw een  la rg e  householders (who, 

presum ably, lived in th e ir  dwellings) and landlords: 

"A pparently, i t  is am ong h igher ra te d  householders th a t  d isfavour 

o f th e  schem e ex ists. P robably  th ese  people a re  p ro p erty  ow ners, 

and th ey  see  in p ro sp ec t a  heavy im post being la id  upon th e ir  

houses by th e  schem e. I f  we w ere to  describe th e  nine hundred 

and n inety- seven as th e  sm all house landlords’ v o te  we should 

no t be very  fa r  wrong. "[246]

B efore th e  Com m ons C o m m ittee , how ever, th e  opposition am ong 

th e  la rge  shopkeepers and o th e r  ra te p a y e rs  in th e  c ity  c e n tre  w as 

prom inent. "One gen tlem an", a s se rted  counsel fo r th e  local 

opponents, ... w en t in to  th re e  o f th e  p rincipal s tr e e ts  o f  the  

c ity  - in to  C orporation  S tre e t ,  New S tre e t and High S tre e t - and 

ou t o f  247 o f  th e  p rincipal ra te p a y e rs  whom he ca lled  upon, 244 

signed a  p e titio n  against th is  Bill. "[247] The opponent re fe rre d  

to , Edwin F le tch e r, was subsequently  ca lled  as a  w itness. He 

rea ff irm ed  th a t  he had canvassed  "in th e  c e n tra l and p rincipal 

s tre e ts  o f th e  city" b u t c la im ed  th a t  he "took m an u fac tu re rs  and 

professional m en and shopkeepers ju s t as th ey  cam e. "[248] 

A ccording to  th e  opposition w itness C harles M arshall Pow ell, he
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had "seen som e 200 or 300" ra te p a y e rs  who consisted  "of th e  

p rincipal ra te p a y e rs  o f th re e  o r four o f th e  p rincipal s t r e e ts  in 

Birm ingham " and he  found "not tw o p er c e n t in favour o f  th e  tow n 

schem e. "[249] A  po in t to  n o te  is th a t  th e  p e rce n tag e  in c rease  in 

re n ta ls  which w as proposed and  lev ied  w as fa r  m ore unfavourable 

to  b ig  ra te p a y e rs  than  a  f la t  r a te  in c rease  would have been , 

although i t  is doubtfu l to  w hat e x te n t th e  ra te p a y e rs  them selves 

rea lised  th is .[250] In fa c t ,  "the re n ta l fo r supplies to  re ta i l  

shops and o ffices", s ta te s  V ince, "was in creased  by te n  p e r cent" 

w hereas "the scale" as a  whole "was c a lcu la ted  to  produce a  

genera l in c rease  o f  tw en ty  p e r  cen t."  D esp ite  th is  re lie f , 

how ever, i t  is  likely  th a t  th e  p e rce n tag e  rise , w hich w as based  

on ra te a b le  value, w as n o t as favourab le  to  such p rem ises as a  

f la t  r a te  im position .[251]

In view  o f  th e  incidence o f  th e  w a te r  ra te s  as described  

above, i t  m ay be asked  why th e  local opponents did no t a t te m p t to  

challenge th e  way in  w hich th e se  ra te s , and th e  dom estic  ra te s  

from  w hich th ey  w ere derived , w ere assessed and levied. 

A lte rna tive ly , they  could have a tte m p te d  to  a l te r  th e  

d istribu tion  o f any add itional r a te  burden. A t f ir s t  sigh t th e se  

would seem  to  have been  m ore  in te llig en t ta c tic s  th an  try in g  to  

d em o n stra te  th e  im possible, nam ely  th a t  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e 

was unnecessary . P a r t  o f  th e  exp lanation  fo r th is  m ay have been  

th a t  th e  d issen tien t ra te p a y e rs  w ere a ff lic te d  w ith  a  sh o rt

s igh ted  inab ility  to  see  beyond th e  im m ed ia te  po in t a t  issue. 

M ore s ign ifican t, how ever, m ay have been  th e  pow erfu l in fluence
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o f  p rocedu res and ro u tin es  over th e  decision- m aking process. 

This, as has been  seen, is an a sp ec t s tre ssed  by P a rry  and 

M orriss. In th is  p a r tic u la r  case , th e  dom estic  ra tin g  system  w as 

based  upon s ta tu te  law as applied  locally . I t was w ell 

estab lished , and en fo rced  by legally  a u th o rita tiv e  o ffic ia ls  

under ag reed  procedures. A decision to  change a ll th is  would 

have been  very  d ifficu lt to  ob ta in  and would a lm ost c e rta in ly  

have n e c e ss ita te d  a  na tio n a l cam paign. Even i f  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  

w a te r  r a te  burden had been  a lte re d , i t  m igh t have had a  fa irly  

m arg inal e f f e c t  on th e  am ounts paid  by th e  d issen tien ts. In so far 

as d iffe re n t c a teg o rie s  o f ra te p a y e r  w ere a c tiv e  in th e  

opposition m ovem ent, i t  w ould also have been  d ifficu lt fo r them  

to  m ake ag reed  dem ands. In any case , any m ove to  m ake th e  rich  

pay less and th e  poor m ore v ia, fo r exam ple, th e  adoption o f  a  

system  o f f la t  r a te  inc reases  would alm ost ce rta in ly  have been  

m e t by an opposing m obilisation  o f  p o litic a l resou rces in which 

th e  n ascen t labour m ovem ent would have p layed  a  vociferous p a r t. 

Thus, th e  fa ilu re  o f th e  B irm ingham  opponents to  link th e ir  

cam paign to  a  dem and fo r fundam ental changes in th e  system  o f 

levying th e  w a te r  ra te s  il lu s tra te s  y e t again  th e  va lid ity  o f 

P a rry  and M orriss’s argum ent.

The enorm ous d ifficu ltie s  in im plem enting  th e  decision to  

b ring  w a te r  from  th e  W elsh hills, how ever, was a  fa c to r  in th e  

loss o f  fa ith  in an expansive civ ic  vision. The p rom oters  

successfu lly  m ain ta ined  th a t  th e ir  opponents' case  w as w eak, a  

co n ten tion  w hich is endorsed  by th e  cu rren t research . [252] But
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as th e  schem e’s co st e sc a la te d  th e  local d issen tien ts  gained a  

c e rta in  am ount o f cred ib ility , even in th e  eyes o f a  previously 

h ostile  press. [253] I t  is c le a r  th a t,  fo r m any, th e  decision to  

build th e  E lan dam s had advanced  th e  council’s "Forward" policy 

as fa r , i f  no t fu rth e r , th an  they  w an ted  i t  to  go. The enorm ous 

ta sk  o f bringing w a te r  from  th e  W elsh h ills thus p laced  d is tin c t 

d ifficu lties  in th e  p a th  o f a  con tinued  developm ent o f  th e  "civic 

gospel."

6. The Issues R elevant to  the Birmingham Opposition.

6.1 Finance.

In th e  open strugg le  to  secure  th e  adoption o f th e  Elan 

valley  proposals, th e  b iggest single com plain t o f th e  B irm ingham  

opponents was th a t  th e  enorm ous co s t would cause a  b ig  rise  in 

th e  w a te r  ra te s . F o rtu n a te ly  fo r  th e  success o f th e  proposals, 

how ever, no- one, no t even  th e  p rom oters, had any idea o f  how 

g re a t th e  expend itu re  would be  when th e  schem e w as accep ted . In 

th is  case , th e re fo re , th e  m obilisation  o f b ias  by th e  p rom oters, 

and th e ir  trium ph over th e ir  opponents in a  s itu a tio n  o f 

con flic t, w as ass is ted  by th e ir  un in ten tionally  fa lse  in fo rm ation  

and propaganda. I t  is an  in te re s tin g  question w hether th e  

decision to  p rom ote  th e  schem e would have been  tak en  and 

p e rs is ted  w ith  i f  th e  fu ll fin an c ia l tru th  had  been  known a t  the

- 167 -



o u tse t. I t  seem s reasonab le to  assum e th a t  i t  would, because  o f 

th e  biological necessity  fo r an  ad eq u a te  supply o f p u re  w ater. 

U nfo rtunate ly , how ever, th is  is y e t an o th e r in s tance  w here th e  

re le v an t co u n te rfac tu a l, nam ely  a  re -  run  o f  h isto ry  in which 

people w ere b e t te r  inform ed, canno t be  applied. I t  m ay be  added 

th a t  on th is  p a r tic u la r  a sp ec t, th e  p o litic a l th e o ris ts  

sum m arised and discussed in C h ap te r 1 a re  o f  l i t t le  d ire c t use to  

us. No w here in Lukes, o r in th e  o th e r secondary  li te ra tu re  

re le v an t to  his dim ensions o f  pow er, is th e re  any sy stem a tic  

discussion o f  th e  in fluence p layed  by m isconceptions during th e  

decision- m aking process.

The decision- m aking asso c ia ted  w ith  th e  adoption and 

endorsem ent o f  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e en ta ile d  an enorm ous and  

esca la tin g  expenditu re . A ccord ing  to  V ince th e  final co s t was 

g rea tly  in excess o f  M ansergh’s orig inal e s tim a te  o f  £6.6 

m illion. [2541 For th e  p re se n t study o f  p o litic a l decision

m aking, how ever, as suggested , th e  a c tu a l figu res a re  less 

sign ifican t th an  th e  figu res which w ere bandied  about in 

argum ent, and even th e  various e s tim a te s  a re  only o f  sign ificance 

to  th e  e x te n t th a t  they  w ere used in th e  p o litic a l d e b a te .[255]

The Elan schem e was, b o th  financially  and operationally , easily  

th e  b iggest p ro jec t which th e  B irm ingham  C orporation  had, as y e t, 

undertaken . The decisions to  pu rchase th e  gas works and th e  

w aterw orks, fo r exam ple, e n ta ile d  an expend itu re  o f  abou t £2 

m illion ppunds each , and th e  decision to  p ro m o te  th e  Im provem ent
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Schem e a  l i t t le  over £1.5 m illion. [256] In 1891, indeed, 

B irm ingham ’s to ta l  deb t w as a  l i t t le  less th an  £7.7 m illion. [257] 

U nderstandably , th e re fo re , th e  "g igantic expense" o f th e  schem e 

was con stan tly  re fe r re d  to  by opponents unw illing to  pay  fo r 

it . [258]

A t f ir s t  th e  p ro m o ters  decided  to  finance th e  o p era tion  by 

re -  im posing fo r  som e y ea rs  charges which had been  previously 

re m itte d , and no ass is tan ce  from  th e  ra te s  o r ra is ing  o f th e  

m axim um  s ta tu to ry  p rice s  fo r w a te r  w as envisaged. [259] This 

decision m ay have been  adop ted  p a rtly  fo r p ropaganda purposes, 

b u t also appeared  ju s tif ie d  from  th e  advice o f  th e  ex p e rts  

re ta in ed  by th e  C orporation . The W ater E ngineer, G ray, fo r 

exam ple, argued  th a t  th e  n a tu ra l grow th o f re c e ip ts  w ith  th e  

grow th o f  th e  d is tr ic t would enable  th is  p lan  to  succeed . [260] 

M ansergh agreed , arguing th a t  th e  e x tra  £28,000 a  yesir from  th e  

re -  im position o f  th e  old ra te s  was a ll th a t  was requ ired . [261] 

A ccording to  th e  C orporation ’s A ccoun tan ts, H ow ard Sm ith  and 

Slocom be, th e  p ic tu re  was even ro sie r, s ince M ansergh, th ey  

claim ed, had o v e re s tim a ted  in te re s t  paym ents. [262]

The W ater C o m m ittee  ag reed  w ith  i ts  ex p erts  and in A pril 

1891 cla im ed  th a t  a  sum o f  £4 m illion should prove m ore than  

enough to  pay  fo r th e  schem e. [263] H e and his co lleagues, 

M artineau  explained, could hard ly  believe th e ir  luck, and B arclay  

and m any councillors ag reed  w ith  him . A lderm an H art, in 

M olotch’s fo rm ulation , spoke fo r th e  in te re s ts  o f  th e  local
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grow th m achine, arguing th a t  th is  w as n o t expend itu re  a t  all, b u t 

a  developm ental policy based  on th e  pu rchase  o f in fra s tru c tu re . 

C ouncillor Jaco b s, he said , "failed  to  distinguish be tw een  an 

enorm ous deb t and an investm en t. "[264] Such sen tim en ts  w ere 

fully endorsed by th e  local p ress  (alw ays a c tiv e  m em bers, 

accord ing  to  M olotch, o f his grow th  m achine) and p a rticu la rly  by 

th e  P ost. [265] The schem e’s opponents ruefu lly  a d m itte d  th e  

e ffec tiv en ess  o f  such propaganda in influencing th e  decision

m aking process. [266]

I t  was fu r th e r  c la im ed  th a t  th e  schem e appeared  m ore 

expensive th an  i t  ac tu a lly  w as because  th e  e s tim a te s  included th e  

co st o f various local w orks, which would have to  be paid  fo r 

w hether th e  W elsh schem e w ent ahead  o r no t. A ccording to  G ray, 

th e  to ta l  co st o f  th e se  was £761,250. [267] Finally , th e  schem e’s 

p rom oters  argued  th a t  in th is  case  th e  p rocess o f  f ir s t  

dim ensional decision- m aking w as in crem en ta l. The schem e, th ey  

said, w as conceived  in a  se rie s  o f  in sta lm en ts , and i f  dem and did 

no t rise  as a n tic ip a te d  th e  C orporation  could decide to  delay  or 

cance l th e  la te r  s tag es  o f  th e  works. [268] Thus, although th e  

Bill envisaged an u ltim a te  expend itu re  o f  £6 m illion, th e  in itia l 

decision to  go ahead  would only co st about £3 m illion. [269] 

A gain, th e  loca l p ress  echoed  its  support fo r such 

argum ents. [270]
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By O ctober, 1891, how ever, th e  M ail and th e  G a z e tte  seem ed 

som ew hat a la rm ed  a t  th e  s tead y  in c rease  in th e  e s tim a tes . [271] 

By February , 1892, th e  M ail w as even m ore w orried , and by Ju ly  

1892 even th e  P o st was ad m ittin g  th e  schem e’s "costliness."[272] 

The B irm ingham  opponents m ade g re a t p lay  o f th e  esca la tin g  

expenditu re  b efo re  th e  Com m ons S e lec t C om m ittee . "When th is  

th ing  was f irs t brought b efo re  th e  Council", one o f  them  s ta te d ,

"a m illion and a  h a lf  was m entioned , and so th e  th ing  grew  on." 

F o rtu n a te ly  fo r th e  p ro m o ters  a t  th a t  tim e  no- one knew th e  aw ful 

tru th  and som e o f  th e  c la im s o f th e  d issen tien ts , although in th e  

end no t fa r  sho rt o f th e  m ark , w ere w idely reg ard ed  as sca re  

m ongering. [273] In any case , i t  w as claim ed , w a te r  was a  basic  

necess ity  o f life  w hich m ust be  secu red  a t  any cost. [274]

The schem e’s opponents, as m ight have been  ex p ec ted  given 

th e ir  com position as discussed above, launched a  p a rticu la rly  

s trong  a t ta c k  on th e  decision to  inc rease  th e  w a te r  re n ta ls  by 

w hat they  c la im ed  was abou t 25 p e r cen t. [275] The o th e r 

financia l provisions w ere also c ritic ise d , how ever, in le t te r s  to  

th e  p ress, a t  m eetings o f d issen tien ts , and b efo re  th e  H ybrid 

C om m ittee . [276] This increasing  concern  over th e  need  to  curb  

allegedly  unnecessary  C orporation  expenditu re  is seen in a  num ber 

o f  side- issues re la tin g  to  th e  financing  o f  th e  Welsh w a te r 

schem e. One o f th e se  was th e  size  o f  M ansergh’s com m ission. [277] 

A nother was th e  decision to  pay  an honorarium  to  th e  Town C lerk  

fo r his ro le , as  S o lic ito r fo r th e  Bill, in s tee rin g  i t  through 

P arliam en t. [278] The proposal encoun tered  sharp  opposition in
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the  council cham ber, and a  leng thy  d eb a te  ensued, during which 

tw o an tagon is tic  am endm ents w ere pu t, b e fo re  i t  w as passed  by 32 

vo tes to  18.[279] P ress  re a c tio n  was m ixed. The P o st supported  

th e  paym ent, b u t th e  M ail and th e  G a z e tte  w ere opposed, th e  M ail 

pointing to  th e  u rgen t need  fo r econom y in view  o f th e  co st o f 

th e  E lan o p e ra tio n .[280] F inally , in D ecem ber 1892, Thom as 

S tarkey , th e  long serv ing  se c re ta ry  to  th e  W ater D ep artm en t, 

announced his in ten tio n  to  re ti re .  The W ater C om m ittee  proposed 

th a t he rece iv e  a  pension o f  £400 p e r annum b u t th e re  follow ed an 

exciting  vo te  am ong th e  councillors when, by 28 v o tes  to  27, i t  

was decided to  reduce  th is  to  £250. [281]

A ll th is, o f  course, conform s to  a  fam ilia r  p a t te rn  w here 

la rge  sca le  and long running engineering  p ro jec ts  a re  involved.

To observers in th e  la te  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry , fo r exam ple, th e re  

would appear to  be som e strik ing  s im ila ritie s  to  th e  developm ent 

o f th e  channel tunnel by p r iv a te  en te rp rise . W ith th e  Welsh 

w a te r schem e th e  in itia l decision to  p roceed  w as taken , and th e  

p ro jec t was w ell under way, when th e  C orporation  was co n fron ted  

by th e  seem ingly inev itab le  co s t over- runs. F rom  th a t  po in t 

onwards, th e  responses o f  bo th  supporters  and opponents o f th e  

v en tu re  had a  fam ilia r  ring. F or th e  opponents, th e  additional 

expenditu re  w as seen as a  con firm ation  o f th e ir  in itia l 

suspicions, and they  indulged in a  num ber o f ta u n ts  o f  th e  "I 

to ld  you so" v a rie ty , as w ell as arguing fo r  a  reconsidera tion .

In response, th e  p ro m o ters  argued  th a t  "we can  only p ress on."

To abandon th e  p ro je c t now, th ey  claim ed, would be a  w aste  o f  th e
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money a lready  spen t, and would co s t even m ore in th e  long run. 

T herefore , th e  p ro jec t m ust be  continued, b u t w ith  a  tig h te r  

con tro l over costs.

The m ain  reasons fo r th e  u n an tic ip a ted  expend itu re  en ta iled  

in th e  C orporation’s decision to  p ro ceed  w ith th e  W elsh w a te r 

schem e have been  sum m arised  a t  leng th  by  Vince whose analysis is 

endorsed by o th e r sources. [282] The problem s w hich he  enum era tes  

n ece ss ita te d  a  num ber o f  un fo reseen  and ex trao rd in ary  financ ia l 

provisions and only in O ctober 1907 was i t  possible to  close th e  

E lan Supply Bank A ccount. [283] These provisions included, fo r 

several y ears  a f te r  1902, th e  repaym en t o f  in te re s t w ith  borrow ed 

cap ita l. [284] By 1904 th e re  w as a  w a te r  su rcharge on th e  

dom estic ra te s  o f 4d in th e  pound, o r £45,000 p e r  annum . [285]

H ow ever, even fo r those  co m m itted  to  th e  con tinuation  o f th e  

schem e, th e re  appears  to  have been  a  loss o f  s e lf  confidence in 

th e  op tim istic  civ ic  gospel o f  a  "forward" policy  as  i t  was 

procla im ed in th e  days o f  C ham berlain’s M ayoralty . This would 

appear to  be p a rticu la rly  th e  case  since th e  ca lib re  o f  m en such 

as M artineau  and Law ley P a rk e r, and o f th e  a rra y  o f d istinguished 

experts  such as M ansergh and O rford  Sm ith  who ass is ted  them , 

would appear to  have su ffe red  l i t t le  i f  any dim inution since th e  

golden age o f  V icto rian  se lf- confidence. Like c h a ra c te rs  in a  

G reek  tragedy , th e  council le ad e rs  had th e ir  se lf- confidence and 

p ride shaken and broken by th e  o rdeal, and i t  le f t  them  chastened  

and humbled. By 1904, th e  Lord M ayor, S ir H alle w ell R ogers, was
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adm itting  th a t  e s tim a te s  o f  th e  co s t had  caused  them  "many a 

frig h t and a  sleep less night" and even th e  P o s t, th e  p ap er w hich 

had  been  m ost loyal to  th e  W ater C o m m ittee  in 1891-2, was 

adm itting  th a t  th e  fo re c a s ts  o f  co st had been  "exceeded by about 

50%" and th a t  "the finance o f  th e  schem e form s a  m ost u n fo rtu n a te  

and u n sa tisfac to ry  ch ap te r. "[286] S ign ifican tly  m any such 

com m ents, to g e th e r  w ith  o th e r reac tio n s  quoted  or to  be  found in 

th e  sources c ited , w ere m ade a t  or around th e  tim e  o f  w hat should 

have been  th e  W ater C o m m ittee ’s g re a te s t  trium ph, th e  o ffic ia l 

opening o f  th e  works by th e  King and Q ueen.

6.2 H ie P otential o f Local Supplies.

As s ta te d  above, th e  m ain  ob jec tive  o f th e  B irm ingham  

opponents o f th e  1892 Bill w as to  avoid paying  in c reased  w a te r  

ra te s . I f  th ey  w ished to  do th is  th ey  had to  rev e rse  th e  

C orporation’s decision to  p ro m o te  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e. This 

m ean t d iscred iting  th e  p ro m o ters’ claim  th a t  i t  w as necessary , 

and p u ttin g  fo rw ard  a  cred ib le  a lte rn a tiv e . Both o f  th e se  ta sk s  

proved im possible fo r them . One asp ec t o f th is  was th e  

opponents’ fa ilu re  to  underm ine th e  p ro m o ters’ claim  th a t  local 

supplies o f w a te r  w ere inadequate . In th e ir  a t te m p ts  to  

dem o n stra te  th e  im possible th e  d issen tien ts  m ade use o f palpably  

absurd assertio n s  w hich fu r th e r  dam aged th e ir  case . I t  em erged  

th a t they  w ere poor, no t only in th e  m ore obvious p o litic a l
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resources, b u t also in know ledge and expertise . F u rtherm ore , the  

fa c ts  o f th e  case , perhaps even m ore th an  th e  pow erful 

m obilisation o f  p o litic a l b ias aga in st th em  by th e  C orporation , 

bore down on them  and crushed  them . Thus, as suggested  above, 

th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  issue i t s e lf  had a  decisive im p ac t on the  

decisional ou tcom e. No m a tte r  how th ey  tr ied , th e  opponents w ere 

unable to  p re sen t ev idence th a t  was convincing to  anyone bu t 

them selves. The C orporation , th e  P a rliam en ta ry  enquiry, and m any 

m em bers o f th e  public who p a r tic ip a te d  in th e  d eb a te , in th e  

new spapers and e lsew here, rem ained  singularly  unim pressed.

In th e ir  a t te m p t to  d isc red it th e  C orporation 's  decision to  

go to  W ales fo r w a te r, th e  opponents p u t forw ard  a  num ber o f 

argum ents concern ing  bo th  th e  dem and fo r and th e  supply o f  w ater. 

They claim ed, fo r exam ple, th a t  dem and fo r w a te r  would ta p e r  o ff  

because o f a  slowing o f th e  r a te  o f population  in c rease  and o th e r 

fac to rs. This po in t, how ever, they  u tte r ly  fa iled  to  estab lish  

befo re  th e  Com m ons S e lec t C om m ittee . [287] A no ther unsuccessful 

assertion  was th a t  too  m uch w a te r  was being  w asted . [288] The 

d issen tien ts, how ever, as w ill be  seen, m ade l i t t le  use o f th e  

argum ent th a t  dem and fo r w a te r  could b e  reduced  by abandoning 

custom ers ou tside th e  c ity . In th e  ligh t o f  th e se  reductions in 

dem and, th e  p ro te s te rs  argued, on th e  supply side, th a t  the  

proposed dam s in W ales w ere unnecessary . Instead , th ey  c laim ed  

th a t m ore w a te r  could be draw n from  local w ells, and th a t  a dual 

system  o f  supply, by allow ing th e  use o f  less pu re  w a te r  fo r 

c e rta in  purposes, could to  som e e x te n t overcom e th e  problem  of
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th e  pollu tion  o f  local sources. I t w as also alleged  th a t  w a te r  

m igh t be  pu rchased  from  th e  South S ta ffo rd sh ire  W ater Com pany or 

tak en  from  increasingly  po llu ted  lo ca l s tream s. H ow ever, bo th  o f  

th e se  propositions w ere also im possible to  sustain . [289] Thus, 

as w ill be  fu r th e r  d em o n stra ted  below , a ll th e  d issentients^m ajor 

cla im s concern ing  dem and and supply w ere decisively  re fu te d  in 

th e  council cham ber, b e fo re  th e  P a rliam en ta ry  co m m ittees , and 

elsew here  during th e  public debate .

As early  as 1871, Raw linson had  dec la red  th a t  local sources 

could y ie ld  b u t l i t t le  e x tra  w ate r. [290] In Jan u ary , 1891, G ray 

re p o rte d  th a t  increasing  dem and, p a r tly  caused  by "the adoption 

o f  th e  w a te r  c lo se t system , and ... th e  g re a t in c rease  o f ba th s 

to  a  sm all c lass  o f  house" could no longer be  m e t by local 

supplies, and th a t  th e  s itu a tio n  would g e t w orse as tim e  w ent 

on. [291] He la te r  to ld  th e  P a rliam en ta ry  S e lec t C o m m ittees  th a t,  

unless e x tra  w a te r w ere brought in to  th e  c ity  from  a  d istance , in 

a  few  y e a rs  "we should be stum ped. " T here w ere 129,000 houses in 

B irm ingham , G ray m ade c le a r  in his evidence. In 1886, 7,648 o f 

them  had w a te r  c lo se ts , and by 1891 th is  figure had a lread y  grown 

to  27,620. [292] Jam es  M ansergh concu rred  w ith  G rey’s opinion 

and, as usual, th e  W ater C o m m ittee  endorsed  th e  judgem ent o f i ts  

ex p erts . [293] The C o m m ittee ’s conclusion w as assiduously

p rom oted  by M artineau , B arclay , th e  Lord M ayor and th e  local 

p re ss .[294] The G a z e tte , in p a rticu la r , spoke up fo r th e  local 

grow th  m achine and im plied  th a t  th e  opponents lacked  local 

p a trio tism . I t  found, i t  said , no t "the s lig h tes t cogency in th e
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argum ent th a t  ... tra d e  m ay decline and th e re fo re  th e  num ber o f 

people dim inish. "[295] The C orporation ’s case  was sum m arised by 

G eorge H enry H ill, th e  W ater E ngineer to  M anchester, who was 

ca lled  as a  w itness on th e ir  behalf. "All local supplies", he 

said, "are nearly  tak en  up in a ll th e se  d is tr ic ts  and you m ust go 

long d istances. "[296] A t f ir s t  th e  schem e’s opponents w ere 

nonplussed by th e se  assertio n s  even Jaco b s  m ere ly  asking, on th is  

p a r tic u la r  po in t, "how could th ey  be  c e r ta in  th a t  th e  previous 

r a te  o f increase  would con tinue? " [297] They w ere a cc ep ted  by th e  

Com m ons C om m ittee  in ea rly  M ay 1892, and th e  C orporation  w ere 

to ld  they  need  p re sen t no fu r th e r  ev idence to  re b u t th e ir  local 

opponents on th e  poin t. [298] This a sse rtio n  was la te r  o f g re a t 

value as propaganda, and was, fo r exam ple, quoted  in fu ll in th e  

W ater C o m m ittee ’s re p o rt to  th e  council in Ju ly , 1892, and 

rea ff irm ed  by th e  Lord M ayor who cla im ed  th a t  i t  d em o n stra ted  th e  

bankrup tcy  o f th e  d issen tien ts’ case. [299]

In his re p o rt to  th e  W ater C o m m ittee  o f  January , 1891, th e  

c i ty ’s W ater E ngineer, John  G ray, ev iden tly  w ith  g re a t 

re lu c tan ce , gave d e ta ils  o f  a  schem e fo r developing B irm ingham ’s 

local supplies o f  w a te r  fo r a  period  o f  20 years . His 

conclusion, how ever, was qu ite  c lea r, nam ely th a t  th e  idea was 

ridd led  w ith problem s, and th a t  th e  only sensible policy  was to  

seek  m ore d is ta n t sources, an argum ent which he la te r  pu t a  

fo rtio ri to  th e  Lords’ C om m ittee . [300] This analysis w as ca rried  

fu r th e r  by M ansergh, who p o in ted  ou t th a t  G rey’s re p o rt m ade no
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m ention  o f  com pensation  w a te r, and th a t ,  when th is  was provided 

fo r, th e  am ount o f e x tra  w a te r  would be " trif lin g ."[301] N ot 

surprisingly, th e  W ater C o m m ittee  again  a c c ep ted  th e  guidance o f 

i ts  ex p erts , and M artineau  defended  th e  decision claim ing th a t  

th is, th e  la s t availab le  local option, w as by now thoroughly 

d iscred ited . [302] In an in te re s tin g  re fe re n c e  to  th e  tim ing  o f 

th e  decision to  go to  W ales, M artineau  also argued  th a t  "a 

m illion o f m oney", th e  co s t o f  G ray 's schem e, could have been 

saved "tw enty- one y ea rs  ago" i f  R aw linson’s re p o rt o f  1871 had 

been  a c te d  on in th e  f ir s t  p lace . [303] I t  is, th e re fo re , an 

indication  o f  th e  w eakness o f th e  local opponents' case  th a t  they  

from  tim e  to  tim e  re fe rre d  to  G ray 's schem e as if  i t  w ere a  

v iable proposition, and used i t  as an argum ent th a t  th e  decision 

to  p rom ote  th e  Elan proposals w as unnecessary . [304]

I t  soon becam e c lea r , in th is  decision- m aking con flic t, 

th a t  th e  W ater C om m ittee  had m obilised decisive m a te r ia l fo rces 

and had  a t  i ts  disposal overw helm ingly superior expertise . 

P erhaps even m ore sign ifican tly , how ever, th e ir  case  was c o rre c t, 

as subsequent even ts  w ere to  d em o n stra te . Thus, during th e  long 

w ait fo r th e  Welsh w a te r, serious problem s o ccu rred  in the  

m ain tenance  o f  supplies. In th e  sum m er o f 1893 th e re  was w hat 

Law ley P a rk e r  described  as a  "prolonged drought" w hich "the 

D ep artm en t ... ju s t sc raped  th rough ."[305] In 1894, th e  W ater 

C om m ittee  com m issioned a  "P riva te  and C onfidential" re p o rt from  

Jam es  M ansergh and his a sso c ia te  H enry D avey w hich advoca ted  

"very s tr in g e n t ... e f fo r ts  to  p rev en t a ll m isuse and w aste  o f
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w ater. "[306] In 1899 th e  W ater C om m ittee  found i t  necessary  to  

issue a  handbill, calling  "during th e  sum m er" fo r "the s tr ic te s t  

econom y ... in th e  use o f w ater,"  w ith  various p en a ltie s  fo r 

transg resso rs including a  £5 fine  fo r leaving  ta p s  running. [307]

The sum m er o f  1904 saw a  com p le te  ban on garden  hose pipes, th e  

purchase o f w a te r  from  th e  E ast W orcestersh ire  W aterw orks 

Company, and an expend itu re  o f £3,790 to  expand th e  ou tpu t o f the  

Longbridge well. [308] The w a te r  sho rtages in B irm ingham  betw een  

1892 and 1904 c lea rly  i l lu s tra te  th e  irresponsible baselessness 

o f th e  d issen tien t ra te p a y e rs ’ c laim s th a t  loca l supplies w ere 

adequate  and th a t  th e  decision  to  build th e  Welsh dam s was 

unnecessary.

A t m idnight on 8 th  N ovem ber, 1891, B alsall H eath , Saltley  

and H arbom e w ere added to  B irm ingham . [309] This developm ent, 

how ever, was only a  sm all p a r t  o f th e  problem  o f c a te rin g  fo r th e  

outlying a rea s  m any o f w hich had alw ays been  ou tside th e  c ity  

lim its  and m any o f which had  fo r a  considerable tim e  been  w ithin 

them . In 1890, fo r exam ple, a  nine- inch m ain to  Solihull was 

com pleted  a t  a  co st o f  £5,048, as w ell as a  new tw elve- inch m ain 

to  supply M oseley from  Belly O ak a t  a  co s t o f £2,884.[310] In 

O ctober, 1890, th e  W ater C o m m ittee  rep o rte d  th a t  £613 had been  

spent on a  m ain to  supply Coleshill.[311] B etw een 1888 and 1892, 

£1,510 3s 2d was spen t in im proving th e  w a te r  supply to  Washwood 

H eath  and, in 1892, a  new  12- inch m ain was s ta r te d  to  Solihull 

and A cocks G reen. [312] T hese a re  m ere ly  a  few  illu s tra tiv e
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exam ples o f  a  p rocess o f expansion which con tinued  up to  and 

beyond th e  F irs t W orld W ar. [313] I t  b rought e x tra  revenue, b u t 

i t  also dem anded g re a te r  q u an titie s  o f w ate r.

A t th e  council m ee tin g  o f A pril, 1891, A lderm an B aker 

appeared  som ew hat re se n tfu l o f  "the position  o f th e  w a te r 

consum ers ou tside th e  city" who "escaped any responsib ility  in 

th e  m a tte r"  and whom "Birm ingham  was bound to  supply w ith  ... 

w a te r  a t  th e  sam e r a te  as th e  c ity  w as supplied" [314] The re a l 

problem , how ever, a rriv ed  when, as has been seen, a  r a te -  in 

aid  from  th e  dom estic  ra te s  had  to  be  lev ied  to  m e e t financia l 

d e fic its . Consum ers ou tside th e  c ity  would c lea rly  no t pay 

B irm ingham  ra te s , and unless they  paid  m ore fo r th e  ac tu a l w a te r 

th ey  would rece iv e  s izeab le  subsidies a t  th e  expense o f 

B irm ingham  c itizens. Only w ith  th e  adven t o f  G re a te r  Birm ingham  

in 1911 was th e  possib ility  o f such anom alies substan tia lly  

reduced , and even then  som e a reas, such as Solihull, rem ained  

un incorporated . The po in t m ade by th e  schem e’s p rom oters, 

how ever, about th e  outly ing suburbs w as th a t,  w hether they  w ere 

inside o r outside th e  c ity  lim its, th ey  all inc reased  th e  am ount 

o f w a te r  requ ired , an argum en t th a t  was re p e a te d  by M ansergh, 

M artineau  and B arclay. [315]

I t  m ight have been  though t th a t  th e  local opponents would 

have launched a  co n ce rted  cam paign to  d itch  consum ers outside th e  

c ity  boundaries, bu t they  did not. This m ay seem  surprising, 

b ecause  th e re  did appear to  be anom alies w hich m igh t have been
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cap ita lised  upon by an in te llig en t opposition. They m igh t have 

strung to g e th e r  a  p lausible argum ent based  upon th e  p rem iss th a t  

a reas  ou tside B irm ingham  should fend  fo r them selves. They could 

then  have produced  ca lcu la tions  o f th e  am ount o f  w a te r  th a t  would 

be saved and con tended  (w ith w hat e ffec tiv en e ss  can  never fully 

be known) th a t  p re sen t supplies w ere su ffic ie n t to  c a te r  fo r th e  

sm aller num ber o f  consum ers. A t w orst th is  would have been  

som ew hat less hopeless th an  try in g  to  p rove th e  im possible, 

nam ely th a t  th e  W ater D ep artm en t could c a te r  fo r its  ex isting  

custom ers w ith  i ts  ex isting  reso u rces  o f  w a te r. The local 

opponents appear to  have been  too  am ateu rish , how ever, to  develop 

such poin ts, p re fe rr in g  in s tead  th e ir  h are - b ra ined  a lte rn a tiv e  

o f a  dual supply as described  below . On th e  o th e r  hand, perhaps, 

on th e  argum ent o f P a rry  and M orriss, th e  influence o f 

estab lished  p rocedures and ro u tines again  p layed  a  p a r t  in th e  

decisional ou tcom e. The W ater C o m m ittee ’s com m itm en ts  to  supply 

consum ers ou tside th e  c ity  w ere enshrined  in law , and, even if  

they  w ere no t, a  progressive m unicipality  could hard ly  w ithdraw  

from  anyone a  basic  n ecessity  o f  life  ju s t because  he o r she 

lived outside th e  c ity  boundary. A t all ev en ts, and fo r  w hatever 

reason, th e  opponents m ade no co n sis ten t a t te m p t to  secure  a 

decision to  reduce  th e  W ater C o m m ittee ’s cu s to m er base, ju s t as 

they  did no t try  to  a l te r  th e  system  o f w a te r  ra te s . The 

argum ent th a t  ex traneous users  should be d iscarded  was only used 

on one occasion, by councillo r Jacobs. [316] O th er in im ical 

com m ents w ere ra re , although one p ress  co rresponden t w an ted  to  

know "why, in th e  face  o f  a  w a te r  fam ine, th e  C orporation , so
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rece n tly  as  la s t y ear, conveyed th e ir  p ipes to  Solihull, som e 

e igh t m iles aw ay ."[317]

A nother claim  m ade by th e  B irm ingham  opponents in th e ir  

f irs t dim ensional cam paign to  rev e rse  th e  C orporation’s decision 

to  g e t w a te r  from  W ales was th a t  local w ells could provide 

adequate ly  fo r th e  c ity ’s needs. This a sse rtio n  w as easily  

re fu te d  by th e  p rom oters. N everthe less, to g e th e r  w ith  th e ir  

advocacy o f  a  system  o f dual supply, i t  fo rm ed  th e  basis o f  th e ir  

case, th e  G a z e tte , a f te r  th e  P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign, cu rtly  

dism issing them  as "the w ellite  opponents".[318] Am ong o th e r 

things, they  argued th a t  th e  C orporation  w ells did n o t go down 

fa r  enough, th a t  about 5,000 w ells had been  needlessly  closed, 

and th a t th e  adven t o f  th e  w a te r  c lo se t m ean t th a t  con tam ination  

o f su rface  w ells would d ecrease . [319] They even argued  th a t 

P aris  was "largely, i f  no t wholly, supplied by a rte s ia n  wells" 

bu t B arclay , quoting th e  p re fe c t o f th e  c ity , quickly po in ted  out 

th a t i t  was no t. [320] D esp ite  a ll ev idence to  th e  co n tra ry , 

how ever, Sam uel Lloyd w as s till arguing in 1894 th a t  w ells would 

suffice. [321]

N ot all such argum ents in favour o f  w ells w ere so easy  to  

re fu te , how ever, and th e  m ost e ffe c tiv e  p a r t  o f th e  opponents’ 

case in th e ir  favour was th a t  p layed  by tw o P ro fesso rs, Wanklyn 

and Hull. Wanklyn a sse rted  th a t  deep w ells could supply 

Birm ingham  w ith  10 m illion gallons a  day. [322] For a  sh o rt tim e 

Hull seem ed to  pose a  serious th re a t  to  th e  p ro m o ters’ case
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befo re  th e  Comm on S e lec t C o m m ittee , claim ing  th a t  th e  p o te n tia l 

supply from  such sources w as "alm ost un lim ited ."[323] He 

w ithered , how ever, under cross- exam ination , and w as fo rced  to  

adm it his ignorance o f unsuccessfu l local drillings a t  W arwick, 

C oventry  and L eam ington, and to  fa c e  an a llega tion  th a t  a  w ell 

d rilled  a t  Tam  w orth  on his adv ice was a  fa ilu re . [324] The M ail, 

whose lead er w rite r  appeared  to  be badly shaken on th e  day o f 

Hull’s in itia l ev idence, [325] was quick to  cap ita lise . 

"P rofessor H ull’s know ledge", i t  reco rded , "all tu rn ed  ou t to  be 

based  on observations he had  m ade in 1866".[326]

The p rom oters’ case  aga in st w ells w as decisive, and  th e  m ain 

fa c to r  in th e  ea rly  acc ep tan c e  by th e  Comm ons H ybrid C om m ittee  

th a t  local supplies w ere in ad eq u a te .[327] As ea rly  as 1854, 

indeed, Raw linson had s tre ssed  th a t  w ells w ere "not recom m ended", 

an opinion subsequently  endorsed  by M ansergh, th e  W ater 

C o m m ittee , M artineau , B arclay  and th e  Lord M ayor. [328] A lready, 

th e  C orporation’s counsel had echoed, in M olotch’s term inology, 

th e  sen tim en ts  o f a  local grow th  m achine based  on industria l 

in te re s ts . "The w ell w a te r  w hich is supplied to  B irm ingham ", i t  

w as said, "has becom e so hard  th a t  i t  is absolu tely  u n fit to  be 

supplied fo r any tra d e  or m anufac tu ring  purpose w hatever. "[329]

The s tro n g est and m o st e f fe c tiv e  e lem en t in th e  

C orporation ’s argum ents ag a in st w ells, how ever, was th a t  provided 

by i ts  geological ex p erts , p a rtic u la rly  by P ro fesso r L apw orth o f 

M ason C ollege ( la te r  th e  U niversity  o f Birm ingham ), whose
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opinions and in form ation  w ere co n stan tly  quo ted  and alluded to  by 

th e  supporters o f  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e, and whose ev idence 

befo re  th e  Comm ons and Lords C o m m ittees  was a  key e lem en t in th e  

promoters* case. [330] P ro fesso r Lapw orth  was supported  by o th e r 

experts  re ta in ed  by th e  p rom oters, including P ro fesso r A. H. 

G reen, F.R .S. By th e  tim e  he took  th e  stand , how ever, C am pbell- 

Bannerm an was o f  th e  opinion th a t  "we have enough evidence o f 

th a t  p a rticu la r  kind, "[331] and  soon, as  has been  seen, th e  

C orporation’s case  w as c u t sh o rt by th e  C o m m ittee ’s ru ling  th a t  

they  w ere sa tisfied  th a t  B irm ingham ’s local resou rces  o f w a te r  

w ere in suffic ien t.

Thus, th e  d issen tien ts  fa iled  to  uphold th e ir  c laim s th a t  

local wells w ere ad equa te  and th a t  th e  council’s decision to  go 

to  W ales was unnecessary . In fa c t ,  so overw helm ing was th e  

evidence to  th e  co n tra ry  th a t  even th e  opponents them selves 

advocated , in addition, th e  use o f a  supp lem entary  supply o f 

d ir tie r  w a te r from  riv e rs  and s tream s. They th e re fo re  had to  say 

how, in th e ir  view , th is  should be done. T heir answ er, a  dual 

system  o f supply, le f t  th em  open to  a  la rge  am ount o f den igration  

and rid icule. Y e t again, a  s ign ifican t e lem en t in th e  

m obilisation o f p o litic a l b ias  aga in st them  was th e  fo rce  o f the  

C orporation’s case. On th is  issue too , th e  argum ents used by th e  

d issen tien ts in th e ir  a t te m p ts  to  a l te r  th e  decision- m aking 

agenda looked increasingly  absurd.
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In M arch, 1892, opponents o f th e  E lan proposals, organised 

in to  "the D ouble Serv ice W ater C om m ittee" , issued a  pam phlet 

a lready  re fe r re d  to  e n title d  "Why th e  W elsh W ater Schem e is n o t 

th e  One fo r th e  C ity  o f B irm ingham ". This con ta ined  an ex tended  

and d e ta iled  descrip tion  o f  w hat i t  ca lled  "the Double S erv ice 

System ." I t  w as in tended , th e  opponents said, "to m ake a  

d is tinction  be tw een  th e  pu re  w a te r  fo r dom estic  use and th e  so ft 

su rface  w a te r ad ap ted  fo r o th e r  purposes. ... By sep a ra tin g  th e  

w a te r i t  w ill becom e possible to  u tilise  various sources o f 

supply w hich h ith e r to  have n o t been  brought in to  requ isition . "

The idea, they  argued, w as to  use pu re  w ell w a te r  fo r hum an 

consum ption and various m an u fac tu rin g  purposes, and d ir t ie r  r iv e r  

w a te r fo r a ll o th e r  uses. This schem e w as also advoca ted  in th e  

d issen tien ts’ p e titio n  to  P a rliam en t again st th e  Bill. [332] I t 

was pu t fo rw ard  too  by various co rrespondents to  th e  p ress and 

o thers, to g e th e r  w ith  s im ilar suggestions such as th e  use o f 

w a te r pum ped ou t o f  coal m ines in th e  B lack C ountry. [333] A t 

public p ro te s t m eetings th e  policy  was p rocla im ed  and endorsed by 

resolutions. [334] B efore th e  Com m ons C om m ittee , one opposition 

w itness advoca ted  th e  use o f  th e  w a te rs  o f  th e  Tam e fo r san ita ry  

purposes as p a r t  o f  a  double supply system , and i t  was c laim ed  

th a t  P aris  and various English tow ns had  a lread y  adopted  such a  

p rocedure. [335] The sy s tem a tic  rid icu le  and a t ta c k  o f th e  

p rom oters  and th e ir  a llies, how ever, fo rced  som e o f th e  opponents 

to  m odify th e ir  orig inal con cep ts  regard ing  a  dual supply, which 

they  la te r  c la im ed  would only be needed  as a  la s t re so r t, and in 

th e  d is ta n t fu tu re .[336]
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The p ro m o ters  had no d ifficu lty  in d iscred iting  th e  idea  o f 

a  dual supply. G ray spoke ou t strong ly  ag a in st i t  and M ansergh 

described  i t  as a  "vicious proposal. "[337] F o r B irm ingham , he 

added, i t  w as an  "outrageous" suggestion, a lthough "it m ay do fo r 

Frenchm en. "[338] O pposition to  a  dual supply was continued  by 

M artineau , B arclay , th e  p ro m o te rs’ counsel and th e  local press. 

Among th e  m any po in ts aga in st th e  idea  w as th e  enorm ous co s t o f 

laying a  dup lica te  system  o f p ipes and m ains. [339] T here is, 

perhaps, no b e t te r  illu s tra tio n  o f th e  bankrup tcy  o f th e  

Birm ingham  opponents’ case  th an  th a t  th ey  w ere  fo rced  to  p resen t 

so s tran g e  and absurd a  proposal. On th is  issue th e  argum ents 

th ey  used in th e  a t te m p t to  m obilise th e ir  p o litic a l b ias aga inst 

th e  C orporation’s decision- m aking w ere a lm o st ce rta in ly  coun ter 

productive.

6.3 Purity and Pollution o f Supplies.

The p ro m o ters  c la im ed  th a t  an o th er reason  fo r th e ir  decision 

to  go to  W ales was th a t  local supplies o f w a te r  w ere increasingly  

polluted. This asse rtio n  w as n ever e ffe c tiv e ly  challenged  by th e  

Birm ingham  opponents. Indeed, th e ir  ab o rtiv e  proposals fo r a  

dual supply appeared  to  be p red ic a ted  upon it. In th e  f irs t  

dim ensional decision- m aking d eb a te  on th is  a sp e c t too , 

th e re fo re , th e  p rom oters  won th e  argum ent. Thus, in th e
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term inology o f S ch a ttschneider, superio r argum ents again  form ed 

p a r t o f th e  successfu l m obilisation  o f p o litic a l b ias and 

influenced  th e  m unicipal agenda.

T here is a  la rge  body o f  m odern scholarship devoted  to  th e  

study o f m o rta lity  b efo re  and during th e  V ictorian  period , m uch 

o f w hich m akes re fe re n c e  to  w a te r- borne d iseases and to  the  

e f fe c t o f  w a te r  supply upon d ea th  ra te s . [340] H assan urges th e  

need  fo r "caution about s tress in g  th e  public h ea lth  e f f e c t  o f 

im proved w a te r  supplies" since, am ong o th e r reasons, "it is 

d ifficu lt to  iso la te  th e  in d irec t e f fe c ts  o f th e  in creased  

consum ption o f  p u re r w a te r  w ith in  households upon m o rta lity  

ra te s . "[341] H assan’s conclusion is th a t  "by 1850 th e  ch ie f  

w ate r- borne d iseases, ch o lera  and typhoid, had a lready  ceased  to  

have a  m ajor im p ac t upon a t  le a s t decennial u rban  m o rta lity  

trends. G astro - in te s tin a l d isease m o rta litie s  w ere s til l  high, 

b u t w ere in fluenced  by a  w hole range o f com plex - and  s till no t 

fully  ag reed  o r understood  - social, n u tritio n a l, and 

in s titu tio n a l fa c to rs , ra th e r  th an  by th e  s ta te  o f w a te r  supplies 

as such. In any case , th ey  showed l i t t le  im provem ent, and some 

tem porary  d e te rio ra tio n , in th e  period  down to  1910. "[342]

W hat is o f  re lev an ce  to  th e  p re sen t ch ap te r, how ever, is  no t 

th e  findings o f m odern scho lars on th e  re la tionsh ip  be tw een  w a te r 

supply and m o rta lity , b u t th e  in fluence o f  con tem porary  a ttitu d e s  

on th e  decision to  build  th e  E lan valley  w aterw orks and on th e  

operation  o f pow er in Lukes* f ir s t  dim ension. H ere, i t  is tru e .
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th e  m edical opinions of, fo r exam ple, Dr. A lfred  H ill, th e  c ity ’s 

M edical O ffice r o f H ealth , fo rm ed  one o f  those sources o f  ex p ert 

guidance w hich w ere so in flu en tia l in securing  th e  schem e’s 

adoption. T here  was, how ever, no ex tended  o r d e ta ile d  m edical 

deb a te  on th e  public h ea lth  a sp ec ts  o f th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e, 

and con tem poraries  fo r th e  m ost p a r t ,  including th e  W ater Bills’ 

opponents, m ere ly  held  a  s e t  o f  favourab le  bu t vague assum ptions 

on th e  b en e fits  o f a  pure  w a te r  supply. Even in The L an c e t, 

during th e  tw elve m onths o f  1892, th e re  was no ex tended  coverage 

o f th e  m ed ical b en e fits  o f pu re  w a te r, in B irm ingham  or anyw here 

else. [343] In addition , as w ill be  seen, som e o f  th e  opinions 

expressed by m ed ical m en a t  th e  tim e  seem  som ew hat questionable 

to  th e  m odem  read er.

A re la te d  issue, and one o f  m ore d ire c t re lev an ce  to  any 

industria l version  o f M olotch’s local grow th  m achine, w as the  

alleged  b en efit o f  securing  a  supply o f so ft w a te r  uncon tam inated  

by lim e. This, i t  w as argued, would bring  a  num ber o f  econom ic 

b en efits  such as, to  in d u stria lis ts , th e  avoidance o f encrusted  

boilers. H assan p o s tu la te s  a  num ber o f reasons why "m ains supply 

draw ing upon m ore d is ta n t, pu re  sources becam e increasingly  

im po rtan t to  industry  during th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry . "[344] M ost 

o f his exam ples, how ever, a re  from  industries in "the no rthern  

te x tile  b e l t",[345] and i t  is no t c le a r  to  w hat e x te n t his 

argum ent is app licab le to  B irm ingham . As th e  accoun t below 

shows, th e  industria l (and also th e  dom estic) b en e fits  o f  pure 

w a te r  w ere co n stan tly  canvassed  by th e  W ater Bill’s p rom oters.
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But th e re  was only one observed  case  o f  an opponent o f th e  Bill 

c laim ing th a t one o f  th e  p rom oters, as an in d ustria list, had a  

v ested  in te re s t in i ts  passage. This was when a  new spaper 

corresponden t a lleged  th a t  B arclay  was "a m an u fa c tu re r o f  a e ra te d  

w aters , and our p re sen t supply o f a rte s ia n  w a te r  does no t su it 

him . "[346]

As w ill be  seen, fo r th e  m ost p a r t  n e ith e r  supporters nor 

opponents o f th e  W ater B ill had  m uch to  say in favour o f  th e  

local w a te r  supplies, so th a t  in th is  re sp e c t th e  C orporation’s 

case  was acc e p te d  by th e  o th e r  side even  though th e  decision 

p red ic a ted  upon it ,  nam ely  th e  sponsorship o f  th e  1892 W ater 

Bill, was no t. Indeed, th e  only favourab le  po in t m ade (usually 

by th e  opponents) w as th a t  th e  w ell w a te r  had c e r ta in  redeem ing  

fea tu res . [347]

M ost observers, how ever, expressed  d issa tisfac tio n  w ith  th e  

C orporation  w ate r. The w ell w a te r, i t  was claim ed, was hard, 

and, accord ing  to  A lderm an Dr. B a rra tt , "injurious to  people o f 

rh eu m atic  or gouty  tendencies. "[348] B arclay  and M artineau  even 

doubted th a t  i t  was alw ays pure. [349] The m ain  c ritic ism , 

how ever, was o f  C orporation  w a te r  derived  from  local riv ers  and 

stream s. O ffic ia l spokesm en, o f course, needed to  be d ip lom atic  

about th is, b u t even so M artineau  and th e  H ea lth  C o m m ittee ’s 

chairm an, A lderm an Cook, expressed  concern . [350] The 

C orporation’s ex p erts  ag reed  th a t  B irm ingham ’s w a te r  supply was 

becom ing increasingly  suspect. T heir w itness Dr. F rankland said
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so forcib ly  to  th e  Com m ons C om m ittee , and w as strong ly  supported  

by Hill, th e  c ity ’s M edical O ffice r o f  H ealth . [351] Y et again 

th e  local p ress  endorsed th e  C orporation ’s claim s. [352] M em bers 

o f th e  public p u t th e  case  ra th e r  m ore forcibly . "We have no 

w ate r in B irm ingham ", reco rd ed  one p ress  co rrespondent, "only an 

aqueous solution o f lim e and  o th e r salts."  O th er c itizen s  

n a rra te d  a  num ber o f  h o rro r s to rie s  in w hich encroach ing  w ildlife 

fea tu red  strongly . [353] T here  w as also a  claim  from  S utton  

C oldfield th a t  one o f  th e  s tream s used by th e  C orporation  was 

heavily po llu ted  w ith  horse m anure . [354] A t one o f  B arclay’s 

le c tu res  he face d  in te rv en tio n s  from  th e  floo r on th e  

question. [355] G ray, how ever, confessed  to  th e  Com m ons C om m ittee  

th a t ce rta in  im purities  could n o t be rem oved. [356] A s ind icated , 

th e  suspect n a tu re  o f  th e  ex istin g  supply was, fo r th e  m ost p a r t, 

accep ted  by th e  B irm ingham  opponents, although th ey  som etim es 

b lam ed th e  W ater C o m m ittee  fo r it. [357]

A nother reason , c la im ed  th e  Bill’s p rom oters, fo r th e  

decision to  go to  W ales w as th a t  even th e  ex isting  level o f  w a te r  

purity  would d eg en e ra te  fu r th e r  as th e  C orporation  w as fo rced  to  

use a  g re a te r  p e rce n tag e  o f s tream  w a te r  as again st w ell 

w ater. [358] B efore th e  P a rliam en ta ry  C om m ittees, G ray gave 

de ta iled  figu res o f th e  increasing  num ber o f com plain ts about 

C orporation W ater. [359] The po in t had  been  argued as fa r  back  as 

1871 by Raw linson, who s tre ssed  th e  grow ing incidence o f 

ag ricu ltu ra l and industria l pollu tion. [360] The problem  o f 

progressive d e te rio ra tio n  w as po in ted  to  by M ansergh, M artineau ,
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B arclay and th e  local press. [361] I t  w as also illu s tra te d  by th e  

specific  cases o f  th e  local riv ers , th e  Tam e, [362] th e  B lythe and 

th e  Bourne. [363] P u ttin g  th e  issue in to  its  m ore g enera l 

con tex t, M ansergh asserted : "I canno t ca ll to  m ind th a t  any tow n 

o f  rep u te  - m uch less one o f  our f ir s t-  rank  c itie s  - has w ithin 

th e  la s t tw en ty  y ears  com e to  P a rliam en t seeking pow ers to  obta in  

w a te r from  highly cu ltiv a te d  re s id en tia l d is tr ic ts  like th e  

valleys in th e  neighbourhood o f B irm ingham . " [364] S im ilar 

s tr ic tu re s , argued  M ansergh and M artineau , also applied  to  th e  

S tour, th e  Severn, th e  T em e, th e  Wye, th e  T ren t, in fa c t  to  all 

possible sources o f  new supply n e a re r  th a t  th e  Elan valley . [365]

On th e  o th e r hand th e  p u rity  and high quality  o f th e  w a te r  

from  th e  E lan valley  was co n stan tly  c ite d  as a  ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r 

th e  decision to  p rom ote  th e  1892 W ater Bill. This had been 

procla im ed  in 1871 by Raw linson and was now re p e a te d  by M ansergh 

and th e  C orporation’s s c ie n tif ic  advisers and w itnesses, am ong 

whom Dr. F rankland  and P ro fesso r D ew ar had ca rried  ou t exhaustive 

sc ien tific  te s ts . [366] A lready , in D ecem ber 1890, A lfred  Hill, 

th e  c ity ’s M edical O ffice r o f  H ealth , on th e  basis o f  his own 

te s ts , d ec la red  th e  E lan w a te r  "pure and m ost exce llen t" , an 

opinion endorsed by an opponent from  H ereford . [367] An 

opposition th eo ry  th a t  th e  so ft W elsh w a te r  m igh t cause r ic k e ts  

was debunked by bo th  B arclay  and th e  M ail. [3681
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T hree asp ec ts  o f  th is  gen era l p u rity , how ever, w ere 

specifica lly  ra ised  in th e  d eb a te  on th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e: th e  

problem  o f p e a t s ta in ; th e  alleged  saving in soap and from  th e  

less reg u la r c lean ing  o f bo ilers, e tc .;  and th e  c laim  th a t  th e  

Elan w a te r  m igh t becom e po llu ted  by lead.

The problem  o f p e a t w as ra ised  by th e  opposition w itness. 

P ro fesso r Wanklyn, who te s t if ie d  th a t  "peaty  w a te r  causes 

d iarrhoea .... I t  is d ir ty ."[3691 M ansergh ad m itted  th a t  th e  

Elan w a te r  w as "slightly sta ined" b u t added th a t  th e  p e a t would 

sink to  th e  b o tto m  when th e  w a te r  w as s to red  in reservo irs . [370] 

This assertion  was good enough to  win th e  argum ent, b u t, when it  

arrived , th e  W elsh w a te r  did indeed have a  brow nish tinge  and 

com plain ts w ere rece ived . [371]

As has been  suggested  already , i f  th e re  w as a  "growth 

m achine" in B irm ingham  a t  th is  tim e , i t  appears to  have d iffe red  

from  th e  one described  by M olotch, and to  have been  based  on 

industrial ra th e r  than  on landed in te re s ts . I t  w e is , fo r exam ple, 

constan tly  argued  by th e  p ro m o ters  th a t  Welsh w a te r  would be 

b e tte r ,  no t ju s t fo r dom estic  use, b u t also fo r a  w ide range o f 

industria l purposes. The p ro je c t was th e re fo re  com m ended no t 

only fo r th e  public h ea lth  b e n e fits  i t  would bring, b u t also, in 

Dye’s typology, as a  developm ental policy to  im prove th e  c ity ’s 

in fra s tru c tu re  and to  b ring  local econom ic grow th. The po in t was 

no t, in genera l, sep a ra te ly  argued, how ever, and th e  dom estic  and 

industria l b en e fits  tended  to  be  lum ped to g e th e r. I t  was thus a
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co n sis ten t c laim  o f th e  p ro m o ters  th an  th e  E lan w a te r  would save 

soap, p rev en t th e  en c ru s ta tio n  o f  bo ilers and bring o th e r  sundry 

b en e fits  such as savings in coal and te a . [372] These po in ts  w ere 

vigorously argued  by M ansergh although his c r it ic s  c la im ed  he was 

exaggerating . [373]

A ccording to  B arclay , "the Welsh w a te r  would cause 320 tons 

less o f sca le  every  y e a r  in bo ilers  w ith  th e  p re sen t consum ption 

o f  w ate r, and fo r washing purposes th e re  would be  a  yearly  saving 

o f  £35,000 in soap, ca lcu la tin g  i t  a t  2d p e r pound. "[374] 

A lderm an C layton  "wished (B arclay’s figures) had  included also an 

e s tim a te  o f  th e  saving in coal. "[375] S im ilar po in ts w ere m ade 

by councillor P em berton , by Law ley P a rk e r, and by th e  C orporation  

w itness D octo r Frankland. [376] A t f ir s t  th e  p ress  seem ed 

en thu sias tic  abou t such econom ies, b u t la te r  th e  G a z e tte  and th e  

M ail concluded th a t  th e  p ro m o ters  w ere o v e rs ta tin g  th e ir  

case. [377]

The m ost serious a lleg a tio n  m ade against th e  W elsh W ater by 

its  opponents, how ever, w as th a t  i t  c a rr ied  th e  risk  o f  lead  

poisoning. T here w ere tw o asp ec ts  to  th is  charge: f irs tly , th a t  

th e  Elan w a te r  had lead  in i t  be fo re  i t  le f t  th e  w a te r  ca tch m en t 

a rea ; and, secondly, th a t  th e  so ft E lan w a te r  would absorb lead  

from  lead  pipes. A gain, how ever, th e  p rom oters  successfu lly  

coun tered  th e  c laim s o f  th e ir  rivals  and im plied th a t  th ey  w ere 

scare  m ongering. Y et again, th e re fo re , th e  C orporation  m obilised 

argum ents as p a r t  o f  a  w ider m obilisation  o f  p o litic a l bias, and
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th is  too  helped  to  s tren g th en  th e ir  position  in th e  f irs t  

d im ensional, decision- m aking pow er strugg le  over w hether th e  

m unicipality  should acqu ire  w a te r  from  W ales.

The a llega tion  th a t  th e  E lan w a te r  had  lead  in i t  from  th e  

beginning was m ade in th e  opponents* pub lic ity  m a te r ia l and, m ore 

au th o rita tiv e ly , by th e ir  w itness P ro fesso r W anklyn, who w arned 

o f  "outbreaks o f  lead  poisoning. "[378] H is asse rtio n  appears  to  

have shaken counsel fo r th e  p rom oters, who argued  th a t  "if we 

w ere dealing  w ith  an ord inary  court"  i t  would c lea rly  have been 

in con tem p t. [379] Such po in ts  w ere co u n tered  by G ray and 

M ansergh, who argued  th a t  w a te r  from  a  sm all lead  m ine could 

easily  be d iv e rted , and th a t,  in any case , th e  Wye Fishing Board 

had  already  d e a lt w ith  th e  m a tte r .  [380] In answ er to  Wanklyn’s 

assertio n s  th e  p rom oters  reca lled  Dr. F rankland who ag reed  th a t  

he could find  no tra c e  o f lead  in th e  E lan w a te r, and P ro fesso r 

D ew ar, who a sse rted  th a t  to  ca ll th e  valley  "a poisoned area" was 

"ridiculous. " [381]

The second ob jection  to  th e  decision to  p rom ote  th e  1892 

W ater Bill was th a t  th e  W elsh w a te r  was likely to  acqu ire  lead  

from  lead  pipes. This po in t w as propounded by th e  B irm ingham  

opponents in th e ir  cam paign li te ra tu re  and in le t te r s  to  th e  

press. [382] P ro fesso r W anklyn w as again  th e ir  m ost p restig ious 

spokesm an, although an o th e r opposition w itness. P ro fesso r Hull, 

ad m itted  th a t  th e  problem  could be overcom e w ith  su itab le  

tre a tm e n t. [383] F or th e  p ro m o ters  M ansergh, M artineau  and

- 194



Frankland argued  th a t  f i l tra tio n  was th e  answ er. [384] B arclay  

even cla im ed  th a t,  during its  journey  through th e  aqueduct, th e  

Elan w a te r  "w ithout any tre a tm e n t being  necessary , w ill m ost 

probably be ren d ered  p e rfe c tly  save so fa r  as i ts  ac tio n  on lead  

is concerned . "[385] The C orporation 's  case  w as again  good enough 

to  persuade public opinion and th e  P a rliam en ta ry  Enquiry b u t w as 

not, in fa c t ,  c o rre c t, and, in th e  even t, pow dered chalk  had  to  

be added. [386]

The d eb a te  on th e  inadequate  and increasingly  po llu ted  

n a tu re  o f local w a te r  supplies, like m uch o f  th e  w ider d eb a te  on 

th e  1892 W ater Bill, can  be  read ily  analysed in th e  te rm s 

p o stu la ted  by Lukes. I t  took  p lace  a lm ost en tire ly  w ithin th e  

p a ram e te rs  o f  his f ir s t  o r decision- m aking dim ension o f  pow er, 

and his defin itional ca teg o rie s  a re  ad equa te  to  explain  it . A 

decision had  been  m ade by th e  C orporation  to  go to  W ales fo r an 

e x tra  w a te r  supply. The loca l opponents a t te m p te d  to  rev erse  

th is  decision by m eans o f  an o th er decision, by P a rliam en t, to  

re je c t th e  1892 B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill. They also 

w aged a  cam paign in B irm ingham  to  try  to  g e t th e  C orporation  to  

review  its  orig inal decision. The u ltim a te  outcom e, in th e  

term inology em ployed by bo th  Lukes and Dahl, w as th a t  A (the  

C orporation) exerc ised  pow er over B (the  d issen tien t ra tep ay ers) 

in a  s itu a tio n  o f  co n flic t to  do som eth ing  (pay h igher w a te r 

ra te s) th a t  B would n o t o therw ise  have done. I t  is help fu l to  

the  analysis, how ever, to  in co rp o ra te  in to  th is  f ir s t  dim ensional 

struggle co ncep ts  norm ally  id en tified  w ith  Lukes' second
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dim ension o f  pow er, such as th e  m obilisation  o f b ias and th e  

con tro l o f th e  p o litic a l agenda. An im p o rtan t a sp ec t o f th e  

successfu l m obilisation  o f p o litic a l b ias by th e  C orporation  was 

its  v irtu a l monopoly o f p ro fessional ex p ertise  on th is  issue. 

P ra c tic a lly  a ll ex p e rt opinion concurred  w ith  th e  C orporation  and 

d isagreed  w ith  th e  d issen tien t ra te p ay ers . In th e  m obilisation  

o f  p o litica l reso u rces  th e  C orporation ’s policy  seem ed, to  alm ost 

everyone concerned , to  be overw helm ingly a u th o rita tiv e .

6.4 H ie Elan and Claerwen W ater Catchm ent Area.

A nother c la im  m ade by th e  p ro m o ters  in ju s tif ic a tio n  o f 

th e ir  decision to  p rom ote  th e  1892 W ater Bill was th a t  th e  Elan 

valley  w as an ex ce llen t s ite  fo r a  netw ork  o f  dam s. This argum ent 

was acc ep ted  alm ost unanim ously, and th e  opponents m ade no 

sign ifican t a t te m p t to  re fu te  it ,  a p a r t from  th e ir  unsuccessful 

claim s about possible lead  pollu tion  sum m arised  above. On th is  

issue, as on som e o f th e  o th e rs , i t  is, perhaps, w hat th e  

opponents did no t do ra th e r  th an  w hat th ey  did w hich is 

sign ifican t. The asse rtio n s  o f  th e  p ro m o ters  c a rr ie d  such 

conviction  th a t  th e  d issen tien ts , rea lis in g  th a t  co u n te r 

argum ents w ere doom ed to  fa ilu re , appear to  have follow ed th e  law  

o f a n tic ip a ted  reac tio n s  and k ep t qu ie t. This fa ilu re  o f  th e  

B irm ingham  opponents to  shake one o f th e  C orporation’s m ajor 

propositions a lm ost ce rta in ly  co n trib u ted  to  th e  fa ilu re  o f th e ir
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case . As s ta te d  above, i t  was n o t only tang ib le  p o litic a l 

resources, such as con tro l o f  th e  decision- m aking m achinery , 

w hich th e  reb e l ra te p a y e rs  lacked. They w ere also incapable o f 

m ustering  e ffe c tiv e  co u n te r a rgum ents  as p a r t  o f th e ir  a tte m p te d  

m obilisation  o f  opposing p o litic a l bias. Thus th e  p o litic a l 

agenda, and th e  decision- m aking p rocess in Lukes* f irs t  

dim ension o f  pow er, con tinued  to  b e  con tro lled  by th e  

C orporation.

The m e rits  o f th e  E lan valley  had  been  ex to lled  by Raw linson 

in 1871 and  w ere re a ff irm e d  in 1892 by M ansergh, and also by 

M artineau , w ith  th e  la t te r  m aking p ropagandistic  re fe re n c e  to  th e  

high opinion o f  th e  valley  held  by his opponents from  London, 

W ales and H ereford . [387] The B irm ingham  opponents found i t  

im possible to  shake th e se  g en era l assertions, m ere ly  re fe rr in g  

vaguely to  "various engineering  objections" and th e  need  "to 

secure  th e  sa fe ty  o f th e  em bankm ents. "[388]

Echoing Rawlinson*s re p o rt o f  1871, M ansergh and M artineau  

s tre ssed  th e  high ra in fa ll o f  th e  a re a  as a m ajor advan tage. [389]

The only problem , Law ley P a rk e r  rep o rte d  in 1903, was th a t  th e  

heavy ra in  w as holding up th e  works. [390] The la rg e  s ize  o f th e  

w a te r  ca tch m e n t a re a  was also com m ended by th e  p rom oters. [391] 

The P ost described  i t  as "a v a s t t r a c t  o f m ountain  land ,"[392] 

and a t  no s ta g e  did th e  B irm ingham  opponents, o r anyone else, 

suggest th a t  its  dim ensions w ere inadequate . F inally , M ansergh
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and B arclay , again  rep ea tin g  Raw linson’s assertions o f  1871, 

c laim ed  th a t  th e  co n stru c tio n  o f  adequate ly  la rg e  s to rag e  

reserv o irs  was possible. [393]

The Elan valley , th e re fo re , w ith  a  heavy ra in fa ll, a  b ig  

w a te r  ca tch m e n t a re a  and am ple s ite s  fo r reservo irs  w as ha iled  by 

th e  p rom oters  as a ll th a t  could be wished for. "The proposed 

works", c laim ed  th e  W ater C om m ittee , "...w ill a ffo rd  an am ple 

supply, fo r th e  n ex t 50 years . " This claim  was endorsed  by 

B arclay  and le f t  th e  B irm ingham  opponents speechless. [394] 

C learly ,th e  s tren g th  o f  th e  C orporation’s case  on th is  p a r tic u la r  

question would app ea r to  have been  in fluen tia l, unless i t  is 

a sse rted , as a  gen era l p roposition , th a t  p o litic a l argum ents have 

no e f fe c t upon th e  f ir s t  dim ensional decision- m aking process.

A m ajor advan tage o f th e  E lan valley, in th e  opinion o f i ts  

supporters, w as th a t  i t  would enable w a te r  to  be conveyed to  

Birm ingham  by g rav ity , th e reb y  avoiding th e  expensive necessity  

o f pumping. On th is  too  R aw linson’s opinion o f 1871 w as endorsed 

by Mansergh[395] who cla im ed  th a t  a lm ost £30,000 a  y ea r would be 

saved. [396] G ray and M artineau  pu t th e  figure a t  £20,000, bu t 

th ey  bo th  ag reed  th a t  th is  was a  big advan tage, an opinion which 

w as shared  by B arclay . [397] T hese argum ents w ere used as p a r t  o f 

th e ir  pro- E lan propaganda by th e  local press. [398] A gain, th e  

Birm ingham  opponents had  no very  e f fe c tiv e  answ ers to  th e

- 198 -



prom oters* case , and one o f  them  was reduced  to  arguing th a t  

B irm ingham , being  a  m achine- m aking tow n, ought to  ob ta in  its  

w a te r by m achinery. [399]

The p ro m o ters  m ade a  serious e rro r, how ever, in th e ir  

analysis o f  th e  geology o f  th e  E lan valley. M ansergh claim ed 

th a t  th is  was em inen tly  su itab le  fo r th e  construc tion  o f 

reservo irs  and th a t  am ple supplies o f  su itab le  stone ex isted  

nearby. [400] M ansergh’s opinion was endorsed by th e  judgm ent o f 

th e  geological ex p erts  Topley and G reen, from  whom th e  

C orporation  com m issioned a  re p o rt in 1891. [401] But th e  ex p erts  

w ere all seriously  m istaken . The foundations had to  be dug m uch 

deeper th an  a t  f ir s t  thought, and th e re  was a  sho rtage  o f  nearby  

stone fo r tw o o f th e  dam s. [402] The W ater C om m ittee  m ight have 

tak en  w arning from  th e  case  o f  Liverpool, w here th e  sam e problem  

had arisen  in th e  co n stru c tio n  o f  th e  w orks a t  Lake Vyrnwy.[403] 

D uring th e  whole o f th e ir  cam paign, how ever, th e  B irm ingham  

opponents m ade no re fe re n c e  to  th e se  fu tu re  d ifficu lties . The 

inciden t d em o n stra tes  th a t,  even  when th e  p rom oters  did leave a  

chink in th e ir  arm our, th e  d issen tien ts  lacked  th e  ex p ertise  and 

o th e r p o litic a l resou rces  to  cap ita lise  upon it. On th is  asp ec t 

o f th e  d eb a te , as on th e  o th e rs , th e  p ro tes tin g  ra te p ay e rs  w ere 

qu ite  incapable o f  m obilising th e ir  p o litic a l b ias to  change th e  

f irs t-  dim ensional, decision- m aking agenda.
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This discussion o f  th e  p o litic a l d eb a te  surrounding th e  

B irm ingham  C orporation  W ater Bill o f 1892 is som ew hat a typ ica l. 

Many stud ies o f  decision- m aking ten d  to  ignore p o litic a l issues. 

Instead , th ey  analyse co n flic t during th e  decision- m aking 

process in te rm s  o f opposing m obilisations o f  o th e r p o litic a l 

resources, such as th e  a u th o rity  o f  o ffice , p ressu re  group 

ac tiv ity  and so on. A ll o f  th ese , i t  is tru e , in fluence th e  

fo rm ulation  o f decisions w ithin  Lukes* f ir s t  dim ension o f  pow er. 

The add itional argum ent advanced  here , how ever, is th a t,  in a  

co n stitu tio n a l system  o f governm ent, p o litic a l argum ent m ay also 

play a  ro le  in th e  m obilisation  o f  bias. F u rtherm ore , in cases 

involving re a l or w elfa re  in te re s ts , th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  issue 

itse lf  can have a  pow erfu l in fluence on th e  decisional outcom e.

In th is  p a r tic u la r  case , i t  seem s th a t  th e  C orporation  i ts e lf  had 

no p a r tic u la r  desire  to  go to  W ales fo r w ate r, and only decided 

to  do so when constra ined  by d ire  necessity . B efore tak ing  th is 

im portan t decision, th e  W ater C om m ittee  and th e  council 

considered th e  ev idence care fu lly . The ou tcom e o f  th e  debating  

con flic t w ith  th e  B irm ingham  opponents would seem  to  in d ica te  

th a t, a f te r  th e  fashion o f  sober and responsible p o litic a l 

ac to rs , they  had  judged th e  m a tte r  tru ly . In c o n tra s t, by th e  

end o f  th e  cam paign, th e  d issen tien t ra te p a y e rs  appeared  

irra tio n a l and ill- inform ed.

7. Themes R elevant to  the Birmingham Onnositlon.
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7.1 Some General P olitical Arguments Advanced by the B ill’s 

Promoters.

As has been  seen, an im p o rtan t p a r t  o f  th e  successfu l 

m obilisation o f  p o litic a l b ias by th e  p rom oters  in d efen ce  o f 

th e ir  decision to  p rom ote  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e w as th e  s tren g th  

o f th e ir  argum ents, w hich w ere o ften  in sharp c o n tra s t to  th e  

w eak and ill- fo rm u la ted  assertio n s  o f  th e ir  opponents. So fa r  

th is  has been  in v estig a ted  in th e  co n tex t o f th e  spec ific  issues 

ra ised  during th e  cam paign fo r th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e. The 

p rom oters, how ever, also m ade a  num ber o f m ore gen era l po in ts in 

favour o f  th e ir  proposals. These included th e  p lea  o f  urgency, 

th e  assertion  th a t  an adeq u a te  supply o f  pure w a te r  was v ita l 

irre sp ec tiv e  o f  co st and th e  c laim  th a t,  since th e  schem e was 

inev itab le , delay was po in tless. These po in ts w ere fo r th e  m ost 

p a r t e ffe c tiv e ly  m ade, and appear to  have s tren g th en ed  th e  

m obilisation o f  p o litic a l b ias in favour o f  th e  C orporation. 

Indeed, even th e  opponents ta c it ly  acc ep ted  th a t  an  adequa te  

w a te r supply w as a  b io logical necessity . The overall e f f e c t  o f 

th e  council’s  a rgum ents  th e re fo re  was probably  to  s tren g th en  

th e ir  con tro l over th e  decision- m aking agenda in Lukes’ f irs t  

dim ension o f pow er.

The p ro m o te r^ a rg u e d  th a t  th e ir  decision to  go to  W ales fo r 

w a te r stood in need  o f  u rg en t im plem entation . T heir argum ents, 

how ever, w ere aim ed a t  tw o  se p a ra te  audiences. To th e  people o f
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Birm ingham , as w ell as th e  a lleged  inadequacy o f fu tu re  supplies, 

th e  danger o f a  r iv a l appropria ting  th e  W elsh w a te r  ca tch m e n t 

a re a  was argued, an  a sp ec t w hich, as has been  seen , i t  was 

im politic  to  s tre ss  when p lead ing  urgency aga in st opponents from  

London and South W ales during th e  P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign.

To th e ir  audience in B irm ingham , G rey, M ansergh, th e  W ater 

C om m ittee , M artineau  and B arclay  s tre ssed  th a t  delay  in 

im plem enting th e  decision to  build  th e  W elsh dam s was fraugh t 

w ith  danger. To m ake th e  m obilisation  o f  p o litic a l b ias appear 

even m ore decisive, Joseph  C ham berlain  h im self, i t  w as rep o rted , 

had w ritte n  to  M artineau  in support. [404] Local opponents 

c learly  thought th ey  w ere being  ra il-  roaded . The decision, they  

s ta te d , "is being rushed  and  ... th e  req u is ite  considera tion  o f 

such trem endous proposals has no t been  allow ed to  the  

ra tep ay ers . "[405] U nlike w ith  th e  cases d iscussed by Goodin, 

how ever, th is  a t te m p t to  m an ipu la te  th e  decision- m aking process 

by arguing th a t  th e  tim e  w as no t ripe  was a  d esp e ra te  ploy by a  

po litica lly  in sign ifican t m inority  ra th e r  th an  a  pow erfu l ta c t ic  

by those holding pow er.

The claim  th a t  th e  decision to  build  th e  E lan valley  works 

needed u rgen t im plem en ta tion  was also  m ade during th e  

P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign as a  m eans o f assuaging or co u n te rac tin g  

opposition from  o th e r p a r ts  o f th e  country . I t  was, fo r  exam ple, 

used by C ham berlain  to  Lubbock o f  th e  L .C .C ., and again  a t  th e  

Bill's second reading. [406] In his P ro o f o f E vidence, M ansergh
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laboured th e  po in t a t  leng th . [407] Some people in London, 

how ever, like th e  B irm ingham  opponents, g o t th e  im pression th a t  

they  w ere being frogm arched  in to  too  hasty  an acc ep tan c e  o f th e  

C orporation 's decision- m aking agenda. [408]

The p lea  o f  urgency w as no m ere  d ebating  ploy, how ever, and 

was im plic itly  be lieved  by th e  W ater C o m m ittee  itse lf , and by its  

supporters. [409] "If th ey  had  n o t succeeded  in proving th e  

urgency o f  th e ir  case  up to  th e  very  h ilt,"  M artineau  to ld  th e  

council, " it would have been  im possible fo r them  to  have g o t th e  

Bill through e ith e r  House. "[410]

A nother argum ent is re le v a n t to  th e  concep t o f  re a l 

in te re s ts  norm ally  a sso c ia ted  w ith  Lukes' th ird  dim ension o f 

pow er. As M orriss suggests, w here public h ea lth  and w ell being 

a re  a t  s tak e , th e  defin ition  o f  re a l in te re s ts , although 

con testab le , is no t necessarily  con ten tious. I t  w as thus 

d ifficu lt fo r th e  opponents to  shake th e  p ro m o ter 's  assertion  

th a t,  in th e  la s t analysis, an  adeq u a te  supply o f pure w a te r  was 

v ita l, irre sp ec tiv e  o f cost. Indeed, they  did n o t even try  to  do 

so. "It was ce rta in ,"  M artineau  to ld  th e  council in O ctober,

1890, " th a t th e  people o f  th e  d is tr ic t m ust have w a te r ,"[411] 

thereby  a rticu la tin g  an  argum en t th a t  was to  be h ea rd  m any tim es  

during th e  p rep a ra tio n  and passage o f th e  W ater Bill. B arclay  

and o th e r local po litic ians  such as A lderm an C lay ton  and 

councillor B radley thought th e  sam e, th e  la t t e r  adding th a t  "cost 

was ... secondary ."[412] C ham berlain  a r tic u la te d  his own version
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o f th e  grow th m achine th e o rie s  o f M olotch by h in ting  a t  th e  

industria l im plications as well: "W ithout a  fu ll supply o f good

w a te r  th e  continuous ex tension  and developm ent o f  B irm ingham  will 

be im possible. "[413] The argum ent, how ever, was m ost frequen tly  

pu t in th e  e d ito ria l colum ns o f  th e  local p ress w ith  th e  c lea r  

ob jectives o f  drum m ing up support fo r th e  w a te r  schem e and 

reconciling  th e  public to  i ts  co st. [414] Since th e  idea  was 

universally  acc ep ted , opponents such as councillor Jaco b s  w ere 

re s tr ic te d  to  propounding d iffe re n t view s as to  how to  ach ieve 

it .  [415] Even y ea rs  la te r , w hen th e  r a te  in aid  w as im posed, th e  

P ost po in ted  ou t th a t  th e  tru th  s till held. [416] The g enera l 

poin ts a re  s ta te d  sev era l tim es  in th e  course o f  th is  chap ter. 

F irs tly , th e  fo rce  o f  th e  C orporation ’s argum ents p layed  a  

pow erful ro le  in th e  successfu l m obilisation  o f  p o litic a l b ias in 

favour o f th e  decision to  p ro ceed  w ith  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e. 

The m ore tang ib le  p o litic a l resou rces  w hich th e  p rom oters  had a t  

th e ir  disposal, such as co n tro l o f  th e  fo rm al decision- m aking 

m achinery, w ere im p o rtan t b u t do no t rep re sen t th e  fu ll p ic tu re . 

Secondly, on th is  p a r tic u la r  issue, unlike w ith  th e  

m unicipalisation  o f  th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply and th e  housing 

question, th e  policy- m akers had l i t t le  leew ay fo r choice. An 

adequa te  w a te r  supply had  to  be secured , and ex p e rt advice 

ind icated  th a t  th e  E lan valley  w as th e  b e s t p lace  to  g e t i t  from .

The p rom oters, how ever, s till had th e  ta sk  o f  persuading  th e  

Birm ingham  public and th e  P a rliam en ta ry  C om m ittees  th a t  th is  

ex p ert advice w as sound. This, as has been  seen, they  did in a
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d e ta iled  fashion, th e  d eb a te  cen trin g  on th e  inadequacy o f  local 

sources, th e  unsu itab ility  o f  o th e r supplies a t  a  d is tance  and 

th e  positive  m e rits  o f th e  E lan w a te r  c a tc h m e n t a rea . B ut th e  

genera l po in t was s till re p ea ted ly  m ade, w ith  or w ithou t ad jacen t 

co rroborative  dem onstra tion . As a  r id e r  to  th e  assertion , th e  

argum ent w as frequen tly  added th a t  th e  decision  to  go to  th e  Elan 

valley  was inev itab le , and had been  fu lly  explained. D elay 

th e re fo re  was poin tless, and th e  decision should be im plem ented  

w ith  all speed. Thus, in O ctober, 1891, th e  W ater C om m ittee  

asked fo r council approval to  p roceed  im m ediately . [417] On 

several occasions, M artineau  s tre ssed  th a t  th e re  had  been  enough 

ta lk , and i t  w as tim e  fo r som e ac tio n , and th e  C orporation  argued  

th e  sam e during th e  P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign. [418] The local p ress 

also constan tly  voiced  a  d esire  to  g e t on w ith  things. [419] As 

ind ica ted  above, th is  is an  exam ple o f those  in pow er doing th e  

opposite o f  w hat Goodin suggests. In stead  o f m anipu lating  th e  

tim ing o f decisions to  slow down refo rm , th e  C orporation  p u t th e  

Elan valley  proposals onto  th e  decision- m aking agenda w ith  w hat 

its  opponents considered  to  be  unseem ly h as te .

The C orporation’s ta c tic s  posed problem s fo r th e ir  opponents 

which th ey  never successfu lly  overcam e. While arguing fo r th e  

a lte rn a tiv es  d e ta iled  above, th e  d issen tien ts  also s tre ssed  the  

need fo r m ore in fo rm ation , fo r tim e  to  r e f le c t  and consider, and 

fo r proceeding, i f  a t  all, a t  a  le isurely  p ace . This w as th e  

view, fo r exam ple, o f  H ow ard Lane, and i t  was re p e a te d  by o th e r 

correspondents to  th e  p ress. [420] "The h a s te  w ith  w hich th e
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schem e w as rushed through th e  Council, and then  sprung on th e  

ra tep ay ers" , a s se rted  th e  opponents* pub lic ity  pam phlet, "is m uch 

to  be d ep rec ia ted . "[421] In th e  council cham ber, Jaco b s  m ade th e  

sam e poin t. [422] To re fe r  again  to  Goodin, how ever, slowing down 

decisions by m anipulating  th e ir  tim ing  is usually a  gam e fo r 

those in pow er and n o t fo r those  on th e  p o litic a l sidelines. In 

th is  p a r tic u la r  case , th e  ploy com ple te ly  fa iled  to  in fluence th e  

decision- m aking p rocess in Lukes* f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er.

7.2 Precedents: The Examples o f Liverpool, M anchester, Glasgow 

and Other Places.

So fa r, th e  opposing m obilisations o f b ias over th e  

Corporation*s decision to  p ro m o te  th e  1892 W ater Bill have been  

in vestiga ted  m ainly in th e  co n tex t o f th e  a tte n d a n t p o litica l 

debate . One o f th e  m ain argum ents  has been  th a t  an  im p o rtan t ' 

p o litica l resou rce  possessed by th e  p rom oters  was th e  superio rity  

o f th e ir  case . This su p erio rity  has been  d em o n stra ted  v ia  a  

d e ta iled  considera tion  o f th e  issues w hich w ere in d ispute . I t 

was, i t  is claim ed, one fa c to r  in th e  Corporation*s overw helm ing 

v ic to ry  over th e  d issen tien t ra te p a y e rs  in a  s itu a tio n  o f  

con flic t w ith in  Lukes* f ir s t  or decision- m aking dim ension o f 

power. But th e  C orporation  had o th e r  p o litic a l resou rces  too, 

which, in com parison w ith  those  availab le  to  th e ir  opponents, 

re in fo rced  s till fu r th e r  th e ir  con tro l o f  th e  decision- m aking

- 206 -



agenda. T hese o th e r p o litic a l resources included: th e  p o litic a l 

advan tages stem m ing  from  sim ilar schem es previously  p rom oted  by 

o thers; and th e  p le th o ra  o f  e x p e rt advice and  assis tan ce  which 

was a t  th e  C orporation’s disposal. In c o n tra s t, th e  m obilisation 

o f opposing b ias on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  d issen tien ts  w as ham pered  by 

th e ir  am ateu rism , and by a  num ber o f  serious m istakes which th ey  

m ade. In th e  n ex t th re e  sec tio n s  below th e se  asp ec ts  a re  fu r th e r  

investigated . T here th en  follow s a  conclusion in which the  

various them es a re  draw n to g e th e r  and, as  in  th e  o th e r sections, 

an evaluation  is m ade o f  w hat th is  a t te m p te d  app lica tion  o f 

Lukes’ p e rsp ec tiv es  te lls  us bo th  about B irm ingham  local h isto ry  

and about th e  u tility  o f th e  approach  itse lf . The conclusion 

also discusses th e  opposition to  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e w ithin 

th e  w ider co n tex t o f ra te p a y e rs ’ m ovem ents.

The p ro m o ters  w ere n o t le f t  iso la ted  in defence o f th e ir  

decision to  p rom ote  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e. W hat B irm ingham  was 

doing o th e rs  had  done b efo re . The p rece d en ts  o f  o th e r  g re a t 

B ritish  c itie s  w ere usefu l to  th e  p rom oters  o f  B irm ingham ’s Welsh 

w a te r schem e in various ways. F irs tly , they  provided usefu l 

exam ples from  which to  le a rn  and to  gain ex p ertise . Secondly 

they  furn ished  valuable propaganda m a te ria l. Thirdly, 

po litic ians, o ffic ia ls  and ex p erts  asso c ia ted  w ith  s im ilar 

schem es e lsew here a c te d  as advisers, p ropagandists  and friendly  

w itnesses. A ll th ese  fa c to rs  co n trib u ted  to  th e  m obilisation  o f 

p o litica l b ias in favour o f  th e  schem e, to  th e  b e n e fit o f th e  

p rom oters  and th e  d isadvan tage o f th e ir  opponents. Such fa c to rs
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thus, in a  s itu a tio n  o f f ir s t  d im ensional co n flic t as defined  by 

Dahl and Lukes, helped  th e  C orporation  to  m ain ta in  con tro l o f th e  

decision- m aking agenda.

Birm ingham  ce rta in ly  gained  from  an engineering  view point 

from  th e  previous experience o f  o th e r  c itie s . G. N. Y ourdi, fo r 

exam ple, th e  re s id en t eng ineer a t  E lan, "had p ra c tic a l experience 

in connection  w ith  th e  Vyrnwy dam  o f th e  Liverpool 

C orporation. "[423] In Jan u ary , 1891, G ray rep o rte d  th a t  he had  

ru led  ou t Lake B ala as  a  p o te n tia l source o f supply because  i t  

had been  re je c te d  by L iverpool. [424] The engineering  technique 

o f co nstruc ting  th e  works in s tag es  and gradually  adding to  th e  

conduit pipes had also been  previously  tr ie d  and te s te d  by bo th  

Liverpool and M anchester. [425] The decision o f th e  W ater 

C om m ittee  in B irm ingham  to  re ly  on d ire c t labour in th e  w a te r  

ca tch m en t a re a  ra th e r  th an  on c o n tra c to rs  was based  on a  

considera tion  o f  th e  exam ples o f M anchester (which used 

co n trac to rs) and Liverpool (which did not), in th e  course o f 

which Lawley P a rk e r m e t his opposite num ber, th e  chairm an  o f th e  

Liverpool W ater C o m m ittee .[426] And th e  experience o f Liverpool 

w ith  a  pern ic ious m icro- organism  which clogged its  conduit pipes 

fa c ilita te d  th e  early  d e tec tio n  o f th e  sam e life  form  in th e  Elan 

w a te r and th e  p rom pt con stru c tio n  o f  th e  Foel f i l te r  beds to  deal 

w ith it . [427]
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The experience o f  o th e r c itie s  was also usefu l in th e  

d e te rm in a tio n  o f legal po in ts  and clauses. "We a re  to ld", 

M artineau  te s tif ie d , " th a t th e  experience o f  L iverpool and 

M ancheste r is th a t  i t  is th e  ow nership o f  th e  land by  th e  

C orporation  which is th e  re a l way o f p reven ting  th e  po llu tion  o f 

th e  reservo irs . "[428] M artineau  w ent on to  explain  th a t  th e  

c lause  re la tin g  to  w a te r  sa les  to  o th e r tow ns was based  on th e  

p rece d en t o f  M anchester. [429] L ikew ise, explained  th e  

C orporation 's counsel, to  deal w ith  th e  problem  o f rig h ts  o f 

public access to  th e  w a te r  c a tch m e n t a rea , "we have adop ted  th e  

T h irlm ere  clause", which derived  from  M ancheste r's  

experience. [430] In th e  reso lu tion  o f th e se  and m any o th e r  legal 

problem s Birm ingham  was ass is ted  no t only by th e  exam ples, bu t 

also by th e  ac tiv e  co- opera tion , o f th e  tw o n o rth ern  c itie s .

This was acknow ledged g ra te fu lly  by M artineau  when m oving the  

final accep tan ce  o f th e  d ra f t  Bill be fo re  th e  council in 

N ovem ber, 1891. T heir Town C lerks, he said, had given "very 

ex ce llen t h in ts. "[431] F inally , th e  financ ia l a rran g em en ts  fo r 

th e  M anchester and L iverpool w a te r  schem es provided  useful 

guidance and p reced en ts  fo r B irm ingham . [432] The W ater C om m ittee  

in i ts  re p o rt to  council o f  A pril, 1891, drew  various lessons and 

conclusions from  th e  financ ia l experience o f L iverpool and 

M anchester, and furn ished  com para tive  figu res o f  th e  co s ts  o f  th e  

Vyrnwy and T hirlm ere  operations. [433]
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The m ost freq u en t use to  w hich th e  experiences o f o th e r 

c itie s  w as pu t, how ever, was as a rg u m en ta tiv e  o r propaganda 

m a te ria l w ith  which to  sponsor and p rom ote  th e  Elan valley  

p ro jec t, although th e re  was no c le a r  dividing line be tw een  th is  

use and th e  m ore m undane and p rag m a tic  use d e ta ile d  above.

In 1871, Raw linson m ade ex tensive  re fe re n c e  to  th e  

experience o f o th e r c itie s  and tow ns w ith  reg a rd  to  th e ir  w a te r  

supply. [434] In 1891 and 1892 M ansergh argued  th a t  B irm ingham  

should com e in to  line w ith  Glasgow, Leeds, B radford, Liverpool, 

M anchester, and o th e r tow ns and m ade p a r tic u la r  p lay  w ith  the  

fa ilu re  o f Liverpool’s w ells. [435] H e quoted  th e ir  cases  again  

befo re  th e  Com m ons C o m m ittee  in an  a t te m p t to  show th a t  i t  was 

reasonab le  fo r B irm ingham , like them , to  seek  a  supply fo r th e  

n ex t 50 years. [436] I t  was M artineau , how ever, who m ade th e  m ost 

ex tensive  use o f o th e r cases. On one occasion, in th is  c ity  o f  

C ham berlain, unionism and im perialism , he po in ted  to  th e  case  o f 

Bombay which "had ob ta ined  a  supply from  a  d is tance  o f  f if ty  

m iles. "[437] H e also freq u en tly  re fe rre d  to  o th e r c itie s  as good 

exam ples to  fo llow .[438] B arclay’s use o f o th e r exam ples was 

also frank ly  p ropagandistic . H e m ade a  num ber o f  po in ts, 

including th e  obvious one th a t  sev era l o th e r c itie s  had  also be  

fo rced  to  go to  m ountainous uplands. [439] The local p ress m ade 

sim ilar po in ts, w ith th e  P o s t throw ing in th e  e x tra  exam ple o f 

New York. [440]
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The exam ples o f  L iverpool, M anchester and Glasgow w ere also 

o f considerable ass is tan ce  in defending th e  C orporation’s 

decision to  p rom ote  th e  1892 W ater Bill during th e  P arliam en ta ry  

enquiry, w hen th e  p ro m o te rs’ counsel m ade freq u en t re fe re n c e  to  

them , and friend ly  w itnesses w ere p rocured  from  them . [441] 

B efore th e  Lord’s C o m m ittee , th e  C orporation’s w itness. Sir 

F rederick  B ram w ell, po in ted  ou t th a t  12 y ea rs  e a r lie r  Lubbock o f 

th e  L .C .C . had  a t te m p te d  to  th w a rt L iverpool, ju s t as he was now 

a ttem p tin g  to  th w a rt B irm ingham . [442] J .  M. G ale, G lasgow’s 

w ate r eng ineer, com m ended th e  schem e in th e  in te re s ts  o f a  local 

grow th m achine based  on in dustria l in te re s ts . A t w ith  Glasgow’s 

Loch K atrine  p ro je c t, he said, " there  w ill be  a t t r a c te d  to  th is  

a re a  a  la rge  num ber o f  industries  th a t  could n o t be c a rr ie d  on 

w ith hard  w ate r. "[443]

The a t te m p ts  o f  th e  opponents o f  th e  W ater Bill to  use th e  

exam ples o f  o th e r  c itie s  to  challenge th e  decision to  p rom ote  th e  

Welsh w a te r  schem e m e t w ith  in d iffe ren t success. C ouncillor 

Jacobs tr ie d  to  argue th a t,  in a  re c e n t dry sum m er, Liverpool and 

M anchester had face d  w a te r  fam ine w hereas B irm ingham ’s w ell w a te r 

had pulled  h e r through, an asse rtio n  which, as M artineau  was 

quick to  po in t ou t, conveniently  m issed th e  po in t th a t  Vyrnwy and 

T hirlm ere w ere n o t y e t com pleted . [444] In a  subsequent tu ssle  

w ith M artineau  over th e  re sp ec tiv e  co sts  o f Vyrnwy and Elan, 

Jacobs’ p e rfo rm an ce  was again  unim pressive.[445] The Birm ingham  

opponents, how ever, freq u en tly  tr ie d  to  use th e  in stances o f 

Liverpool and M ancheste r to  s tren g th en  th e ir  case  in le t te r s  to
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th e  press. [446] They ra ised  a  num ber o f  po in ts, including th e  

claim  th a t  G lasgow’s so ft w a te r  was a  cause o f  r ick e ts . [447] In 

th e ir  am ateu rism , how ever, th ey  fa iled  to  m ake good use o f one 

obvious debating  po in t nam ely  th a t  th e  co s t o f s im ilar schem es 

elsew here g rea tly  exceeded  th e  orig inal e s tim a tes . This, 

perhaps, illu s tra te s  y e t again  th a t  p o litic a l resou rces such as 

plausible argum ents a re  only p o te n tia l resou rces  un til th ey  are  

harnessed  and used. As w ill b e  seen  below , th e  m obilisation  o f 

p o litic a l b ias against th e  p ro m o ters  was very  in e ffe c tiv e , and 

th is was to  th e  d issen tien ts’ d isadvan tage and to  th e  

C orporation’s b en e fit in th e  decision- m aking s trugg le  betw een  

th e  tw o sides.

From  tim e  to  tim e , opponents o th e r th a n  those  in B irm ingham  

a tte m p te d  to  use th e  p rece d en ts  o f  o th e r c i tie s  to  challenge th e  

decision to  p rom ote  th e  1892 W ater Bill. F o r exam ple, Thom as 

Ellis, M .P., a  lead er o f th e  Welsh opponents, c la im ed  th a t  

ten an ts  in Vyrnwy w ere unhappy w ith  L iverpool C orporation  as 

th e ir  landlords. "[448] L ikew ise, counsel fo r th e  London County 

Council im plied th a t th e  c lause  concern ing  w a te r  sa les to  o th e r 

tow ns was m ere  window dressing, and doubted  th a t  L iverpool and 

M anchester had  sold any w a te r  a t  all. [449] Such com m ents, 

how ever, tended  to  be  m ade in passing. They w ere no t 

sy stem atica lly  developed and th e ir  im p ac t on th e  decisional 

outcom e was negligible. On th e  whole, th e  p reced en ts  provided by
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Glasgow, M anchester and L iverpool w ere e ffe c tiv e ly  used by th e  

p rom oters  to  re in fo rc e  th e ir  decision to  p ro cee d  w ith  a  sim ilar 

schem e o f th e ir  own.

7.3 The R ole o f the Expert.

In th e  d eb a te  over th e  issues ra ised  by th e  1892 W ater Bill 

i t  was seen  th a t  th e  case  p re sen te d  by th e  p ro m o te rs  was well- 

inform ed and ex p ert w hereas th a t  o f  th e ir  opponents was 

frequen tly  ignoran t and am ateurish . I t  has also been  

dem onstra ted  th a t  th e  p rece d en ts  o f  s im ilar schem es e lsew here 

w ere also usefu l to  th e  C orporation  in sponsoring and 

im plem enting th e ir  decision to  p roceed  w ith  th e  Welsh w a te r 

schem e. These fa c to rs , i t  has been  claim ed, p layed  a  sign ifican t 

p a r t in th e  m obilisation  o f p o litic a l b ias by th e  p ro m o ters , and 

they  help to  explain  th e  C orporation 's  success and th e  

d issen tien ts ' fa ilu re  in th e  decision- m aking c o n flic t w ithin 

Lukes' f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. H ow ever, p e rh ap s an even m ore 

d irec t and obvious p o litic a l resou rce  availab le  to  th e  

C orporation  was th e  overw helm ing w eight o f  e x p e rt guidance, 

assistance  and endorsem ent w hich was availab le  to  them . This, 

especially  when c o n tra s te d  w ith  th e  am ateu rism  o f  th e  opponents, 

also influenced  th e  decisional ou tcom e and ap p ea rs  to  have been  a  

s ign ifican t fa c to r  in th e  successfu l passage o f  th e  Birm ingham  

C orporation W ater Bill.
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The professional ex p ertise  availab le  to  th e  Bill’s p ro m o ters  

was indeed form idable. A sizeab le  public pu rse  enabled th e  b e s t 

geological, engineering, legal, m ed ica l and  o th e r  ex p erts  to  be 

re ta in ed , if, indeed, they  w ere  no t a lread y  em ployed by th e  

C orporation. A w ealth  o f p o litic a l ex p ertise  w as also availab le , 

fre e  o f charge , from  am ong th e  councillors them selves, o r from  

C ham berlain  and th e  B irm ingham  M .P.’s. In c o n tra s t, th e  

opponents o f th e  schem e had  n e ith e r  th e  resou rces  to  pu rchase 

adequa te  p rofessional ass is tan ce  nor th e  p o litic a l experience  o f 

th e  councillors and M .P .’s. The co n te s t th u s  developed in to  a 

one- sided co n flic t over decision- m aking, in  Lukes’ f ir s t  

dim ension o f  pow er, be tw een  e ff ic ie n t p rofessionals and, as w ill 

be seen, incom peten t and bungling am ateu rs .

E xperts  w ere used fo r a  v a rie ty  o f purposes by th e  p ro m o ters  

o f th e  1892 W ater Bill, one o f  th e  m ost obvious o f w hich w as to  

endorse th e  C orporation’s decision- m aking agenda fo r th e  

construction  o f th e  W elsh dam s. The invaluable a ss is tan ce  o f 

"all th e  p rofessional men" who had ass is ted  th e  C orporation  was 

g ra te fu lly  acknow ledged by M artineau , a lthough he w ent on to  

po in t out th a t  they  did n o t com e cheap. [450] The propaganda 

technique o f appealing  to  ex p e rt a u th o ritie s  in ju s tif ic a tio n  o f 

th e  decision to  p roceed  w ith  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e was 

frequen tly  re so rted  to  by th e  press. "E xperts have to ld  us", 

reco rded  th e  M ail, and s im ilar assertions w ere  freq u en tly  m ade in 

ed ito ria l colum ns. [451] M ansergh w as m ore sp ec ific , c itin g  th e

- 214 -



re p o rt o f "the g re a te s t  living H ydraulic E ngineer in th e  world,

Mr. H aw ksley, and o th e r  em inen t au th o rities . "[452] B arclay  

re in fo rced  his case  again st w ells w ith  a  long le t te r  from  a 

distinguished m ining eng ineer possessing a  s tr in g  o f 

qualifica tions. [453] The unanim ous judgm ent o f  Rawlinson, 

M ansergh and G rey w as c i te d  by B arclay as good reason  to  support 

the  decision to  build th e  E lan dam s. [454] A ccord ing  to  th e  P o s t.

"Sir R ob ert Raw linson tw en ty  y ea rs  ago" argued  th a t  "we should go 

boldly to  W ales fo r our supply. "[455] In A pril 1891, to  

s tren g th en  th e ir  case , th e  W ater C om m ittee  had  Raw linson’s 1871 

rep o rt re p rin ted  and d is trib u ted  w ith  th e ir  own rep o rt. They 

also found i t  exped ien t to  rem ind  th e  council th a t  M ansergh had 

assis ted  Raw linson in 1871. [456] G rea t tru s t was p laced  in 

M ansergh, and th e  a rgum ents  o f  th e  London- based  eng ineer w ere 

constan tly  used  by th e  p ro m o ters  in th e ir  propaganda 

cam paign. [457] In h is P ro o f o f  Evidence, M ansergh h im se lf lis ted  

his im pressive c red en tia ls  to  s tren g th en  his clients* case. [458]

By 1904 M ansergh was, to  Law ley P ark er, "the g re a te s t  w a te r 

engineer in th e  world. "[459] In 1894, on th e  re tire m e n t o f Gray, 

M ansergh becam e responsible fo r th e  e n tire  works, including th e  

aqueduct from  H agley to  B irm ingham  w hich G ray had  previously 

supervised. [460] M ansergh’s recom m endations, even on m a tte rs  

such as sa lary  increases, w ere usually endorsed by th e  C om m ittee  

on th e  nod. [461]
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John  W illiam G ray, th e  W ater D ep artm en t’s E ngineer, was 

an o th er w ell qualified  p ro fessional who p layed  an im p o rtan t ro le  

in th e  endorsem ent and im p lem en ta tion  o f  th e  C orporation ’s 

decision to  p rom ote  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e. [462] H is w orth  was 

recognised  by bo th  M artineau  and B arclay. [463] G. N. Yourdi, th e  

re s id en t eng ineer a t  Elan, cam e w ith  th e  h ighest recom m endation  

from  M ansergh. [464] M ansergh’s high opinion o f  Yourdi was 

co rrobo ra ted  by o thers . [465]

E. A nthony L ees w as appo in ted  S ec re ta ry  o f  th e  W ater 

D epartm en t in 1893. He w as w ell qualified  and highly p ra ised  by 

B arclay and Lawley P a rk e r fo r his s e c re ta r ia l and financia l 

ab ility . [466] A no ther top  b u re a u c ra t held  in  universal e s teem  

was th e  Town C lerk , Edw ard O rford  Sm ith. M artineau , Law ley 

P a rk e r and B arclay  a ll spoke in  th e  h ighest te rm s  o f his 

ach ievem ent in securing  th e  passage o f  th e  1892 Bill. [467] In 

th e  analysis o f th e  E lan W ater, and to  advise and pronounce on 

associa ted  m edical m a tte rs , th e  p ro m o ters  could re ly  on Dr. 

A lfred  Hill, th e  c i ty ’s M edical O ffice r o f  H ealth , whose 

assis tance and au th o rity  w as freq u en tly  invoked, and who was a  

valuable w itness in th e  P a rliam en ta ry  cam paign. [468] T here was 

even a  proud advertis ing  announcem ent in th e  M ail th a t  H ill had 

to ld  th e  Commons C o m m ittee  th a t  "he had analysed th e  w a te r  a t  

Flinn and C o.’s B rew ery and  found i t  pure. "[469] A m ong o th e rs  

who played  an im p o rtan t ro le  in th e  cam paign, bo th  as advisers 

and as au th o rities  c ite d  fo r propaganda purposes, w ere the  

C orporation’s accoun tan ts, H ow ard Sm ith  and Slocombe.[470]
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The u ltim a te  fo rtunes  o f  th e  W ater Bill, how ever, w ere 

de term ined  no t by ex p erts  b u t by p o litic ians, and here , too , th e  

Bill’s p rom oters  had som e pow erfu l experience  a t  th e ir  com m and.

C onsiderable p o litic a l au th o rity  res id ed  in th e  W ater 

C om m ittee , which c lea rly  enjoyed th e  confidence o f th e  council, 

one o f  a  num ber o f  exam ples in th e  p re sen t study  o f  th e  pow er o f 

council com m ittees. [471] They p layed  an im p o rtan t ro le  in th e  

in itia l s tag es  in p u ttin g  th e  decision to  build th e  E lan valley  

works onto  th e  p o litic a l agenda. T heir position  w as fu rth e r  

re in fo rced  by th e  fu ll support o f  th e ir  f i r s t  chairm an , th e  

v e te ran  A lderm an Thom as A very. [472] Am ong them . W ater C om m ittee  

m em bers possessed various ex p e rt and sp ec ia lis t skills. A lderm an 

B eale, fo r exam ple, was p a rticu la rly  usefu l in n ego tia tions  fo r 

land purchases. [473] I t  w as genera lly  ag reed  th a t  th e  chairm an’s 

job was p a rticu la rly  onerous, and th a t  bo th  M artineau[474] and 

Lawley Parker[475] w ere ab le  and w ell qualified  m en who p erfo rm ed  

it  w ith  g re a t d istinction . In 1904 Law ley P a rk e r, as described  

above, becam e th e  f ir s t  s ittin g  councillor to  be aw arded  the  

freedom  o f  th e  c ity . H e even  cam e w ith  a  w ife who was, in 

H allew ell R ogers’ ph rase , "an unseen b u t e f f ic ie n t ex- o ffic io  

m em ber" o f th e  W ater C o m m ittee ,[476] and who was "the local Hon. 

S ec re ta ry  o f th e  Navvy M ission Socie ty , w hich has done m uch 

good work am ong th e  m en em ployed on th e  w aterw orks. " [477] As 

m entioned  m any tim es  above, bo th  M artineau  and Law ley P a rk e r  had
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th e  able ass is tance  o f Thom as B arclay  as pub licist, th e  second 

ed ition  o f whose pam phlet con ta ined  a  w hole page o f  favourab le  

p ress com m ent on th e  f i r s t . [478]

In addition to  th e  w ealth  o f  p o litic a l ex p ertise  c e n tre d  on 

th e  W ater C om m ittee , th e  p ro m o ters  could re ly  on pow erfu l and 

e ffe c tiv e  p o litic a l friends in  W estm inster. These included 

Joseph  C ham berlain , J e sse  Collings and o th e r experienced  local 

M .P.’s, who CO- o p era ted  c losely  th roughou t.[479] In addition , 

"Birmingham w as ably rep re sen ted  on th e  H ybrid C o m m ittee  by ... 

Mr. Pow ell W illiams. "[480] C ham berlain  w as also ab le  to  use his 

influence w ith  his C ab inet co lleague, R itch ie , th e  P res id en t o f 

th e  Local G overnm ent Board, who firm ly  supported  th e  

m easure. [481] But i t  w as th e  p o litic a l p rofessionalism  and 

exp ertise  o f  C ham berlain  w hich ex c ited  m ost com m ent. A ccording  

to  M artineau , a ll th e  B irm ingham  M .P .’s "rendered  g re a t 

assistance" b u t "especially  ... C ham berlain , who fought th e ir  

b a ttle  over and over again  on th e  floor o f th e  House o f  Com m ons 

w ith a  zea l which was th e  adm iration  o f all o f them . "[482] 

B arclay and th e  local p ress  w arm ly endorsed th is  judgm ent. [483]

The legal asp ec ts  o f  th e  W ater Bill w ere  also d e a lt w ith  by 

skilled p rofessional ex p erts . T hese included th e  P a rliam en ta ry  

d raftsm an , F itzg era ld , and th e  C orporation ’s London P arliam en ta ry  

A gent, P ritch ard . [484] Counsel fo r th e  Bill included no less 

than  th re e  Q .C .’s.[485] The leading  counsel. Pope, appears to  

have been  p a rticu la rly  e ffe c tiv e . "The case  is over", said
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C am pbell- B annerm an a t  th e  end o f  th e  ev idence, "until you begin 

to  te ll  us w hat to  think, Mr. Pope. "[486] When th e  em inen t 

counsel did deliver his sum m ing up speech  i t  was, d ec la red  th e  

P o s t, "adm irably luc id ."[487]

The em inen t engineers, geo log ists and o th e r  ex p erts  re ta in e d  

as w itnesses by th e  C orporation  have a lread y  been  ex tensively  

described  and quoted. [488] G re a t s tre ss  w as la id  upon g e ttin g  

th e  support o f th e  em inen t geo log ist L apw orth , who, a f te r  some 

in itia l re lu c tan ce , a cc ep ted  th e  re ta in e r  o ffe red . [489] He, and 

those who ass is ted  him , w ere  described  by M ansergh as am ong "the 

m ost experienced  geologists in th e  country . "[490] Both th e  

Commons and th e  Lords C o m m ittees  ap p ea red  shell- shocked by th e  

b arrage  o f  top  ex p ert opinion. [491]

In th e  f ir s t  dim ensional co n flic t over th e  C orporation 's 

decision to  p roceed  w ith  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e th e  a rray  o f 

exp ertise  and ta le n t availab le  to  th e  p ro m o te rs  posed serious 

problem s fo r th e  B irm ingham  opponents, who c lea rly  considered 

th a t  th e  C orporation  had an  u n fa ir advan tage. "All th e  m unicipal 

skill, consideration , e s tim a te s , and pro fessional ass is tan ce  have 

been  devo ted  to  ... th e  prom otion  o f th e  ... schem e," they  

com plained, and "the whole o ffic ia l financ ia l pow er o f  th e  city" 

had been  m obilised again st them . [492] An opposition w itness 

befo re  th e  Comm ons C o m m ittee  com plained o f  "the am ount o f m oney

which th e  C orporation  have in em ploying C ounsel  The

ra te p ay e rs  th ink  th a t  we have no chance ag a in st such em inen t
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Counsel as th e  C orporation  have em ployed. "[493] H ow ard Lane 

m ade a  d iffe re n t po in t - th a t  th e  re ta in e d  ex p erts  w ere se lf- 

in te res ted : "We a re  n a tu ra lly  aw are  o f  th e  advan tages th a t  w ill

accrue to  ... ex p e rts  who engage in and com ple te  an undertak ing  

o f such an im p o rtan t n a tu re . "[494] H is charge , how ever, m ade no 

discernible im pact upon th e  decision- m aking process. In any 

case, m oney, fo r th e  opponents, w as only p a r t  o f th e  problem . 

There was also, in Birm ingham , th e  re sp e c t which people had fo r 

th e ir  c ity  council, and th e  p o litic a l p res tig e  w hich th a t  body 

possessed. Thus, th e  high rep u ta tio n  o f th e  c ity  fa th e rs  gave 

enorm ous au th o rity  to  th e ir  decisions, and to  th e ir  co n tro l o f 

th e  p o litic a l agenda w ith in  Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. The 

ra te p ay e rs  who v o ted  fo r th e  schem e, com plained one d issen tien t, 

"simply h eard  th e  Council say we shall soon be sho rt o f  w ate r, 

and we shall have to  go to  W ales to  fe tc h  it . "[495] The 

c itizens, com plained an o th er opponent, "have a cc ep ted  (the 

schem e) a t  th e  hands o f th e  Council w ithou t consideration . "[496]

Significantly , th e  tim es  when th e  opponents cam e c lo sest to  

shaking th e  C orporation’s case  w as when th ey  succeeded  in finding 

ex p ert w itnesses o f th e ir  own to  speak on th e ir  behalf, such as 

th e  P ro fesso rs Wanklyn and Hull. [497] The p rom oters  found i t  a  

problem  to  d iscred it th e  ev idence o f such em inen t m en. Luckily, 

how ever, th e  C orporation’s own ex p e rt w itnesses, and its  re ta in ed  

legal ex perts , w ere equal to  th e  task . The C orporation ’s 

counsel c laim ed  to  "have known P ro fesso r Wanklyn fo r a  long tim e  

as a  m an o f g re a t ab ility , b u t as ... som ew hat e c c e n tr ic ."[498]
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A nother ta c t ic  o f th e  p ro m o ters  was to  try  to  show th a t  th e  

opposition ex p erts  had been  only very  re c e n tly  re ta in ed , and 

w ere consequently  in su ffic ien tly  b rie fed  through lack  o f tim e.

The m ost successfu l a t te m p t a t  th is  ploy was th e  cross 

exam ination  o f  P ro fesso r H ull previously alluded to , in th e  

course o f  which th e  w itness a d m itted  th a t  he had  f ir s t  h eard  from  

th e  B irm ingham  opponents "on Thursday la st. "[499] A nother 

opposition w itness, W illiam  M atthew s, a  fo rm er W ater E ngineer to  

Southam pton, conceded  under questioning by th e  prom oters* counsel 

th a t  he had only been  in B irm ingham  to  c a rry  ou t his enquiries 

fo r " th ree  days a ltogethe r"  and had had no c o n ta c t w ith  G ray or 

th e  o th e r o ffic ia ls . [500]

Thus, in S ch a ttsch n e id e r’s phrase, th e  m obilisation  o f 

p o litic a l b ias in favour o f th e  C orporation’s decision to  p roceed  

w ith  th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e was g rea tly  s tren g th en ed  by th e  

sources o f ex p ertise  availab le  to  th e  p rom oters. Thus th e  

C orporation’s con tro l o f th e  decision- m aking agenda was 

s treng thened  and its  v ic to ry  in th e  f irs t  dim ensional co n flic t 

w ith  i ts  local opponents w as m ade m ore sure. This section , 

how ever, is also re le v an t to  an o th er d eb a te  in th e  secondary 

li te ra tu re  concerning th e  im portance , in an  increasingly  com plex 

and tech n ica l world, o f th e  p erm anen t o ffic ia l and th e  expert.

To conclude th e  section , th e re fo re , th is  w ider d eb a te  is 

sum m arised, and re la te d  to  th e  p resen t research .
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The ro le  p layed  by p e rm an en t o ffic ia ls  and ex p erts  in th e  

local h is to ry  o f  Birm ingham  is h ighlighted in Briggs* sum m ary o f 

th e  m unicipal civ il se rv ice .[501] Briggs adds, c itin g  th e  

exam ple o f th e  Birm ingham  T am e and A rea  D is tr ic t D rainage Board, 

th a t  "a c iv ic  gospel ... by i t s e lf  would no t have been  enough ...

The sources o f  insp ira tion  req u ired  m ore and m ore to  b e  canalised  

in ex p ert channels i f  life  w as to  run sm oothly and progress be 

m ain tained . " [502]

The gen era l debate  am ong scho lars on th e  ro le  o f  the  

m unicipal o ffic ia l is sum m arised by W aller, who c ite s  as exam ples 

Joseph  H eron, th e  in fluen tia l Town C lerk  o f M anchester from  1838 

to  1877, and o thers. "A ccording to  th e ir  eulogists", reco rds 

W aller, H eron and sim ilar ou tstand ing ly  able m en becam e in 

e f fe c t  c ity  m anagers; and  th e ir  ostensib le  m a ste rs  in th e  

council w ere dum m ies to  th e ir  ven triloqu ism ."[503] G arrard , on 

th e  o th e r hand, gives a  som ew hat less p rom inen t p lace  to  th e  ro le  

o f fo rce fu l personalities, a  p ersp ec tiv e  w hich would appear to  

be endorsed by th e  p re sen t research : "Work and ex p ertise ,

ra th e r  th an  econom ic w eight, increasingly  d e term ined  th e  way 

pow er w as d is trib u ted  - f irs tly  am ong e le c te d  rep resen ta tiv e s , 

and secondly betw een  them  and th e ir  paid  experts . B ecause o f 

th e  grow ing scope and com plexity  o f co rp o ra te  functions in th e  

urban se ttin g , and th e  continuing  p ressu res o f business 

responsib ilities upon m em bers o f  th e  p o litic a l e lite , councils 

w ere finding i t  increasingly  d iff icu lt to  con tro l th e ir  

sp ec ia lis t com m ittees. F o r th e  sam e reasons, co m m ittees  w ere
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them selves experiencing  severe  problem s in keeping ta b s  on those 

th ey  em ployed. "[504] From  an in s titu tio n a l view point, argues 

G arrard , "n ineteen th- cen tu ry  m unicipal o ffic ia ls  had  few er 

advan tages vis- a- vis councillors than  th e ir  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  

co u n te rp a rts  ... The m unicipal h ie ra rch ies  w herein  decisions a re  

tak en  th a t  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  councillors know l i t t le  about, 

though c lea rly  em erging, w ere  s till a t  an ea rly  s tag e . The 

na tional organisations o f  p rofessional o ffic ia ls , now so 

im p o rtan t as netw orks fo r th e  c ircu la tio n  o f p riv ileged  

tech n ica l in form ation , th e  c rea tio n  o f p rofessional e sp r it de 

corps and n ego tia tion  w ith  c e n tra l governm ent w ere  scarce ly  

ev iden t a t  all. "[505]

The p resen t resea rch  would appear to  co rro b o ra te  G arra rd ’s 

view, p a rticu la rly  w ith  reg a rd  to  th re e  points. F irs tly , no 

ev idence has been  found h e re  o f  th e  in fluence o f "national 

organisations o f  p ro fessional o ffic ia ls" , although th is  m ay be 

p a rtly  a ttr ib u ta b le  to  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  re sea rch  schem e. 

Secondly, th e  council’s co m m ittee  system , as seen  in a ll th re e  o f 

th e  p resen t case  stud ies, did indeed s tim u la te  and th riv e  on th e  

developm ent o f sp ec ia lis t expertise . P a r tly  fo r th is  reason  

co m m ittee  rep o rts  and recom m endations c a rr ie d  g re a t w eight in the  

council cham ber and w ere a t  th e  h e a r t o f m unicipal decision

m aking. Thirdly, G arra rd ’s assertio n s  a re  re le v an t to  th e  

in fluen tia l ro le  o f th e  ad  hoc ex p e rt who was no t a  council 

em ployee. I t  was c lea rly  no t "professional ...netw orks" b u t 

co m p eten t advice w hich gave th e  W estm inster- based  engineer.
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M ansergh, his au th o rity  and cred ib ility  in B irm ingham . The 

position  o f th e  re ta in ed  e x p e rt in civ ic  life , w hich has so fa r  

rece ived  l i t t le  a tte n tio n  from  scholars, can, perhaps, in th is  

re sp ec t, be looked a t  side by side w ith  th e  position  o f  his m ore 

p erm anen t co u n te rp a rt.

7.4 The Amateurism o f the Binnin^iam  Opponents.

The skill and ex p ertise  deployed by th e  p ro m o ters  o f  th e  

W ater Bill o f 1892 was in sharp  c o n tra s t to  th e  in e ffe c tiv e  

am ateu rism  o f  th e ir  opponents. In o rder to  m ake an evaluation  o f 

th e  re sp ec tiv e  p o litic a l reso u rces  availab le  to  each  side in th is 

f irs t dim ensional decision- m aking co n flic t th e  conduct o f th e  

opposition’s case  m ust be evalua ted . Only thus can  we reac h  a 

balanced  judgm ent on th e  C orporation ’s superior "m obilisation o f 

bias" (in S ch attsch n eid e r’s phrase) by which i t  successfu lly  

p laced  th e  building o f th e  W elsh dam s onto  th e  p o litic a l agenda. 

As will be  seen, th e  d iffe ren ce  in com petence be tw een  th e  tw o 

sides is very  m arked , and p layed  a  s ign ifican t p a r t  in th e  

endorsem ent and im p lem en tation  o f th e  C orporation’s decision to  

co n stru c t th e  E lan valley  w aterw orks.
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The vagueness o f  th e  B irm ingham  opponents, and th e ir  fa ilu re  

to  develop th e ir  reasons fo r opposing th e  C orporation’s decision 

to  p rom ote  th e  w a te r  schem e, w ere th e  co n stan t b u tt  o f rid icu le  

and c ritic ism  from  th e  p ro m o ters  and th e ir  supporters, and Jaco b s 

and Lloyd cam e in fo r p a r tic u la r  a tta c k . [506] To c i te  b u t one 

exam ple, in June  1892, Lloyd asked th e  M ayor fo r a  

reconsidera tion  because  he w as "convinced from  investigation" 

th a t  th e re  was enough w a te r  locally , a  vague and u n su b stan tia ted  

assertion  w hich th e  P o s t’s e d ito ria l w rite r  had l i t t le  d ifficu lty  

in ridiculing. [507] B eriah  Shepherd w as also p rone to  be 

unspecific, te llin g  th e  Comm ons C om m ittee  som ew hat a irily  th a t  a  

dup lica te  s e t o f  p ipes would co s t "in round figu res £1,000 a  

m ile. "[508] O th er opposing w itnesses appeared  ra th e r  nebulous 

too. When asked by C am pbell- B annerm an why th e re  was opposition 

to  th e  schem e, one o f  them  rep lied  "because everyone is convinced 

th a t  th e re  is p len ty  o f w a te r  w ithou t any W elsh w ate r. "[509] In 

le t te r s  to  th e  local p ress, th is  vagueness reach ed  epidem ic 

proportions. [510] A t opposition m eetings th e  vagueness 

continued, w ith  accusa tions th a t  th e  schem e was "useless and 

wild" and "mad. "[511] N eedless to  say, such nebulousness was 

roundly a tta c k e d  and m ocked in th e  ed ito ria l colum ns o f  th e  local 

press, p a rticu la rly  o f  th e  previously  to le ra n t G a z e t te , w hich by 

m id- 1892 had lo st a ll p a tien ce  w ith  th e  d issen tien ts . [512]

Som etim es, in th e ir  a t te m p ts  to  challenge th e  C orporation ’s 

decision- m aking agenda, th e  B irm ingham  opponents m ade wild and 

u n su b stan tia ted  assertions, o f  bo th  a  spec ific  and a  nebulous
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n atu re . On occasion they  posed as se lf- s ty le d  ex perts , as when 

Sam uel Lloyd cla im ed  to  be "one o f  those  who helped  m any years  

ago to  fo rm  th e  South S taffo rd sh ire  W aterw orks Com pany, "[513] or 

when a  p ress co rrespondent a t te m p te d  to  s tren g th en  his assertions 

on w ells w ith  th e  in fo rm ation  th a t  he "had over fo r ty  y ea rs ’ 

p ra c tic a l experience" as a  local w ell- s in k e r.[514] The 

ra te p a y e rs ’ m ee tin g  in D ecem ber, 1891, saw , to g e th e r  w ith  an 

a t te m p t by one d issen tien t to  re a d  a  s e t  o f  figu res w hich no- one 

could follow, an  assertion  by a  w ell- sinker th a t  th e  E lan w a te r  

would d e te r io ra te  in tra n s it. [515] U sually, how ever, rem ark s 

w ere m ade w ith  l i t t le  c la im  to  p rec ise  a u th o rita tiv e  origins.

In th e ir  pub licity  pam phlet, th e  B irm ingham  opponents la id  

g re a t s tre ss  on th e  judgm ent o f  "com peten t m ining engineers",

"one o f th e  p rincipal pum p- sinkers in B irm ingham ", "the b e s t 

sc ien tif ic  and p ra c tic a l opinions", "p rac tica l m en", and so on, 

m ost o f  whom w ere unnam ed and unquoted. [516]

In th e  le t te r s  colum ns o f  th e  p ress som e con ten tious  

assertions w ere m ade. One opponent did n o t like th e  planned 

rese rv o ir a t  Edgbaston, arguing th a t  i t  should be  rep laced  by a 

num ber o f  "less dangerous ... o rnam ental" ones.[517] A nother 

considered th a t  th e  increasing  tendency  fo r  people to  live a t  a 

d is tance  from  Birm ingham  and com m ute in m ade a  long- te rm  p ro jec t 

unnecessary . [518] H ow ard Lane had a  se rie s  o f  s tran g e  ideas, 

including th e  apprehension th a t  "as we in c rease  th e  supply o f 

w a te r to  th is  d is tr ic t from  e x te rn a l sources, so w ill th e  

d ifficu lties  and expense in dealing  w ith  our sew age
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increase. "[519] And so th e  lis t o f curious and un su b stan tia ted  

ideas continued. [520] They w ere p u t fo rw ard  a t  public m eetings 

as w ell as in le t te r s  to  th e  papers, as when one speaker dec lared  

th a t  "Mr. Lloyd knew m ore abou t th e  w a te r  schem e th an  a ll th e  

Town Council p u t to g e th e r. "[521] A gain, such ou tb u rs ts  provided 

am m unition fo r th e  p rom oters. M ansergh a tta c k e d  them  in scath ing  

te rm s, and even th e  u rbane M artineau  and th e  aged  A very w ere 

stung to  a  riposte . [522]

I t  is, indeed, d ifficu lt to  deny Vince’s asse rtio n  th a t  m ost 

o f th e  opponents’ a lte rn a tiv e s  to  th e  decision to  ob ta in  w a te r 

from  W ales w ere "obviously absurd. "[523] One idea, from  Beriah 

Shepherd, was th a t  d rainage w a te r  from  m ines m igh t be  used fo r 

secondary purposes, a  schem e w hich was endorsed by one o f his 

colleagues, b u t easily  d isc red ited  and even tually  abandoned by 

th e  d issen tien ts  them selves. [524] Shepherd also had a  p lan to  

build a  ship cana l from  Liverpool to  B irm ingham , and o ffe red  

w a te r from  i t  to  th e  C orporation , an o th er idea  rid icu led  by th e  

press. [525] Shepherd, how ever, w as u n d e te rred  and soon had 

ano ther b righ t idea, " th a t we should co n stru c t leaky reservo irs  

and pump up th e  w a te r  pu re  and b eau tifu l from  underneath  

them . "[526]

A v a rie ty  o f o th e r com m ents and suggestions on th e  w a te r 

question w ere m ade in th e  course o f  th e  cam paign, m ost o f  which 

d em o n stra te  th e  inhe ren t dangers o f laym en dabbling in spec ia lis t 

and tech n ica l a rea s  o f  know ledge. One idea  was to  co lle c t pure
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ra in w a te r from  roofs fo r hum an consum ption. [527] H ow ard Lane had 

a  rem arkab le  suggestion, nam ely  " th a t e lec tro ly sis  m igh t be  m ost 

e ffec tu a lly  em ployed as a  fina l purify ing  process on ... 

reco v ered  sew erage w ate r. The m arvellous purify ing  e f fe c t  o f 

nascen t oxygen, as produced  a t  th e  poles o f  an  e le c tr ic a l system , 

is w ell known, and th e  hydrogen sim ultaneously  produced would 

serve to  ra ise  s team  fo r th e  dynam o engines. "[528] And so th e  

silly ideas continued, w ith  perhaps th e  s illie s t o f  th e  lo t being 

th e  idea o f  a  w a te r  tra in  in s tead  o f an aqueduc t to  c a rry  the  

w a te r from  W ales. [529]

As ind icated , even tually  th e  blind irra tio n a lity  o f  th e  

d issen tien ts’ assertions, and th e ir  stubborn p e rs is ten c e  in the  

face  o f  overw helm ing evidence th a t  th ey  w ere  wrong, a lien a ted  

even th e  G a z e tte , previously  th e  m ost sy m p ath e tic  o f  th e  th re e  

daily papers to  th e ir  case. [530] D uring th e  renew ed  opposition 

to  th e  w a te r  schem e in 1894, th e  P o st echoed  th e  G a z e tte , 

describ ing Lloyd and his fellow  d issen tien ts  as "half a  dozen 

cranks", and likening them  to  f la t-  earthers.[531] C erta in ly , 

th e  a lte rn a tiv e  proposals and ideas fo rm u la ted  by th e  Birm ingham  

d issen tien ts  in th e ir  opposition to  th e  C orporation ’s decision to  

go to  W ales fo r w a te r  w ere no t im pressive, and probably aided  th e  

m obilisation o f  p o litic a l b ias on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  p rom oters.

A p art from  th e ir  unconvincing argum ents, th e  B irm ingham  

opponents also showed th e ir  am ateu rism  by com m ittin g  a  num ber o f 

serious m istakes. T heir so lic ito r, Gough, fo r  exam ple, badly
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v itia te d  his case  b efo re  th e  Com m ons S e le c t C o m m ittee  by a  series  

o f  blunders, one o f th e  m ost obvious o f w hich was th e  fa ilu re , 

desp ite  friendly  w arnings, to  cross- exam ine C orporation  

w itnesses. [532] O ther m istak es  included: th e  in sertion  o f an 

unofficial ta b le  am ong som e o ffic ia l reco rd s  w ithou t i t s  being 

sep ara te ly  iden tified ; th e  p rom ulgation  o f  opinions and  hearsay  

evidence; and e rro rs  in th e  p re sen ta tio n  o f  fa c t .  [533] Gough was 

ou t o f  his dep th , as he h im se lf frank ly  ad m itted . [534] Indeed, 

he was no t th e  only local opponent who ran  in to  d ifficu ltie s  in 

th e  C om m ittee  room . Subsequently , B arclay , m entioning  such 

opposition w itnesses as B eriah  Shepherd, H ow ard Lane and Edw ard 

F le tch e r, added th a t  "under cross- exam ination  ... th e  testim ony  

o f th ese  gen tlem en  was considerably  shaken, and m any adm issions 

favourable to  th e  Bill w ere ob ta ined".[535] T heir trouncing  in 

th e  Comm ons C o m m ittee  c lea rly  d isp irited  th e  B irm ingham  

opponents, and they  p re sen te d  no case  ag a in st th e  Bill in th e  

S e lec t C om m ittee  o f  th e  H ouse o f  Lords. A s ind ica ted  above th is 

in i ts e lf  was a  serious e rro r, since, w ith  th e  dissolution o f  

P a rliam en t im m inent, a  co n ce rted  f ilib u s te r could have proved 

ex trem ely  em barrassing  fo r th e  p rom oters.

P ro fesso r Hull, echoing sen tim en ts  a lread y  quo ted  above, 

"regarded i t  as an abom inable sham e th a t  th e  co s t o f  opposition 

should be le f t  to  p riv a te  c itizen s , w hilst on th e  o th e r  hand th e  

C orporation  w ere ab le  to  draw  upon th e  ra te s  to  back  up th e ir  

case. "[536] The fa c to r  which he alluded to  was undoubtedly an 

enorm ous d isadvantage to  th e  B irm ingham  opponents. B ut i t  cannot
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en tire ly  explain th e ir  ca ta lo g u e  o f m isguided th inking and 

bo tched  actions. A ccess to  th e  public purse, and an absence o f 

a m a teu r personnel, w ere by no m eans p re req u is ite s  o f e ffe c tiv e  

p o litic a l ac tion , as th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  L iberal caucus and th e  

L iberal U nionist P a r ty  in B irm ingham  c learly  shows, and sa la rie s  

fo r po litic ians w ere unknown d f  in those  days. The conclusion 

m ust be th a t  th e  ca lib re  o f  p o litic a l a c to rs  such as  M artineau , 

Law ley P a rk e r  and th e ir  co lleagues was superio r to  th a t  o f  m en 

such as Sam uel Lloyd and B eriah Shepherd, and th a t,  even i f  they  

had no t been  fo rtif ie d  w ith  an  arsen a l o f  w ell qualified  

professional ex p ertise , th e  pu re ly  p o litic a l s trugg le  would have 

been w eighted  in favour o f  th e  p rom oters. The u ltim a te  outcom e 

o f th e  decision- m aking c o n flic t betw een  th e  tw o sides w as thus 

decisive. The m obilisation  o f  p o litic a l b ias by th e  C orporation  

was overw helm ing, and th e  d issen tien ts  w ere com ple te ly  outgunned. 

The C orporation  em erged  trium phan t from  th e  f ir s t  dim ensional 

s trugg le over i ts  decision to  p rom ote  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e, 

and rem ained  firm ly  in con tro l o f  th e  m unicipal agenda.

8. Conclusion.

This concluding sec tion  fa lls  in to  tw o p a rts . The f ir s t  

p a r t  p laces  th e  B irm ingham  opposition to  th e  1892 W ater Bill in to  

the  w ider co n tex t o f  th e  secondary  li te ra tu re  on ra te p a y e rs ' 

revo lts . The second p a r t  sum m arises w hat th is  app lica tion  o f
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Lukes* dim ensional approach  to  th e  study o f  pow er te lls  us, 

f irs tly  about th e  local h is to ry  o f B irm ingham  and secondly about 

th e  valid ity  o f th e  approach  itse lf .

The ra te p a y e rs ’ opposition to  th e  1892 Birm ingham  

C orporation  W ater Bill is o f  re lev an ce  to  th e  w ork o f  Gill, 

H ennock and Briggs on th e  h isto ry  o f  B irm ingham , and to  th e  

resea rch es  o f  M cCord, C ossick and H ennock on ra te p a y e rs ’ revo lts . 

I t  also provides a  gloss to  th e  assertions  o f F ra se r  regard ing  

th e  m id- cen tu ry  opposition to  L iverpool’s R ivington P ike schem e. 

I t  would, fo r exam ple, appear to  qualify  th e  findings o f M cCord 

and C ossick regard ing  th e  c a teg o rie s  o f  ra te p a y e rs  who w ere m ost 

p rom inen t in th e  opposition to  r a te  rises.

The m ain conclusion h e re  arrived  a t ,  how ever, is th a t  w ith 

th e  v ita l questions o f public h ea lth  asso c ia ted  w ith  th e  

provision o f a  pure supply o f w a te r, th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  issue 

its e lf  and th e  u rgen t need  to  find  an e ffe c tiv e  solution to  it  

la rgely  p red e te rm in ed  th e  fina l decision, even if  th a t  decision 

m ight have been  delayed  o r fudged as a  re su lt o f  variab le  

p o litica l fac to rs . N ow here is th is  b e t te r  illu s tra te d  than  in 

th e  bankruptcy  o f  th e  case  p u t by opposition ra te p a y e rs  against 

th e  Elan valley  schem e. I t  would thus seem  m ore ap p rop ria te , in 

th e  case  o f w a te r, to  c o n c e n tra te  on th e  issues them selves ra th e r  

than , as Hennock does, to  a t te m p t an exp lanation  o f policy  based  

upon a  b iographical study  o f  th e  decision- m akers. The position  

is w ell sum m arised by W aller: "In prev ious cen tu ries , w a te r
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supply was one o f severa l env ironm enta l fa c to rs  which s e t  lim its  

to  urban grow th. Now, by so p h is tic a ted  technology and  enlarged  

w ealth , th is  confinem ent was broken; b u t, fo r th e  la rg e r  c itie s , 

th is  m assive co st o f  ex tend ing  supplies brought p o litic a l 

turm oil. "[537] K e lle tt’s rem ark s concern ing  th e  ro le  o f 

m unicipal governm ent in th e  m id- n in e teen th  cen tu ry  also appear 

apposite here: "It was n o t a  m a tte r  o f  ideology o r th eo ry , b u t

sim ply o f  u rg en t necessity ; o f  public du ty  in th e  o ldest c iv ic  

sense, o r (if  one w ished to  be  m ore cynical) o f se lf- 

p rese rv a tio n  by those whose h ea lth  and even lives w ere 

th re a te n e d " .[588] W ater would thus appear to  be a  very  d iffe re n t 

case  from  th e  provision by th e  ra te p a y e rs  o f c h a ritab le  w elfare  

b en efits , w here, as w ill be  seen , M cCord’s re sea rch es  suggest 

th a t  th e re  was som etim es a  d is tin c t d isinclination  to  pay  up.

The n a tu re  o f  th e  d istinc tion  be tw een  th e  tw o cases is ind ica ted  

above, and arises  from  th e  d iffe ren ce  be tw een  a  public and a 

p riv a te  good. An im provem ent o f th e  w a te r  supply, or th e  

im provem ents which m igh t be  an tic ip a ted  from  th e  m unicipalisation  

o f a  u ti lity  such as e le c tr ic ity , b en e fited  th e  c itize n s  as a  

whole. W elfare b en efits , o r housing refo rm s, la rge ly  b en e fited  

th e  rec ip ien ts , or a t  le a s t w ere thought to  do so a t  th a t  tim e.

I t  m ight th e re fo re  be ex p ec ted  th a t  th e  fo rm er m igh t gain m ore 

genera l approval from  ra te p a y e rs  th an  th e  la t te r .  A no ther way o f 

viewing th e  d istinction  is th a t  o f  th e  th e o ris ts  o f  th e  grow th  

m achine. Dye, fo r exam ple, as was seen  in C h ap te r 1, would 

ca teg o rise  th e  f irs t  type o f  policy  as developm ental and  th e  

second type  as red is trib u tiv e , and would ex p ec t th e  loca l grow th
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m achine to  support th e  fo rm er and a t te m p t to  exclude th e  la t te r  

from  th e  local p o litica l agenda.

The p re sen t re sea rch  has som e in te re s tin g  po in ts  o f c o n ta c t 

and com parison w ith  G ill’s accoun t o f th e  p o litic a l h isto ry  o f 

Birm ingham  in th e  1850’s. This w as th e  decade  when Joseph  A llday 

and th e  "econom ists" held  sway. G ill’s descrip tion  m akes i t  

qu ite  c le a r  th a t,  in m any w ays, th e se  w ere  th e  h is to rica l 

an teced en ts  o f  th e  R a tep ay e rs ’ Union o f  th e  1890’s. The 

influence o f A llday’s group in m id- c en tu ry  w as hardly  

progressive. G ill w rites , fo r  exam ple, th a t  "in 1856 and 1857 

the  C ouncil reach ed  its  low est level. I t  was fac tio u s  in debate , 

narrow  in outlook, m ean  and re lu c ta n t in public serv ice . The 

p a rty  o f inaction  was s tro n g er than  b efo re . "[539] And y e t, a  

m ere  tw o or th re e  y ea rs  la te r ,  in N ovem ber 1859, a  "progressive 

group" o f councillors sco red  its  f ir s t  v ic to ry  when "Joseph 

Allday ... fa iled  to  secu re  reap p o in tm en t as  an  alderm an" and 

w ithdrew  from  civ ic  life  in a  huff. [540] Why, one m igh t ask, th e  

sudden rev e rsa l o f fo rtu n e  fo r  th e  p a r ty  o f re tre n ch m en t, and 

why, by th e  1890’s, had p o litic a l sen tim en ts  such as those o f 

A llday been  re le g a te d  to  th e  periphery  o f  m unicipal life?  G ill 

gives no very  co n ce rted  exp lanation  bu t, on th e  whole, seem s to  

see th e  developm ent in te rm s  o f  an im provem ent in th e  ca lib re  o f 

th e  councillors, a  th em e w hich, as w ill be  seen , is fu r th e r  

developed by Briggs and Hennock. The appalling  reco rd  o f th e  

council o f th e  1850’s, how ever, p a rticu la rly  during A llday’s 

m erc ifu lly  b r ie f  ascendancy in 1856-7, w ould seem  to  po in t to
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ano ther, concom itan t fa c to r . The sh o rt- sigh ted  and shallow 

policies o f econom y and penny- pinching w ere to ta lly  inadequate  

as a  response to  th e  problem s o f  urban life  in th e  n in e teen th  

cen tu ry . The rea lisa tio n  th a t  th is  w as th e  case  cam e, f ir s t  o f 

all, to  those  m ost closely  involved, nam ely th e  councillors 

responsible fo r A llday 's 1859 reb u ff. As la te  as 1855, A llday's 

charism a, and a  dislike o f  being  ra te d , w ere able to  c a rry  th e  

day a t  a  ra te p a y e rs ' m eeting , and a  m uch- needed  Im provem ent Bill 

was throw n out by an overw helm ing m ajo rity . But by th e  1890's, 

th e  ra te p ay e rs  too , o r m ost o f  them  a t  le a s t, w ere p rep ared  to  

vo te  aw ay th e ir  own m oney in th e  in te re s ts  o f public h ea lth  and a  

pure and adequa te  w a te r  supply. A nd why did A llday re t i re  so 

abrup tly  from  th e  fray ?  Was i t  a  perem p to ry  personality , or was 

i t  also an inab ility  to  fo rm u la te  and fig h t fo r a  cred ib le  

a lte rn a tiv e  s tra te g y  to  th a t  o f th e  progressives? The Elan 

valley  issue o f a  genera tion  la te r  provides, perhaps, an 

illum inating  com parison. G iven th e  stup id ity  and th e  

baselessness o f  m uch o f th e  local opponents' case  against Welsh 

w ater, i t  was, one m igh t th ink , fo r tu n a te  th a t  th e  W ater 

C om m ittee  was cha ired  by M artineau  and Law ley P a rk e r ra th e r  than  

by th e  in h e rito r o f A llday's m an tle , Sam uel Lloyd.

H ennock's do c to ra l th esis  deals w ith  th e  m unicipal re fo rm  

m ovem ent in B irm ingham  in th e  period  befo re  1876, and 

co n ce n tra te s  p articu la rly  on th e  ro le  p layed  by relig ious d issent 

in th a t  m ovem ent. [541] "The re c ru itm e n t o f m any o f  th e  ab ler 

big- businessm en in th e  town" [542] is s tressed , to g e th e r  w ith
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th e  idea  " th a t th is  developm ent w as in som e way closely  concerned  

w ith  th e  influence o f th e  non- con fo rm ist churches. "[543] Among 

th e  reasons c ite d  fo r th e  grow ing in te re s t o f nonconform ists in 

m unicipal life  is th e  po litic is ing  e f f e c t  o f th e  fu ro re  over th e  

1870 E ducation A ct, th e  devolvem ent onto  th e  civ ic  au th o ritie s  o f 

various public h ea lth  functions previously  undertaken  by the  

churches as p a r t  o f  th e ir  c h a ritab le  work, and, p a rticu la rly  in 

th e  case  o f  th e  Q uakers, th e  desire  to  curb  th e  in fluence o f  th e  

publicans on th e  tow n council. The im p ac t o f  nonconform ist 

p reach ers  such as G eorge Dawson and R. W. D ale w ith in  th e  re fo rm  

m ovem ent is exam ined, to g e th e r  w ith  th e  ro le  o f th e  U nita rians 

and Q uakers, which H ennock argues was m ore im p o rtan t than  th a t  o f 

th e  B ap tis ts  and various o th e r groups. M ore s ign ifican t from  th e  

view point o f th e  p resen t re sea rch , how ever, a re  th e  sections on 

th e  sew age problem , san ita ry  conditions and th e  m unicipalisation  

o f th e  w a te r  supply. The im portance  o f such social questions in 

p rec ip ita tin g  C hristians o f  good w ill and ch a ritab le  sp irit in to  

public life  is c lea rly  seen by Hennock. On th e  experience o f  th e  

1890’s, an issue- based  and decision- m aking analysis o f such 

aspects, w hich was beyond th e  scope o f H ennock’s enquiry, would 

have strongly  re in fo rced  his argum ent. C arry ing  th e  analysis a  

s tag e  fu r th e r  back, i t  m igh t also be asked why th e  e le c to ra te  was 

increasingly  p rep ared  to  v o te  fo r  progressives, and why th e  

econom ists w ere ab le to  m ount no susta ined  e le c to ra l cam paign 

against th e  new and m ore en ligh tened  public m en. A gain, i t  is a  

hypothesis w orth  considering th a t  th e  u rgen t p erce iv ed  need  fo r 

in te rv en tio n is t po licies w as underm ining support fo r econom y
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am ong th e  public, and dem oralising  or m odifying th e  p o litic a l 

p erspectives  o f  th e  econom ists them selves. C erta in ly , as H ennock 

records, Thom as A very, perhaps th e  m ost in te llig en t and flex ib le  

o f  th e  econom ists, becam e increasingly  sym pathetic  tow ards a  

fo rw ard  policy. In 1876, as has been  seen, he served  as th e  

f irs t  chairm an  o f th e  W ater C om m ittee , and by 1891 he w as 

supporting th e  E lan valley  p ro jec t.

The com panion volum e to  th e  book by G ill discussed above is 

by A sa Briggs, and tra c e s  th e  h isto ry  o f th e  c ity  from  1865 to  

1938. [544] In his exp lanation  o f th e  abandonm ent o f th e

re s tr ic tiv e  and parsim onious po lic ies o f th e  "econom ists" on th e  

council, Briggs s tre sse s  th e  a sp ec t alluded to  by G ill, and 

expressed m ore forcib ly  by Hennock, th a t  "reform  ... could n o t go 

very  fa r  un til a  new type  o f  councillor was e le c te d  by th e  

w ards."[545] O f th e  period  a f te r  1900 he w rites  th a t  " th e re  w ere 

n a tu ra l enough com plain ts in som e q u a rte rs  th a t  th e  s tan d ard  o f  

th e  Council had  d e te r io ra te d  in com parison w ith  th e  golden age o f  

th e  1870*s," quoting a t  som e leng th  from  The T im es in 

substan tia tion  o f  his poin t. Briggs h im se lf does no t a c c e p t th is  

argum ent, how ever. H e concludes th a t  " it is d ifficu lt to  a c c e p t 

the  thesis th a t  th e  ca lib re  o f th e  Council d e te r io ra te d  be tw een  

1877 and 1900. W hat had occurred , how ever, w as a  loss o f  fa ith  

in an adventurous policy  o f  c iv ic  developm ent" fo r w hich "the 

reasons ... w ere in la rg e  m easure  f in an c ia l."[546] This 

im portan t line o f analysis is fu lly  endorsed by th e  p re sen t 

chap te r, a  p erusa l o f w hich leaves l i t t le  doubt about th e
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p o litic a l ca lib re  and s ta tu re  o f m en like M artin eau  and Lawley 

P ark er. Briggs, how ever, m akes no d ire c t re fe re n c e  to  th e  co st 

o f th e  E lan valley  opera tion  in explain ing th e  increasing  

disillusionm ent w ith  expensive civ ic  po lic ies. This 

disillusionm ent was exh ib ited , fo r exam ple, in th e  re je c tio n  o f  a  

d ra f t G eneral Pow ers Bill by a  tow n’s m e e tin g  and  subsequent poll 

o f ra te p a y e rs  in 1902, and by th e  fa ilu re  o f  a  c iv ic  renew al 

p rogram m e proposed by th e  Public  Works C o m m ittee  in 1907, again 

am id strenuous opposition from  th e  ra te p a y e rs . The p resen t 

re sea rch  would suggest th a t  th e  e sca la tin g  expend itu re  on th e  

Elan p ro jec t w as a  pow erfu l fa c to r  in bo th  o f  th e se  incidents. 

Briggs’ explanation  o f th e  council d e fe a t o f  1902 would seem  

ra th e r  lam e: "The causes ... w ere m ixed, b u t th e y  re f le c te d  a

considerable volum e o f  c ritic ism  o f  th e  C ouncil as  such. " (A r e 

d ra fte d  Bill, he adds, was subsequently  endorsed  in 1903.) The 

1907 episode rece iv es  a  fu lle r exposition , b u t s til l  w ith  no 

m ention  o f Welsh w ater. [547]

In c o n tra s t to  th e  case  o f  Birm ingham , F ra se r , w riting  o f 

L iverpool’s R ivington P ike w a te r  schem e in th e  m id- n in e teen th  

cen tu ry , a ffirm s th a t  " th e re  is rea lly  no p la ce  h e re  fo r th e  

p ic tu re  som etim es dispensed o f social re fo rm e rs  f ru s tra te d  in 

th e ir  en ligh tened  policy by in tran sig en t, in sensitive , selfish  

econom ists. "[548] As has been  seen. G ill suggests d iffe ren tly  

about th e  B irm ingham  econom ists o f  th e  1850’s, and th e  p resen t 

re sea rch  ind ica te s  th a t  th e  ad jec tiv es  u tilised  by F ra se r  a re  

som ew hat ap t as a  descrip tion  o f im p o rtan t e lem en ts  in th e
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Birm ingham  opposition to  th e  W ater Bill o f 1892. T here thus 

seem s to  have been, on F ra se r’s analysis, a  b roader- m inded type 

o f econom ist in L iverpool th an  in B irm ingham  w here F ra se r h im self 

c a s tig a te s  "the n egative  public parsim ony o f Joseph  Allday" in 

th e  m id- 1850’s. [549] In an  allusion to  Birm ingham , F ra se r  

co rrec tly  po in ts ou t th a t  Thom as A very was an (a lb e it b road  

minded) econom ist in th e  1860’s, b u t om its  th a t  he la te r  becam e 

th e  f irs t  chairm an  o f th e  W ater C o m m ittee  and supported  th e  Elan 

p ro jec t.

M cCord’s study o f ra te p a y e r  u n res t in th e  N orth  E as t lim its  

i ts e lf  to  th e  fie ld  o f  socia l policy. [550] He deduces th a t  

ra te p ay e rs  had "a d isinclination  to  p a r t  w ith  ... money" i f  th e  

purpose was to  fund handouts o r w elfa re  b en e fits  fo r th e  

poor. [551] His findings would thus seem  to  be  only p a rtia lly  

re lev an t, a t  b est, to  th e  E lan valley  schem e, w here an 

overw helm ing m ajo rity  o f vo ting  ra te p a y e rs  supported  an expensive 

p ro jec t which they  saw as o f b en e fit to  th e ir  own h ea lth  and 

well- being. As explained above, th e  d iffe re n ce  be tw een  public 

goods, such as an im proved w a te r  supply (which b e n e fit everyone) 

and p riv a te  goods, such as w e lfa re  e n title m e n ts  (which la rge ly  

b en efit, o r w ere a t  th a t  tim e  though t to  largely  b en efit, th e  

recip ien ts) m ay help to  explain  th e  ra te p a y e rs ’ d iffe re n t 

a ttitu d e s  in th e  tw o cases. M cC ord is som ew hat vague on th e  

question o f  which sec tions o f  th e  ra tep ay in g  public w ere th e  m ost 

vigorous in th e ir  ag ita tio n  fo r econom y. H e goes to  som e 

troub le, how ever, to  s tre ss  th e  ro le  o f  th e  poorer ra te p a y e r  and

238



to  po in t ou t th a t,  be tw een  1870 and 1914, th e re  "was a  continuing 

inc rease  in th e  num ber o f w orkers who w ere d ire c t ra te p a y e rs  by 

v irtu e  o f  owning house p ro p erty . "[552] On th e  basis o f  th e  

p resen t re search , th e re  is no ev idence th a t  such ra te p a y e rs  w ere 

prom inen t in th e  opposition to  B irm ingham ’s Welsh w a te r  schem e. 

As has been  seen, th e  m ain  d issen tien ts  in B irm ingham , inso far as 

they  can  be p inpointed a t  a ll, appear to  have been  la rge  

shopkeepers in th e  c ity  c e n tre , h igher ra te d  householders, 

landlords who re n te d  out dw ellings, and th e  ow ners o f o ffices.

For C rossick, too , " ra tep ay ers’ associations rev ea l a  p e tty -  

bourgeois rad icalism ", and such groups "appeared  a ll over th e  

country  in th e  1850’s to  cam paign again st sharp  r a te  rises  

produced by expensive san ita ry  ac tiv itie s . ... By la te  in th e  

cen tu ry  th ey  w ere w idespread, and evidence to  th e  1898 R oyal 

Com m ission on Local T axation  revea ls  a  c le a r  sense o f  th e  

co n flic t o f in te re s ts  be tw een  sm all p ro p erty  ow ners and th e  

la rg e r c a p ita lis t in te re s ts  to  which they  sought to  tra n s fe r  som e 

of th e  r a te  burden. "[553] A gain, th e  em phasis on th e  p e tty  

bourgeoisie would seem , a t  le a s t in p a r t, to  be inapp rop ria te  to  

th e  case  o f ra te p a y e r  opposition to  th e  1892 Birm ingham  

C orporation  W ater Bill.

In 1963, an a r tic le  by H ennock on th e  su b jec t o f  ra te p a y e rs ’ 

rev o lts  in th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  was published. [554] This 

a r tic le  focuses on th e  p roblem s posed fo r c iv ic  lead ers  in 

persuading th e ir  ra te p a y e rs  to  a c c e p t increasing  levels o f local
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expenditu re  and hence b igger r a te  b ills. H ennock explains th a t 

th e  background to  th is  scenario  w as th a t  r a te s  in m any tow ns w ere 

th e  only s ign ifican t source o f  incom e availab le  to  th e  m unicipal 

au th o rities , and th a t  they  fe ll d isp roportionate ly  on c e rta in  

sections o f  th e  population, especia lly  on th e  landlords o f  sm all 

house p rop erties . The re su lt w as th a t  aggrieved  o r ira te  

ra tep ay ers , in fluenced  or led  by such e lem en ts, freq u en tly  form ed 

associations w hich som etim es se ized  m unicipal pow er and in itia te d  

reac tio n a ry  and penny- pinching policies. In th ese  

c ircum stances, asks H ennock, w hat could civ ic  lead ers  do? T here 

w ere, he suggests, th re e  s tra te g ie s , nam ely: (1) "carefu l 

financial ad m in is tra tio n ",[555] which m igh t have som e good 

e f fe c t ,  a t  le a s t a t  th e  m argin; (2) "po litica l sk ill and 

im agination" [556] and (3) th e  acqu isition  o f  "a sub stan tia l 

revenue independent o f th e  ra te s " ,[557] such as, fo r exam ple, a 

m unicipal gas undertak ing . Inso far as th e  th ird  o f  th ese  

s tra te g ie s  w as th e  m ost firm ly  based , and likely  to  p rove th e  

m ost successfu l, one o f  H ennock’s m ain  conclusions is th a t  "it 

would be illum inating  to  inquire ra th e r  m ore ca re fu lly  ... in to  

th e  social com position o f  urban local governm ent bodies", 

p a rticu la rly  to  see  w hether th e re  w as "a m arked  fla ir  fo r 

business" am ong th e  m em bersh ip .[558]

The p resen t resea rch , how ever, would appear to  suggest th a t  

to  c o n c e n tra te  on th e  re la tionsh ips betw een  civ ic  le ad e rs  and 

th e ir  e le c to ra te s  and, as a  co ro llary , to  s tre ss  th e  social and 

econom ic origins o f  those leaders , is to  m isplace th e  em phasis o f
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th e  in te rp re ta tio n , an em phasis which H ennock h im self, in th e  

opening sec tions o f  his a r tic le , sharply  highlights. "The 

urban isation  o f England in th e  n in e teen th  cen tury", he w rites , 

"raised in an a cu te  form  ... th e  question  o f  m ere  survival." In 

th e  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry , he  argues, th e  tow ns con ta ined  a  sm aller 

p e rce n tag e  o f  th e  population, and th e  problem  o f high urban 

m o rta lity  ra te s  was m e t by rep lacem en t o f  th e  dead  w ith  ru ra l 

m igrants. "Large- sca le  u rban ization , how ever, presupposed a  

s ta te  o f  a ffa irs  in which tow ns w ere no longer p a ra s ite s  on th e  

ru ra l population. W ith th e  beginning o f  th is  process, the  

conquest o f  d ea th  and d isease rose  up as an  u rg en t challenge, i f  

m ajor ca lam ity  w ere to  be  avoided." H ennock c o rre c tly  sees th is  

dynam ic as th e  m ain  reason  fo r th e  in troduction  and grow ing 

im portance o f th e  new m unicipal and public au th o ritie s  in th e  

f irs t p lace: "In one fie ld  a f te r  an o th er th e  necessity  o f

com pulsory regu la tion , o r th e  need  fo r revenues g re a te r  than  

could be ra ised  by vo lun tary  subscrip tions, m ade an increasing  

re lian ce  on such au th o ritie s  inescapable. "[559] The p resen t 

re search  strong ly  supports th is  g en era l conclusion. In th e  fie ld  

o f public h ea lth , (for exam ple, th e  provision o f  w ater) i t  would 

seem  th a t  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  issue itse lf , and th e  u rg en t need  to  

reso lve it ,  w ere im p o rtan t fa c to rs  in th e  d e te rm in a tio n  o f 

policy. To c e n tre  h is to rica l re sea rch  on such asp ec ts  is likely 

to  prove a t  le a s t as f ru itfu l as th e  study o f th e  social and 

econom ic backgrounds o f th e  policy- m akers, although biographical 

de ta ils , and an investiga tion  o f  p o litic a l in s titu tio n s  such as 

p a rtie s  and p ressu re  groups, help to  explain th e  tim ing  and
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d irec tion  o f policy changes. F or exam ple, i f  th e  W ater 

C om m ittee , how ever com posed, w ished to  secure  th e  physical w ell

being o f th e  people o f B irm ingham  in th e  1890*s, i t  needed  to  

find  fresh  sources o f pure w ate r. U nless i t  w ere incom peten t, i t  

would c lea rly  a t te m p t to  do th is  by seeking ex p e rt advice. And 

th e  sp ec ia lis t guidance w hich i t  ob ta ined , a t  th e  level o f 

tech n ica l know ledge then  perta in ing , would lead  i t  in to  

d irec tions which severely  cu rta ile d  i ts  policy  options, w hatever 

th e  origins, view s and opinions o f  its  m em bers m ight be.

The lim ita tions o f H ennock’s approach can  be seen  in his 

concluding analysis. T rue, he reac h es  th e  c o rre c t conclusion, 

nam ely " th a t in th e  1890’s" and a fte rw ard s  "the fa c to rs  discussed 

in th is  a r tic le  w ere rap id ly  declin ing in im portance . "[560] His 

reasons fo r deducing th is, how ever, on th e  basis o f  th e  insights 

affo rded  by th e  p re sen t re sea rch , seem  d is tin c tly  w eak, although 

he convincingly argues th a t  " there  is no single change in th e  

franch ise  qualifica tion  th a t  enables one to  speak o f th e  ending 

o f ra te p ay e rs ’ dom inance. "[561] H is own exp lanation  incorpora tes  

tw o points. F irs tly , he s tre sse s  "the in te re s t tak en  

increasingly  from  th e  1880’s by th e  new p a rty  o rgan izations in 

local governm ent po litics. "[562] This po in t, how ever, is throw n 

in a t  th e  end o f a  parag raph  and is le f t  undeveloped. Why, fo r 

exam ple, w ere th e  ra te p a y e rs  incapable o f  sustain ing  p o litica l 

organisations o f  th e ir  own which could e ffec tiv e ly  challenge th e  

estab lished  p o litic a l p a r tie s  in m unicipal life?  And why did no t 

th e  ideas o f civ ic re tre n c h m e n t supported  by ra te p a y e rs ’
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associations find a  s tro n g er echo w ithin  th e  estab lished  

p o litic a l groupings? H ennock’s second argum ent is th a t  "the 

fa c to r  o f  ou tstand ing  im portance  w as th e  grow th  o f  th e  exchequer 

grant" w hich "cushioned th e  ra te p a y e r  aga in st th e  e f f e c t  o f 

rising expenditure." On his own figures, how ever, th e  n e t re su lt 

o f th is, a f te r  th e  re fo rm  o f  1888, was to  inc rease  th e  exchequer 

g ran t as a  proportion  o f local au th o rity  incom e from  5 p e r c en t 

to  15 p e r  c e n t by th e  ea rly  1890’s. Y et, com pared  w ith  th e  

enorm ous and unpreceden ted  co s t o f th e  E lan operation , th is  

inc rease  appears com para tive ly  insign ifican t. The acqu iescence 

o f th e  ra te p a y e rs  was, i t  is tru e , ob ta ined  a t  a  tim e  when they  

w ere unaw are o f th e  final co s t o f  th e  schem e, and increasing  

affluence  and ab ility  to  pay  m igh t also have helped to  reduce 

th e ir  opposition to  expensive p ro jec ts . F u rth erm o re , a  backlash  

from  th e  ra te p ay ers , as has been  seen, could s till rock  th e  

m unicipal au th o ritie s  when expend itu re  which m igh t be considered 

unnecessary  was proposed. [563] But, fo r a ll th e  d isenchan tm en t 

w ith expensive m unicipal po licies and th e  continuing  dislike 

(despite th e  exchequer g ran t) o f high levels o f  c iv ic  

expenditure, an obvious po in t em erges from  th e  p re sen t ch ap te r, 

p a rticu la rly  i f  i t  is re a d  in conjunction  w ith  G ill’s accoun t o f 

the  econom ists in th e  1850’s. By th e  1890’s th e  increasing  

p o litic a l bankruptcy  o f c iv ic  econom y in B irm ingham  was c lear. 

In its  ex tre m e  form , and when i t  fa iled  to  r e s tr ic t  i ts e lf  to  th e  

m argins o f p o litica l policy- m aking, i t  c o n s titu te d  an irra tio n a l 

and dangerous e lem en t in loca l governm ent. In p a rtic u la r , the  

opposition o f th e  R a tep ay e rs ’ Union to  th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e, if
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i t  had been  endorsed by a  m a jo rity  o f th e  e le c to ra te , m igh t have 

pu t th e  h ea lth  and w ell- being  o f th e  c ity  in to  serious jeopardy , 

a  fa c t  which w as c le a re r  in th e  1890*s th an  i t  m ight have been  in 

th e  1850’s because o f  im proved sc ie n tif ic  knowledge concerning 

th e  causes o f d isease and th e  w ider d issem ination  o f  th a t  

knowledge am ong th e  population. F o rtu n a te ly  fo r th e  p rogress o f 

th e  c ity , th e re  w ere no t enough ra te p a y e rs  who w ere su ffic ien tly  

stupid, selfish  o r ill- in form ed  to  p u t a  dislike o f high ra te s  

above w hat Lukes would r e fe r  to  as th e ir  re a l o r w elfare  

in te re s ts . In te re s tin g  in th is  re sp e c t w as th e  opinion o f  th e  

G a z e tte , which, as has been  seen, s ta r te d  ou t w ith  a  fa irly  

sym pathetic  a t t i tu d e  to  th e  B irm ingham  opposition and finished up 

by m aking th e  m ost sca th ing  a t ta c k s  o f  any o f th e  th re e  daily 

papers on th e ir  p e rs is ten t p ig- headedness.

The second p a r t o f  th is  conclusion sum m arises w hat th e  

a tte m p te d  app lica tion  o f Lukes’ dim ensional approach to  th e  study 

o f pow er te lls  us, f irs tly  abou t th e  local h is to ry  o f  B irm ingham  

and secondly about th e  usefu lness and valid ity  o f  th e  approach 

itse lf.

W ith reg a rd  to  w hat th e  app lication  o f  Lukes’ p e rsp ec tiv es  

te lls  us about th e  local h is to ry  o f  B irm ingham , th e  findings have 

been  described  in d e ta il th roughout th e  ch ap te r  and m ay now be 

b riefly  sum m arised. B irm ingham  in th e  la te  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  

u rgen tly  needed  an e x tra  supply o f  p ure  w ate r. This b io logical 

n ecessity  la rge ly  p red e te rm in ed  th e  decision- m akers’ choice o f

244 -



policy options. The W ater C om m ittee  and th e  c ity  council w ere 

fo rced  to  respond to  th e  problem  by calling  in ex p e rt opinion and 

ac tin g  upon it .  Som etim es th a t  ex p e rt opinion w as unsound or 

m istaken , as, fo r exam ple, when th e  C orporation ’s geo log ists gave 

an over- sanguine re p o rt on th e  firm ness o f th e  E lan valley ’s 

bedrock. But, fo r a ll i ts  shortcom ings, p ro fessional advice 

s till proved th e  only v iab le basis on w hich to  p roceed , and was 

fa r  superior to  th e  am ateu rish  suggestions o f th e  d issen tien t 

ra tep ay ers .

The Birm ingham  opponents w ere fo r th e  m ost p a r t  selfish , 

narrow - m inded and sh o rt- sigh ted . This is seen  in th e  p o litic a l 

debate  w here th e  p ro m o ters’ e x p e rt and reasoned  p re sen ta tio n  o f 

th e ir  case  w as in sharp c o n tra s t to  th e  am ateu rism  and 

irra tio n a lity  o f  th e  local opponents. The la t te r  had no sensible 

answ er to  th e  serious urban problem  o f w a te r  supply, and th e ir  

illog icality  and narrow  se c ta r ia n  selfishness ren d ered  them  

in e ffe c tu a l and po litica lly  bankrupt. Thus, in th e  m anagem ent 

and developm ent o f B irm ingham ’s w a te r  supply, fa c to rs  such as th e  

social and econom ic backgrounds o f  th e  policy- m akers  w ere 

periphera l to  th e  overrid ing need  to  find  a  te ch n ica lly  viable 

solution to  a  pressing  bio logical problem . As w ill be  seen, 

how ever, th e  outcom e w as less p red e te rm in ed  in th e  fie lds o f 

e le c tr ic ity  supply and housing.
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The second ob jective  o f  th is  c h a p te r  has been  to  in v estig a te  

w hat th is  a tte m p te d  app lica tion  o f Lukes’ approach  te lls  us about 

i ts  valid ity . H ere th e  conclusion is th a t  Lukes’ f ir s t  

dim ensional defin itional c a teg o rie s  a re  indeed ad equa te  fo r th e  

analysis o f  p o litic a l s itu a tio n s  th a t  a re  ch a ra c te rise d  by 

co n flic t over decision- m aking. I t  has been  found convenient, 

how ever, as explained  below , to  u tilise  a  b road er version o f  th e  

f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er th an  th e  one p o s tu la ted  by Lukes. This 

b roader version, fo r exam ple, in co rp o ra tes  som e o f  th e  concep ts, 

such as m obilisation  o f b ias and agenda con tro l, w hich Lukes 

asso cia tes  w ith  his second dim ension. W ithin th is  w ider 

concep tual fram ew ork , tw o types o f opposition to  th e  

C orporation’s decision to  sponsor th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e have 

been investiga ted , th a t  from  outside th e  c ity  and th a t  from  

w ithin it . Both types  w ere found to  be  am enable to  analysis in 

th e  te rm s  p o s tu la ted  by Lukes, although in som e cases, such as 

th a t o f  th e  opposition o f th e  L .C .C . and o f  landow ners in the  

w a te r ca tch m e n t a rea , th e  analysis is qu ite  com plica ted . In such 

cases, i t  could, perhaps, even be argued th a t  th e  re su lts  do not 

en tire ly  ju s tify  th e  e f fo r t  expended. W ith reg a rd  to  th e  

Birm ingham  opposition, how ever, th e  app lication  o f Lukes’ 

p erspec tives  is fa irly  s tra ig h tfo rw ard . H ere, in Lukes’ 

term inology, one p a r ty  (the  C orporation) p revailed  over ano ther 

p a rty  (the  d issen tien t B irm ingham  ra tep ay ers), in a  s itu a tio n  o f 

con flic t, to  do som ething th a t  they  would no t o therw ise  have done 

(pay h igher w a te r  ra te s).
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W ith reg ard  to  Lukes’ second dim ension th e  conclusion is 

d iffe re n t. H ere , as th roughout th e  study, i t  is argued  th a t  the  

p ostu la tion  o f a  second dim ension o f pow er as th e  rea lm  o f th e  

"non- decision" is unhelpful. In th e  p re sen t case  study, th e  aim  

was to  look a t  th e  a c tu a l decision to  build  th e  E lan valley  

w aterw orks and  thus so ca lled  non- decisions w ere only 

encoun tered  inciden ta lly . When they  w ere m e t w ith , how ever, i t  

was found th a t  th ey  w ere b e s t ch a ra c te rise d  as decisions, 

usually, in th is  p a rtic u la r  in s tance , to  do nothing o r to  do 

som ething else. H ence, th e  council’s fa ilu re , fo r tw en ty  y ears , 

to  tak e  up a  recom m endation  o f  1871 to  develop th e  E lan w a te r  

ca tch m en t a re a  is b e s t rep re sen ted  as a  decision n o t to  a c t, 

and /o r as a  decision to  develop local supplies instead . 

L ikewise, th e  p a r tia l abandonm ent o f local supplies a f te r  1892 is 

b es t seen, no t as a  non- decision no t to  develop them , bu t as an 

ac tu a l f ir s t  dim ensional decision to  pursue th e  a lte rn a tiv e  

policy o f going to  W ales. As w ell as decisions to  do noth ing  or 

to  do som ething else, th e re  is, i t  m ay be no ted , an o th e r kind o f 

so- ca lled  non- decision, en coun tered  la te r , which is also b e s t 

in te rp re te d  as an ac tu a l decision. This is a  decision to  change 

th e  ru les and p rocedures o f  th e  decision- m aking process. T here 

m ay or m ay no t, o f course, h e re  and in th e  o th e r case  stud ies, 

have been  a  la rge  num ber o f o th e r "non- decisions", b u t unless 

th e se  can  be rep resen ted  as decisions o f one so rt o r an o th e r they  

m ust rem ain  m etaphysica l and incapable o f em pirica l 

investigation .

- 247 -



On th e  o th e r hand, th e  p re se n t case  s tudy  suggests th a t 

h is to rians and p o litic a l ana ly sts  owe a  d eb t to  S chattschneider, 

B achrach and B ara tz  and Lukes fo r developing th e  concep ts  o f  th e  

m obilisation  o f  b ias and th e  con tro l o f  th e  p o litic a l agenda. 

These, how ever, a re  b e s t seen , no t as susta in ing  a  num ber o f  non

decisions in Lukes* second dim ension, b u t as influencing 

decisional ou tcom es w ith in  his f irs t. The idea  o f  th e  

m obilisation o f  b ias as a  m obilisation  o f  p o litic a l resources, 

s tandard  in th e  li te ra tu re , is also endorsed. B ut, given th e  

s tre ss  on co n flic t which is found w ithin Lukes* f ir s t  dim ension 

and w hich is app licab le  to  th is  p a r tic u la r  case , i t  is usefu l to  

concep tualise  th e  m obilisation  o f  tw o opposing b iases in th e  

decision- m aking strugg le . The re la tiv e  w eigh t o f th e  p o litic a l 

resources availab le  to  bo th  sides (in th is  case , fo r exam ple, to  

th e  council and to  th e  d issen tien t ra te p ay e rs ) can  then  be 

eva lua ted  and app rop ria te  in fe ren ces  draw n.

Finally , to  understand  fully  th e  decision- m aking p rocess, a  

b roader defin ition  o f p o litic a l resou rces  is needed  than  those 

norm ally given. M ost ana ly sts  s tre ss  fa c to rs  such as th e  pow er 

accru ing  to  e le c te d  p o litic ians, public o ffic ia ls  and o th e rs  who 

con tro l th e  fo rm al decision- m aking process. The em phasis on th e  

skill w ith  w hich p o litic a l reso u rces  a re  deployed is also com m on 

in th e  li te ra tu re . An exam ple o f  th is in th e  p re sen t case  is 

th e  g re a te r  p o litic a l e ffec tiv en e ss  o f professionalism  and 

expertise  as com pared  w ith  am ateu rism  and bungling. But, on th e  

evidence o f  th e  p re sen t case , ano ther, less tang ib le  fa c to r  is
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also im p o rtan t, nam ely, th e  fo rce  o f  p o litic a l argum ents. This 

can  be seen in th e  discussion o f th e  w ider d eb a te  on ratepayers* 

revo lts . Since m ost scholars, when analysing th e se , do no t 

u ndertake  a  sy stem a tic  analysis o f  th e  issues in d ispute , they  

ten d  to  m iss one obvious possib ility . This is th a t  som etim es th e  

advoca tes o f econom y and re tre n ch m en t m ay have fa iled  to  

influence decisional ou tcom es because th e ir  case  w as w eak and 

badly p resen ted . As a  r id e r  to  th is  po in t is an o th er which tends 

to  be ignored in th e  secondary  li te ra tu re . This is th a t  w ith 

som e issues such as w a te r  supply th e re  m ay be u rg en t policy 

im pera tives w hich m ust b e  m e t, irre sp ec tiv e  o f co s t o r p o litic a l 

considerations. In such cases  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  issue i ts e lf  m ay 

be a  pow erfu l fa c to r  in th e  m obilisation  o f  b ias, and m ay 

som etim es im pel policy- m akers  in to  d irec tions in w hich they  

would ra th e r  no t go, and en fo rce  decisional ou tcom es on p o litic a l 

d issidents who m ight even, perhaps, be fa r  m ore in flu en tia l and 

fa r  b e t te r  organised than  w ere  th e  opponents o f B irm ingham  

C orporation  in 1892.

To sum m arise th e  above discussion o f  Lukes’ f ir s t  tw o 

dim ensions, w hat is applied  to  th e  h is to rica l fa c ts  in th e  

p resen t study is an expanded version o f  his f ir s t  dim ension which 

inco rpo ra tes m any o f th e  concep tua l trapp ings o f  his second. The 

u tility  o f th e  second dim ension, unlike i ts  a sso c ia ted  concep ts 

o f m obilisation  o f b ias and  agenda con tro l, is denied, and no 

analysis o f  i t  in th e  form  defined  by Lukes is a ttem p ted .
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The study, how ever, t r ie s  to  am alg am ate  in to  its  

in te rp re ta tio n  e l ite  th eo rie s  such as th a t  o f  M olotch’s grow th 

m achine which a re  norm ally  id en tif ied  w ith  Lukes’ second 

dim ension. The grow th m achine, as in th e  o th e r  tw o case  stud ies 

below, was found to  be th e  m ost h eu ris tica lly  usefu l version o f 

e l i t is t  theory . H ow ever, such evidence as  em erges suggests 

th a t  if  th e re  was a  local g row th  m achine, i t  w as dom inated  by 

industria l in te re s ts  ra th e r  th an  by those  described  by 

M olotch and linked to  th e  ow nership o f land.

T here was no ev idence in th e  p re sen t case  study  o f  th e  

operation  o f  th ird  dim ensional pow er as defined  by Lukes and 

studied  by G aventa . In o th e r  words th e re  w as no sign th a t  people 

a c te d  against th e ir  own re a l in te re s ts  because  o f  fa lse  

consciousness o r being m isled  by th e  pow erful. This too  is tru e  

o f th e  case  stud ies below. N everthe less, Lukes’ concep t o f rea l 

in te re s ts  was found to  be usefu l. I t  is re le v an t, fo r exam ple, 

to  th e  m o tiva tion  o f  th e  d issen tien t ra te p a y e rs , who can 

plausibly be argued  to  have su ffe red  from  fa lse  consciousness. 

H ere th e  view o f  M orriss is a c c e p te d  th a t  w here hum an h ea lth  and 

w ell- being a re  concerned , w idely acc ep tab le , i f  sub jective, 

judgm ents can  be m ade abou t re a l in te re s ts . I t  has thus been  

argued th a t  i t  was no t in anyone’s re a l in te re s ts , including th e  

d issident ra te p a y e rs ’, to  rece iv e  an inadequate  and d irty  supply 

o f w ate r, no m a tte r  how m uch they  paid  in w a te r  ra te s . This 

indeed has been  one o f th e  grounds upon w hich th e  fu tility  o f th e  

ra te p ay e rs ’ case  has been  postu la ted . The loca l opponents
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a c c ep ted  th e  claim s o f  th e  C orporation  th a t  an ad equa te  supply o f 

c lean  w a te r  was v ita l, b u t they  refu sed  to  endorse th e  

im plem en tation  o f th a t  policy  im pera tive . H ow ever, h e re  th e  

argum ent o f Lukes’ is stood  on its  head, and a  progressive 

m unicipality  is ch a ra c te rise d  as fo rc ing  som e o f th e  m ore stupid  

and sho rt sigh ted  c itizen s  in to  unw illingly ac tin g  in th e ir  own 

re a l in te res ts .
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CHAPTERS. THE MUNIdPAT.TSATION OF THE ELECTRICITY SUPPLY 

INDUSTRY IN BIRMINGHAM.

1. Litroduction.

In acco rdance  w ith  th e  re sea rch  schem e explained in C hap ter 

1, th e  p re sen t ch ap te r  has tw o m ain  ob jectives, nam ely to  see 

w hat th e  app lica tion  o f Lukes’ approach  te lls  us. f irs tly  about 

th e  local h isto ry  o f  Birm ingham , and secondly about th e  

usefulness o f  th e  approach itse lf .

The analysis o f th e  m unicipalisation  o f B irm ingham ’s 

e le c tr ic ity  supply industry  is a lm ost en tire ly  confined  to  Lukes’ 

f irs t dim ension o f pow er. I t  is found th a t  Lukes’ approach, 

p articu la rly  if  i t  is com bined w ith  a  sim ple gam e- th e o re tic a l 

analysis o f th e  rela tionsh ips be tw een  th e  council and th e  

e le c tr ic ity  com pany, y ie lds a  num ber o f usefu l insights. I t 

illu s tra te s , fo r exam ple, th e  co n flic t o f  in te re s t be tw een  th e  

council and th e  com pany, and i t  helps to  explain th e  ro les  o f th e  

various neg o tia to rs , and o f  a c to rs  such as councillor F le tch e r 

and th e  P o st new spaper. Lukes’ approach  is p a rticu la rly  

re lev an t to  th e se  and s im ilar cases which a re  ch a ra c te rise d  by 

conflic t. I t  can  also be  used to  analyse th e  n eg o tia ted  purchase 

o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  com pany by th e  council, b u t h ere  th e  

application  is m ore com plica ted , since in th a t  case  th e re  was no 

obvious w inner and loser, b u t a  m utually  ag reed  sale.
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D espite  th e  f ir s t  d im ensional n a tu re  o f m ost o f th e  

investigation , concep ts  such as "m obilisation o f bias" from  

Lukes* second dim ension a re  u tilised , as  is his th ird  dim ensional 

notion o f "real in te re s ts . " Throughout th e  ch ap te r, a  key 

concep t, ad ap ted  from  Lukes* second dim ension, is th a t  o f the  

"control o f th e  p o litic a l agenda." I t  is argued  th a t,  fo r 

various reasons, th e  council declined , u n til th e  la te  1890*s, to  

m ake th e  e le c tr ic ity  industry  a  sub jec t fo r m unicipal en te rp rise . 

The c ity  fa th e rs , how ever, a t te m p te d  to  re ta in  th e  m unicipal 

option by keeping p riv a te  en te rp rise  in a  w eak bargain ing  

position. P u ttin g  th is  in th e  te rm s  p o s tu la ted  by Lukes, th e  

council used its  superior m obilisation  o f p o litica l b ias to  

secure  to  i ts e lf  th e  e f fe c tiv e  con tro l o f  th e  p o litic a l agenda 

fo r m unicipalisation. I t  thus re ta in e d  th e  decisive pow er to  

keep th e  com pany as one o f  i ts  sa trap s , and to  fo rce  th e  issue o f 

public ow nership onto  th is  agenda a t  will. As an ind ication  o f 

th e  council*s success in agenda- se ttin g , th e  buy- ou t te rm s 

which w ere finally  ag reed  w ith  th e  com pany w ere la rge ly  those 

in itia lly  proposed by m unicipal neg o tia to rs . The analysis is 

largely  in te rn a l to  B irm ingham . H ow ever, th e  w ider l i te ra tu re  on 

th e  h isto ry  o f e le c tr ic ity  supply is used to  p u t th e  issue o f 

m unicipalisation  in to  its  n a tio n a l co n tex t, and to  help to  

explain th e  decisional ou tcom e.
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The second m ajor ob jec tive  o f  th e  ch ap te r, as s ta te d  above, 

is to  in v estig a te  w hat th is  a t te m p t a t  em pirica l app lica tion  

te lls  us about th e  valid ity  and usefu lness o f th e  dim ensional 

approach itse lf . U nder th is  heading i t  is w orth  re -  s ta tin g  a  

po in t from  C hap ter 1. The reason  th a t  th e  m unicipalisation  o f 

th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply is being  stud ied  in  th e  f ir s t  p lace  is 

because  i t  en ta ils  im p o rtan t p o litic a l decisions su itab le  fo r 

analysis in th e  te rm s  suggested  by Lukes. T h ere fo re , i f  any 

w orthw hile insights a t  a ll a re  gained, th e  study’s decision

m aking approach is to  som e e x te n t v ind icated , since w ithou t th a t 

approach th e  re sea rch  would no t have been  undertaken  in its  

p resen t form .

W ith fu r th e r  reg a rd  to  th e  valid ity  o f  Lukes’ approach, i t  

is here  argued, as i t  is th roughout th e  study, th a t  i t  is indeed 

possible to  analyse h is to rica l phenom ena w ithin th e  p a ra m e te rs  o f 

his f ir s t  dim ensional defin itional ca teg o ries . H ow ever, th is  

analysis, even o f w hat m ight seem  to  be s tra ig h tfo rw ard  even ts, 

can be very  com plica ted , and th e  question m ust be asked as to  

w hether i t  y ields re su lts  whose usefulness is com m ensurate  to  th e  

e f fo r t  expended. H ere, fo r exam ple, a  n eg o tia te d  purchase o f th e  

e le c tr ic ity  com pany, in which m ost shareho lders rece iv ed  a  

paym ent fo r th e ir  shares which they  considered  adequa te , can  

indeed be  rep resen ted  as a  con fron ta tion , in a  s itu a tio n  o f 

con flic t. But, unlike th e  C orporation ’s d e fe a t o f  th e  

re c a lc itra n t ra te p ay e rs  over th e  1892 W ater Bill, in th is  case  

th e re  was no t a  zero  sum gam e in w hich th e  w inner took  a ll, bu t a
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variab le  sum gam e w here com pensation  was paid  fo r loss. Thus, an 

analysis along th e  lines suggested  by Lukes can  be  m ade, and is 

a tte m p te d  below . But th is  analysis has to  be m ore soph is tica ted  

th an  m ight a t  f irs t  be  thought.

Also unhelpful, as explained  in C h ap te r 1, is Lukes* idea o f 

"non- decisions" w hich o p e ra te  in som e alleged  "second dimension" 

o f pow er. In th e  p re sen t case , those  "non-decisions" am enable to  

investigation  in th e  f ir s t  p lace  w ere, fo r th e  m ost p a r t, 

decisions to  do som ething e lse . F or exam ple, th e  decision no t to  

oppose th e  c rea tio n  o f  a  p r iv a te  e le c tr ic ity  com pany in th e  c ity  

in th e  1880*s p recluded  fo r th e  tim e  being th e  m unicipal option, 

as did th e  subsequent decision in th e  1890’s to  ag ree  to  th e  

com pany’s app lication  fo r an en larged  a re a  o f supply. Likewise, 

th e  concep ts  o f "m obilisation o f bias" and o f  "agenda se tting" , 

while usefu l, a re  b es t seen  as operating , no t w ith in  som e 

p u ta tiv e  second dim ension o f  so -called  "non- decisions", b u t in 

th e  re a l and observable w orld o f  f ir s t  dim ensional "decision

making. " Thus, th e  c ity  council, in a  se ries  o f conscious policy 

decisions, m obilised, in S ch a ttsch n e id e r’s fo rm ulation , its  

p o litic a l b ias to  w eaken th e  bargain ing  position  o f  th e  com pany. 

This was done by influencing th e  en ac tm e n t o f s ta tu te  law and by 

confining th e  com pany to  a  sho rt te rm  licence to  supply a 

re s tr ic te d  geographical a rea . This con tro l over th e  decision

m aking p rocess enabled  th e  council to  d ic ta te  th e  po litica l 

agenda on th e  question o f m unicipalisation , and to  ca rry  th e
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issue through to  th e  desired  decisional ou tcom e a t  a  tim e  decided 

by itse lf . M oreover, a ll th is  occu rred , fo r th e  m ost p a r t ,  w ithin 

th e  confines o f  Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f  pow er.

O ther findings on th e  va lid ity  o f Lukes’ approach a re  

developed la te r  in th e  ch ap te r  and sum m arised a t  th e  end o f  it .  

For exam ple, although Lukes’ co n cep tua lisa tion  o f  a  second 

dim ension o f pow er is re je c te d , various e l i te  th eo rie s  usually 

associa ted  w ith  i t  a re  endorsed, p a rticu la rly  w ith  reg a rd  to  th e  

pow erfu l p o litic a l ro le  o f  council co m m ittees  and to  th e  

operation  o f  a  version o f M olotch’s local "grow th m achine." In 

accordance w ith  th e  re sea rch  plan , no sy stem a tic  a t te m p t is m ade 

to  in v estig a te  th e  operation  o f pow er in Lukes’ th ird  dim ension. 

The th ird  dim ensional concep t o f "real in te res ts" , how ever, is 

found to  be  useful. H ere, as is explained in g re a te r  d e ta il 

below, th e  analysis is th a t  a t  th a t  tim e  people’s re a l in te re s ts  

w ere only peripherally  a f fe c te d  by th e  issue o f w hether o r no t 

th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply was under m unicipal ownership. T here was 

thus no u rg en t b io logical n ecess ity  to  a c t ,  as th e re  w as over th e  

w a te r supply, and m unicipal decision- m akers had a  f re e r  hand to  

pursue a lte rn a tiv e  policies and to  p roceed  a t  a  m ore le isurely  

pace.

As explained above, th e  m unicipalisation  o f B irm ingham ’s 

e le c tr ic ity  supply industry  e n ta ile d  no observable non

decisions, b u t ra th e r  a  num ber o f  conscious decisions which 

excluded th e  option o f  public ow nership, follow ed by ano ther
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decision w hich adopted  it .  As w ith  th e  w a te r  undertak ing , 

th e re fo re , i t  is necessary  to  ask, a f te r  th e  fashion o f  Goodin, 

no t only why m unicipalisation  occu rred  in th e  1890’s, b u t also 

why i t  did no t happen b efo re  then . H ere  th e  n a tional co n tex t is 

im p o rtan t, p a rticu la rly  th e  leg is la tive  fram ew ork  enshrined  in 

th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting A c t o f  1882 and th e  am endm ent o f  th a t  A c t 

in 1888. This leg isla tive  fram ew ork  w as th e  re su lt o f  a  

successfu l m obilisation  o f  p o litic a l b ias by th e  local 

au th o ritie s  a t  W estm inster, and did m uch to  s e t  th e  p o litic a l 

agenda in th e ir  favour rig h t up to  th e  m ass ta k e - overs a t  th e  

heigh t o f th e  m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent in th e  1890*s.

The 1882 A c t, fo r exam ple, was th e  outcom e o f a  pow er 

s trugg le be tw een  p riv a te  and m unicipal tra d e rs  in w hich th e  

la t te r  did n o t wish a t  th a t  tim e  to  u ndertake  th e  provision o f 

e le c tr ic ity  them selves, p a rtly  because e le c tr ic ity , unlike fo r 

exam ple w ate r, was no t seen  as a necessity . F u rth erm o re , th e  

technology was rud im en tary  and u n te s ted  and councils w ished to  

avoid public expenditu re , h igher ra te s  and ra te p a y e r  opposition. 

Local au th o ritie s  th e re fo re  w anted  p riv a te  v en tu re  ca p ita l to  

in itia te  experim en ts, b u t under onerous and re s tr ic tiv e  

conditions w hich would keep  th e  com panies w eak and thus enable 

cheap public buy- ou ts or r iv a l m unicipal schem es. The councils 

found a  sy m p ath e tic  response to  th e ir  w ishes from  Joseph  

C ham berlain , th e  governm ent m in is te r responsible fo r th e  passage 

o f th e  A c t o f 1882. T hat A c t was th e re fo re  very  re s tr ic tiv e  o f 

p riv a te  en te rp rise , and few  com panies o p e ra ted  under its
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provisions. I t  is u n clear w hether th e  te rm s  o f  th e  A c t or th e  

u n ce rta in tie s  and d ifficu ltie s  o f o pera ting  th e  in fan t technology 

w ere th e  reason  fo r th is, b u t p riv a te  en trep ren eu rs  argued  

strong ly  th a t  i t  was th e  fo rm er. In any even t, by th e  tim e  o f 

th e  1888 A c t th e  local au th o ritie s  w ere in a  m ore co n cilia to ry  

mood, and w ere p rep ared  to  m ake such concessions to  th e  com panies 

as w ere necessary  to  g e t them  to  in itia te  operations. The 1888 

A c t, th e re fo re , loosened th e  shackles on fre e  en te rp rise . I ts  

te rm s, how ever, s till gave m unicipalities th e  e f fe c tiv e  pow er to  

d ic ta te  th e  p o litic a l agenda and to  fo rce  local buy- ou ts  on 

te rm s  favourab le  to  them selves. I t  is, indeed, d iff icu lt to  

envisage a  c le a re r  case  o f  w hat P a rry  and M orriss would 

ca teg o rise  as th e  m anipulation  o f  th e  ru les  o f th e  gam e than  th e  

decisive influence o f th e  loca l au th o ritie s  over th e  te rm s  o f th e  

A cts  o f  1882 and 1888. To re p e a t th e  po in t, how ever, such 

m anipulation  canno t usefully  be  ca tego rised , as i t  m igh t have 

been, fo r exam ple, in th e  ea rly  work o f  B achrach  and B ar a t  z, as 

opera ting  w ithin th e  rea lm s o f  th e  "non- decision."

These na tional co n flic ts  w ere re f le c te d  in B irm ingham . The 

Town C lerk  and th e  G eneral Purposes C om m ittee  a rgued  th a t  th e  

council should n o t begin a  m unicipal supply under th e  te rm s  o f 

th e  1882 A c t, b u t should allow  a  p riv a te  com pany to  apply fo r a  

franch ise . H ow ever, i t  w as argued  th a t  th is  com pany should be 

re s tr ic te d  as fa r  as possible w ith  reg ard  to  th e  num ber o f  y ears  

o f its  concession and th e  a re a  over w hich i t  was allow ed to  

op era te . A gain, th e  Town C lerk ’s re p o rt ad v o ca ted  th e  advan tages
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to  th e  council o f  d ic ta tin g  th e  ru les  o f  th e  gam e, and o f 

re ta in in g  to  i ts e lf  th e  u lt im a te  con tro l over th e  p o litic a l 

agenda, w ith  th e  u tm o st c la rity . H is argum ent w as a cc ep ted  as 

o ffic ia l policy , bu t, u n fo rtu n a te ly  fo r  th e  council, they  had  

overp layed  th e ir  hand. U nder th e  re s tr ic tio n s  envisaged, no 

p riv a te  com pany succeeded  in opera tin g  successfu lly  in th e  c ity , 

an outcom e which w as sca rce ly  sa tis fa c to ry  to  m unicipal ru lers  

given th a t  th e re  was a  un iversal ag reem en t th a t  th e  in troduction  

o f th e  new technology was p o te n tia lly  p rogressive, and likely  to  

have a  b en efic ia l e f fe c t  upon local life .

A sim ilar lack  o f p riv a te  in itia tiv e  under th e  onerous 

re s tr ic tio n s  o f  th e  1882 A c t w as observable a ll over th e  country , 

and i t  was c lea rly  n o t only B irm ingham  w hich appeared  to  have 

gone too  fa r  in its  an ti- com pany s tance . In B irm ingham , a f te r  

th e  1888 A c t, th e  council adop ted  a  m ore concilia to ry  approach to  

p riv a te  en te rp rise , and soon a  com pany w as successfu lly  launched. 

The council approved o f th is  developm ent, b u t s til l  con tinued  in 

its  a t te m p ts  to  curb th e  com pany’s a c tiv it ie s  and to  con tro l th e  

p o litic a l agenda. A fa c to r  inducing a  m ore co ncilia to ry  a t titu d e  

in th is  case , how ever, appears  to  have been  th e  desire  o f 

im p o rtan t business in te re s ts  in th e  c ity  c e n tre  to  g e t access  to  

th e  new illum inant. On one in te rp re ta tio n , th is  m igh t be seen  as 

p ressu re  from  M olotch’s local grow th  m achine to  secure  an 

im provem ent in th e  c ity ’s in fra s tru c tu re  and th e  b en e fits  o f  a
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new technology. I f  th e re  w as such a  grow th  m achine, how ever, i t  

does n o t app ea r th a t, in acco rdance  w ith  M olotch’s th eo ries , i t  

was linked to  landed in te re s ts .

When th e  new  com pany was estab lished , th e  council rem ained  

consis ten t to  its  policy  o f  re ta in in g  to  i ts e lf  th e  con tro l o f 

th e  p o litic a l agenda, and i t  con tinued  in i ts  a t te m p ts  to  p rev en t 

th e  com pany from  opera tin g  w ithou t i ts  good will. I t  rem ained  

unwilling, fo r exam ple, to  coun tenance any inc rease  in th e  

com pany’s p o te n tia l p ro fitab ility , and, fo r exam ple, in 1892 and 

1893, ra ised  o bstac les to  i ts  app lications to  ex tend  its  a re a  o f 

supply. When th e  financ ia l success o f th e  com pany was c learly  

estab lished , and a t  th e  he igh t o f  th e  m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent 

nationally , th e  council decided  to  buy ou t th e  com pany. The 

usual gam e playing in bargain ing  and n ego tia tions com m enced, bu t 

th e  success o f  th e  C orporation  in keeping th e  com pany on a  tig h t 

re in  was read ily  ap paren t in th e  tak eo v er te rm s, which closely 

follow ed th e  council’s in itia l o f fe r  to  th e  com pany. As w ill be 

seen, how ever, th e  in itia l shareholders s till did w ell, and i t  

m ay indeed be  th a t  th e  v en tu re  ca p ita lis ts  who launched th e  

com pany a cc ep ted  from  th e  beginning th e ir  ro le  as jun ior p a rtn e rs  

and m unicipal s talk ing  horses, and envisaged and willingly 

a n tic ip a ted  a  council tak eo v er as a  way to  "cut and run" w ith  a  

s izeab le  p ro fit. C erta in ly , p riv a te  en te rp rise  w as throughout 

subserv ien t to  m unicipal in te re s ts . As will be  seen  la te r , fo r
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exam ple, V audrey, th e  m anaging d ire c to r  o f  th e  c ity ’s e le c tr ic ity  

supply com pany, w as la te r  happy to  a cc ep t a  position  as th e  

c ity ’s e le c tr ic a l engineer.

A no ther them e o f  the  p re se n t c h a p te r  is th a t  th e  ownership 

o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply industry , unlike th e  provision o f pure 

w ate r, ra ised  no u rgen t issues o f  life  and death . I t  is, indeed, 

p lausible to  argue th a t  i t  w as in th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f th e  

c itize n s  o f  B irm ingham  to  be  provided w ith  a  supply o f 

e le c tr ic ity  fo r dom estic  and industria l use. But, in rea lity , 

th e  "real" o r "w elfare" in te re s ts  o f m ost c itizen s, as defined  by 

Lukes, w ere scarce ly  touched . The im p ac t on jobs was m arginal, 

since, a t  th a t  tim e, th e re  was l i t t le  use o f e le c tr ic ity  fo r 

purposes o f  industria l pow er. Even th e  periphera l c re a tu re  

co m fo rts  o f  th e  m ajo rity  o f  people w ere only m arginally  a ffe c te d , 

since un til 1914 e le c tr ic  ligh ting  was very  m uch an illum inant 

fo r th e  rich . Thus n e ith e r  th e  in itia l decision to  e n tru s t th e  

industry  to  a  p riv a te  com pany, nor th e  subsequent decision to  

m unicipalise th a t  com pany w as fo rced  upon th e  council. Instead , 

policy w as d e term ined  by con tem porary  a t titu d e s  to  m unicipal 

ow nership, and by th e  re la tiv e  p o litic a l in fluence o f th e  

com panies and th e  local a u th o ritie s  as  re f le c te d , fo r exam ple, in 

th e  re le v an t a c ts  o f  P arliam en t. The case  thus s tands in sharp 

co n tra s t to  th a t  o f  w a te r, w here th e  council was responding to  an 

u rgen t b iological necessity  w hich seriously  a f fe c te d  th e  "real 

in te res ts" , in Lukes’ term inology, o f a ll th e  local population.
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I t  is also suggested, as in d ica ted  above, th a t  th e  na tional 

d eb a te  be tw een  th e  proponents o f p riv a te  and m unicipal en te rp rise  

had no d iscernab le  im p ac t in B irm ingham  w here ra te p a y e rs  w ere 

m ore to le ra n t o f acquiring  an incom e- genera ting  a sse t than  o f 

building a  netw ork  o f  expensive W elsh dam s. In any case , th e  

na tional d eb a te  only becam e f ie rc e  a f te r  1900, by which tim e  

Birm ingham ’s e le c tr ic ity  supply was safe ly  in council hands. As 

fo r th e  G as C om m ittee , th e  argum en t th a t  its  m em bers opposed th e  

in troduction  o f e le c tr ic ity  canno t be  su b stan tia ted , p a rtly  

because , u n til th e  tu rn  o f  th e  cen tu ry , th e  ba lance o f 

technolog ical advan tage seem ed  t i l te d  firm ly  in favour o f gas.

A fte r  1900, th e  increasing  use o f  e le c tr ic ity  fo r purposes 

o f pow er and heating , in s tead  o f  m ere ly  as an illum inant, and th e  

im proved technology o f high vo ltage  g enera tion  fo r d istribu tion  

over la rg e r geographic a rea s  w ere to  cause a  num ber o f  s tru c tu ra l 

and o rgan isational problem s in th e  e le c tr ic ity  industry . Such 

d ifficu ltie s  ex ace rb a ted  th e  acrim onious deb a te  be tw een  th e  local 

au th o ritie s  and th e  com panies. Even then , how ever, th e  problem s 

w ere g re a te s t, no t in th e  b ig  c itie s  such as B irm ingham , b u t in 

th e  a rea s  served  by th e  sm alle r local au th o rities . A t any even t, 

such developm ents post- da ted , and had no in fluence upon, th e  

m unicipalisation  o f th e  B irm ingham  supply.

2. T te National Context before M unicipalisation.
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The g enera l h is to ry  o f e le c tr ic ity  supply befo re  th e  F irs t 

W orld W ar has been  fa irly  ex tensively  docum ented. [1] The sto ry  

can  be d a ted  from  1877, when Jab lo ck h o ff inven ted  th e  carbon 

lam p. Soon, a f te r  th e  developm ent o f  m uch im proved lam ps by Swan 

and Edison, th e  new illum inant was showing signs o f com m ercia l 

v iability . [2] A flu rry  o f S tock  Exchange ex c item en t follow ed th e  

public dem onstra tion  o f th e  e le c tr ic  ligh t a t  th e  P aris  

Exhibition o f 1881 and a t  th e  Sydenham  C ry sta l P a la ce  in 1882. 

Soon specu la tive  com panies sprang up paying la rge  sum s fo r p a te n t 

rig h ts  fo r f ilam en ts  and dynam os, th e  licences to  use th ese  

inventions in specified  a rea s  being fa rm ed  ou t to  subsidiary 

concerns. [3]

The cruc ia lly  im p o rtan t a sp ec t fo r th e  p re sen t study, 

how ever, is th e  p o litic a l r iv a lry  betw een  th e  com panies and the  

local au th o rities . In th is  pow er strugg le , th e  m ain m o tive  o f 

th e  com panies w as to  secure  a  rap id  and p ro fitab le  developm ent o f 

th e  e le c tr ic ity  industry  under p riv a te  ow nership. In c o n tra s t, 

th e  m unicipalities w ished to  keep th e  com panies subord inate  to  

them selves, and to  re ta in  th e  ab ility  to  buy ou t p riv a te  

in te re s ts  a t  will. In its  ea rly  s tag es , th e  b a t t le  was fought 

out a t  W estm inster w here th e  new ly- fo rm ed  com panies deposited  

num erous b ills sponsoring th e ir  plans. A lthough, as s ta te d , th e  

m ajor ob jec tives o f th e  loca l a u th o ritie s  w ere to  re ta in  con tro l 

o f th e  p o litic a l agenda on th e  question o f  e le c tr ic ity  supply, 

and to  keep  th e  com panies subserv ien t to  them selves, o th e r
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m otives w ere also in ev idence. One m unicipal p re fe ren c e  w as to  

p rev en t ind iscrim inate  b reaking- up o f s tre e ts . In addition, 

som e co rporations in tow ns w here gas was p riv a te ly - owned applied 

fo r leg isla tive  sanction  fo r th e ir  own schem es in an a t te m p t to  

secure  a  publicly- owned riv a l to  gas. [4] I t  m ust be  s tressed , 

how ever, th a t  m any co rporations seem  to  have been  already  

considering m unicipalisation  a t  som e fu tu re  d a te , and w ished to  

keep th e  com panies on a  t ig h t re in  and under th e ir  own po litica l 

influence. As will be seen , fo r exam ple, th is  was th roughout a  

m ajor policy ob jective  o f th e  C orporation  in Birm ingham .

L ocal au th o rity  in te re s t  in th e  possib ility  o f  publicly  

owned e le c tr ic ity  en te rp rises  was seen  in 1879 when a 

P arliam en ta ry  C om m ittee  w as s e t up, under th e  C hairm anship o f Dr. 

Lyon P lay fa ir, M .P., a  fo rm er chem istry  p ro fesso r,[5] "to 

consider w hether i t  is desirab le  to  au thorise  m unicipal 

corporations o r o th e r local au th o ritie s  to  adopt any schem es fo r 

e le c tr ic  lighting". T heir conclusions w ere: th a t  no

p arliam en ta ry  ac tio n  was y e t needed; th a t  local au th o ritie s  

should be  allow ed to  experim en t; th a t  gas com panies should be 

given no priv ileged  rig h ts  to  supply e le c tr ic ity ; and th a t  

p riv a te  com panies should b e  requ ired  to  gain th e  consen t o f local 

au th o ritie s  b efo re  b reak ing  up s tre e ts .  [6] The ev idence 

p resen ted  to  th e  P lay fa ir  C om m ittee  ind ica ted  th a t  e le c tr ic ity  

was s till a t  a  very  rud im en tary  s tag e  o f technolog ical 

developm ent. [7]
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By 1882 leg islation  w as considered  necessary , and 

B irm ingham 's fam ous son, Joseph  C ham berlain , th en  a t  th e  Board o f 

T rade, was th e  governm ent m in is te r responsible fo r in troducing 

it. A t th is  tim e , accord ing  to  Ballin, "the B oard o f T rade was 

... in favour o f p riv a te  e n te rp rise  en te rin g  th e  fie ld  o f 

e le c tr ic ity  supply. "[8] I t  appeared , how ever, th a t,  in th e  words 

o f H annah, "C ham berlain ... had in m ind th a t  th e  d ifficu lt course 

follow ed e a r lie r  in re la tio n  to  th e  public con tro l o f  th e  gas 

industry  should be  avoided." Thus, although he "did la te r  

cau tion  th a t  co rporation  trad in g  v en tu res  ... should n o t be 

ind iscrim inate ly  extended", C ham berlain  expressed  a  qu ite  

d iffe re n t opinion in th is  case: "The supply o f gas and o f w ate r, 

e le c tr ic  lighting, and th e  es tab lishm en t o f  tram w ays (he w rote) 

m ust be confined to  very  few  co n tra c to rs . They involve 

in te rfe re n c e  w ith  th e  s tre e ts , and w ith  th e  rig h ts  and priv ileges 

o f individuals. They canno t ... be throw n open to  f re e

co m p etitio n   I t  is m ost desirab le  th a t,  in a ll th e se  cases,

th e  m unicipality  should co n tro l th e  supply, in o rder th a t  th e  

g enera l in te re s t o f th e  whole population  m ay be th e  only o b jec t 

pursued. "[9] By expressing th e se  sen tim en ts, C ham berlain , 

fo rm erly  a  distinguished local p o litic ian , was c lea rly  aligning 

h im se lf w ith  local au th o rity  in te re s ts . In w hat S chattschneide r 

would te rm  th e  "m obilisation o f bias" by th e  m un icipalities  his 

support was c lea rly  an  im p o rtan t p o litic a l resou rce , and one 

w hich helped to  swing th e  decisional ou tcom e in th e ir  favour.

The re su lt, expressed  in th e  te rm s  o f  Lukes' f ir s t  dim ensional 

analysis, was th a t  th e  councils ex erc ised  pow er over th e
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com panies, in a  non -triv ia l m a tte r , by fo rcing  them  to  do 

som ething w hich they  would no t o therw ise  have done, nam ely  to  

estab lish  p riv a te  e le c tr ic ity  opera tions on te rm s  w hich w ere 

largely  unfavourable to  them selves. This, how ever, is in so far 

as, betw een  1882 and 1888, th e  com panies estab lished  any 

operations a t  all. As is seen  below , one e f f e c t  o f  th e  

re s tr ic tiv e  te rm s  o f  th e  1882 A c t w as to  choke o ff  p riv a te  

en te rp rise  a lto g e th e r. This could, som ew hat unprofitab ly , be 

ca teg o rised  as th e  m un icipalities fo rc ing  a  se ries  o f  non

decisions upon th e  com panies. A  m ore v iab le dep ic tion  m igh t be 

th a t,  in th e  fa c e  o f local au th o rity  opposition, com pany 

in te re s ts  m ade a  se ries  o f  conscious decisions n o t to  begin 

operations. The co m p lica ted  n a tu re  o f  th e  analysis, in w hat 

p rim a fac ie  m igh t appear to  be  a  sim ple and s tra ig h tfo rw ard  case , 

is y e t ano ther exam ple o f  th e  soph is tica ted  theorising  which is 

necessary  if  we a re  to  apply th e  ap paren tly  n e a t and w a te rtig h t 

fo rm ulations o f  p o litic a l th e o ris ts  to  th e  world o f em pirica l 

rea lity .

Given C ham berlain’s p red ilec tions, i t  is hardly  surprising 

th a t  his E le c tr ic  L ighting A c t o f  1882 a tte m p te d  to  curb and 

con tro l th e  p riv a te  e le c tr ic ity  com panies in th e  in te re s ts  o f th e  

m unicipalities. In doing th is, he was c learly  re f le c tin g  

p o litic a l opinion in B irm ingham  which w as also, as w ill be  seen, 

eag e r to  r e s tr ic t  th e  local e le c tr ic ity  com pany’s a re a  o f supply 

and th e  period  o f i ts  concession, so th a t  any fu tu re  ag reed  

purchase p rice  m igh t be low ered  accordingly. The e x te n t o f th e
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local au th o ritie s  v ic to ry  can  be  judged  from  th e  te rm s  o f th e  

A ct. U nder it ,  th e  Board o f T rade was to  g ran t licences no t 

exceeding seven y ears  fo r th e  supply o f  e le c tr ic ity  to  local 

au th o ritie s . Any licence g ran te d  to  com panies o r p riv a te  persons 

had norm ally  to  be w ith  local au th o rity  consent. The B oard could 

also g ran t provisional o rders n o t exceed ing  tw en ty - one y ea rs  to  

local au th o ritie s  or to  com panies o r p riv a te  persons w ithou t 

local au th o rity  sanction . No re s tr ic tio n s  w ere im posed on 

p ro fits , dividends o r th e  ra ising  o f  new cap ita l. Local 

au th o rities , how ever, w ere given th e  r ig h t o f pu rchase o f th e  

com panies' undertak ings, a f te r  th e  exp ira tion  o f th e  provisional 

orders, a t  th e  m a rk e t value o f  th e  p lan t. [10] This c le a r  

v io lation  o f  th e  rig h ts  and freedom s o f p riv a te  p ro p erty , en ac ted  

by a  L iberal governm ent usually  dep ic ted  as being under th e  

pow erful influence o f  la issez- fa ire  econom ic doctrines, m ight 

w ell seem  rem arkab le  to  M arx ists  and o th e rs  who see th e  s ta te  in 

a  f re e  en te rp rise  econom y as invariab ly  ac tin g  in th e  in te re s ts  

o f a  cap ita lis t class. O riginally , C ham berlain  had a tte m p te d  to  

go even fu rth e r , and im pose a  f if te e n  y ea r period  on th e  

com panies b e fo re  fo rc ing  them  to  o ffe r  th e ir  operations fo r 

purchase by th e  local au th o ritie s . The lim it, how ever, was 

ex tended  to  tw en ty - one y ea rs  following vigorous com pany 

opposition. [11]

N atu rally  enough, th e  com panies w ere deeply d issa tisfied  

w ith  th e  1882 A ct, and under th e  onerous re s tr ic tio n s  im posed 

upon them  few  successfu l v en tu res  w ere launched. M eanw hile, th e
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com plica ted  f ir s t  dim ensional pow er s trugg le  b e tw een  th e  

com panies and th e  m un ic ipa lities  con tinued  a t  W estm inster. In 

1885, a  co m m ittee  ch aired  by Lord Thurlow, presum ably  in an 

a t te m p t to  galvanise th e  com panies in to  ac tion , recom m ended  th e  

rep ea l o f  th e  provisions fo r com pulsory m unicipal purchase. [121 

T hree b ills, including one governm ent m easure , w ere  all 

unsuccessfully  canvassed  in 1886. F inally , in 1888 th e  E lec tr ic  

L ighting A c t in troduced  im p o rtan t new provisions. The b ig  change 

was th a t  th e  m axim um  period  b efo re  com pulsory purchase  was 

ex tended  to  42 years . This w as ce rta in ly  an im p o rtan t concession 

to  th e  com panies, and, to g e th e r  w ith  th e  continued  developm ent o f 

an im proved technology o f supply, was su ffic ien t to  s tim u la te  a 

sign ifican t num ber o f  them  in to  com m encing operations. On the  

o th e r hand, local au th o rity  perm ission  was now req u ired  befo re  

th e  g ran ting  o f  any provisional order. T rue, th is  was su b jec t to  

th e  pow er o f  th e  Local G overnm ent B oard to  overru le  any local 

objections w hich i t  deem ed unreasonable. But th is  pow er was 

unlikely to  be  exerc ised  very  regu larly , given th e  form idable 

influence o f  m unicipal in te re s ts  a t  W estm inster as d em o n stra ted  

above. F u rth erm o re , th e  te rm s  o f any com pulsory purchase 

rem ained  fo r th e  m ost p a r t  th e  sam e as those  o f  1882.[13] This 

com prom ise would seem  to  re f le c t  an em erging  view  am ong 

m unicipalities th a t  th ey  had  overp layed  th e ir  hand in 1882, and 

th a t  som e concessions to  th e  com panies w ere needed  if  any 

e le c tr ic ity  supplies w ere to  be  provided a t  all. The aim , 

how ever, s till seem ed to  be  to  give aw ay only so m uch as was 

necessary , and to  re ta in  im p o rtan t pow ers o f co n tro l and

- 301



in te rfe re n c e  in th e ir  own hands. A gain, fo r M arx ists and o th e r 

soc ia lis ts  who see th e  s ta te  in c a p ita lis t so c ie ty  as th e  

in strum en t o f f re e  en te rp rise  th e se  continuing  curbs on th e  

business com m unity m ight w ell seem  curious. They a re , indeed, a 

s trong  ind ication  o f  th e  p o litic a l in fluence which local 

au th o ritie s  w ere ab le to  e x e r t on na tional governm ent.

A lthough th e  d e ta ils  o f  th e  pow er strugg le  a t  W estm inster 

be tw een  th e  m un icipalities and th e  com panies a re  ag reed  am ong 

scholars, th e re  a re  d iffe rin g  opinions regard ing  its  e f fe c ts  on 

th e  developm ent o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  industry . H inton accuses th e  

P lay fa ir  C om m ittee  o f  1879 o f  an unw ise b ias tow ards th e  local 

au th o rities , and asse rts  th a t  "the A c t o f 1882 ... p u t shackles 

on th e  developm ent o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply industry . "[14] 

H ennessey, likew ise, a f te r  som e ironic com m ents on th e  P lay fa ir 

C om m ittee , quotes from  con tem porary  issues o f The S ta t is t  and th e  

E lec tric ian  to  th e  e f fe c t  th a t  th e  1882 A c t had k illed  o ff  all 

p riv a te  in itia tiv e . A ccording  to  The T im es, he adds, th e  m easure 

was so re s tr ic tiv e  th a t  i t  would "deprive th e  public o f th e  

b en efits  o f  e le c tr ic  lighting. "[15] These in te rp re ta tio n s  a re  

co nsisten t w ith th e  analysis h ere , since such a  w eakening o f th e  

fo rces o f f re e  en te rp rise  would seem  to  be ex ac tly  w hat was 

in tended  by m unicipal in te re s ts . L a te r , how ever, H ennessey, 

w hilst c ritic is in g  "the dog- in- th e - m anger a t t i tu d e  th a t  led  

nearly  250 local au th o ritie s  to  s it  on Provisional O rders w ithou t
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using them ", expresses "some doubt ... th a t  th e  1882 A c t was 

solely responsible fo r G rea t B rita in ’s slow s ta r t  as an 

e le c tr ic ity -  using society . "[16]

This la t te r  opinion is endorsed  by Ballin. A ccording to  his 

figures, 69 provisional o rders  to  supply e le c tr ic ity  w ere g ran ted  

in 1883, 55 o f  them  to  p r iv a te  com panies. None o f  th e se  was 

ac te d  on. In 1884, 4 o rders w ere g ran te d  and in 1886 an o th er 1, 

bu t th e re  w ere no m ore u n til 1888. Ballin denies, how ever, th a t  

th is  "falling o ff  in en terp rise"  is a ttr ib u ta b le  to  th e  1882 A ct, 

ascrib ing  i t  in s tead  to  "e lec tr ic  com pany mongering" by dishonest 

p rom oters, and to  th e  tra d e  depression o f  th e  early  1880’s.[17] 

He does add, how ever, th a t  th e  revision o f  th e  1882 A c t in 1888 

had "g reat psychological im portance" fo r com panies who had 

considered i t  "the only cause o f  th e ir  fa ilu re . "[18] L a te r, 

Ballin a ffirm s th a t  early  leg isla tion  "a t th e  tim e  was w ell 

ad ap ted  to  th e  tech n ica l cond itions".[19] I t  would appear, 

indeed, th a t  fo r m ost o f th e  1880’s, techno log ical developm ents 

in th e  e le c tr ic ity  industry  w ere a t  too  rud im en tary  a  s tag e  to  

enable assured  p ro fits  to  be  m ade. W hat th is  m eans, o f course, 

is th a t  th e  y ea rs  a f te r  1882 would have seen  l i t t le  p rogress in 

th e  supply o f e le c tr ic ity  w hatev e r th e  leg isla tive  fram ew ork. 

This asse rtio n  is n o t suscep tib le  to  em pirica l investigation  

because th e  re le v an t c o u n te rfac tu a l, nam ely  a  re -  run o f h isto ry  

in which th e  1882 A c t was inopera tive  or a lte re d , canno t be 

applied. B allin’s view is endorsed by H annah and B yatt.[20] 

None o f  th e se  in te rp re ta tio n s , how ever, challenge o r invalidate
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th e  c la im  h ere  m ade th a t  an im p o rtan t in fluence on th e  A c ts  o f 

1882 and 1888 was th e  desire  o f  m un icipalities to  curb  th e  pow er 

o f p riv a te  e le c tr ic ity  com panies. T heir aim  in th is, as 

m entioned  above, was c lea rly , in th e  te rm s  used  by 

S chattschneider and by B achrach  and B ara tz , to  use th e  

m obilisation o f b ias deriv ing from  th e ir  considerable  p o litic a l 

in fluence to  s e t and co n tro l th e  agenda fo r th e ir  fu tu re  

re la tio n s  w ith  th e  com panies. They did th is, how ever, by m eans 

o f an e f fe c tiv e  lobby a t  W estm inster to  in fluence th e  leg isla tive  

decisions o f P arliam en t, and n o t by p a rtic ip a tio n  in a  num ber o f 

"non- decisions" as p o s tu la ted  by B achrach  and B a ra tz  in th e ir  

early  work.

A ccording to  H annah, un til th e  m id 1890*s, "com panies s till 

rem ained  dom inant in th e  industry . By 1895 th e ir  accum ula ted  

investm en t in e le c tr ic ity  supply am ounted  to  £4 .3m ., m ore than  

tw ice  th a t  o f th e  m unicipalities."  This is in line w ith  the  

perce ived  p re fe ren c e  o f loca l a u th o ritie s  to  le t  th e  com panies 

develop th e  industry  under con tro ls  which w ere as  s t r ic t  as w ere 

p rac ticab le . But then , q u ite  suddenly, th e  c lim a te  changed  and 

as th e  m unicipal trad ing  m ovem ent g a th e red  p ace  from  th e  la te  

1880*s onw ards, a  num ber o f m un icipalities  began to  use th e ir  

strong  bargain ing  position  to  ta k e  over th e  supply o f e le c tr ic ity  

from  th e  com panies. Ih 1889, fo r exam ple, Hanneih reco rds th a t  

B radford becam e th e  f ir s t  m unicipal ow ner o f  an e le c tr ic ity  

en te rp rise , being follow ed by S t. P aneras  in 1891 and P ortsm outh , 

H am pstead  and Ealing in 1894.121] In 1896 th e  co rporations o f

- 304 -



B ath, Liverpool and Southam pton purchased  th e ir  local e le c tr ic ity  

com panies, w ith  S heffield  and Leeds follow ing su it in 1898. [22] 

M unicipal purchases o f th e  local com pany also o ccu rred  in 

Glasgow, Sheffield  and e lsew here, so th a t,  by around th e  tu rn  o f 

th e  cen tu ry , "outside ... London ... only N ew castle , P res to n , 

B ournem outh and N ortham pton  am ong th e  la rg e  tow ns w ere s till 

con tro lled  by com panies. "[23] Thus, accord ing  to  W aller, "when 

th e  industry  did develop from  th e  1890’s m unicipal undertak ings 

accoun ted  fo r tw o- th ird s  o f th e  o rgan isation  and 

d istribu tion . "[24] T here w as, indeed, a  com pany p resence , b u t i t  

was m ainly in th e  m ore ru ra l a reas. D e ta iled  figu res a re  given 

by Ballin; "Up to  1900 ... 639 provisional o rders had  been 

g ran ted  o f w hich 518 w ere s till in fo rce . O f th e se  354 w ere held

by local au th o ritie s  and 164 by com panies  In th e  th ree

y ears  from  1 8 9 5 ^ 8  alone investm en t in m unicipal e le c tr ic ity  

increased  from  £1,772,000 to  £6,979,000 w hilst th e  corresponding 

figures fo r com panies w ere £4,335,000 and £7,996,000 

respec tive ly , showing an im pressive grow th  o f  m unicipal 

a c tiv ity ".[25] The ease  w ith  which m unicipalities  w ere able to  

ta k e  over such an im p o rtan t industry  in its  infancy, d esp ite  th e  

absence o f coerc ive  leg isla tion , is s trong  ev idence (to  use 

S chattschneide r’s ph rase  once again) o f th e ir  successfu l 

"m obilisation o f  bias" again st th e  com panies from  b e fo re  th e  1882 

A c t onwards.
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For B irm ingham , th e  dem onstra tion  e f f e c t  o f 

m unicipalisations in o th e r tow ns seem s to  have in fluenced  local 

policy m akers. The clim ax o f  th e  m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent, 

which c lea rly  a f fe c te d  th e  tim ing  o f th e se  various m unicipal 

tak e - overs, would thus app ear to  be  a  re le v an t a sp ec t o f th e  

national p o litic a l cu ltu re . A fe a tu re  o f  a ll th e  m unicipal 

purchases, how ever, is th a t ,  like th e  C orporation 's  land 

purchases in th e  E lan valley , they  do no t f i t  very  n ea tly  in to  

th e  f irs t dim ensional decision-m aking scenarios p o s tu la ted  by 

Dahl and Lukes. Dahl, in his study o f  New H aven, saw th e  

exerc ise  o f  pow er in te rm s  o f  co n flic t and o f  individual 

successes and d e fea ts . Lukes, too , sees pow er in h is f ir s t  

dim ension as being ex erc ised  when A  p revails  over B in a  

s itu a tio n  o f  co n flic t. In a  n eg o tia te d  purchase, o f course, 

co n flic t is s till p re sen t over th e  te rm s o f th e  deal even  though 

bo th  p a r tie s  reach  ag reem en t in co -o p era tiv e  discussions. The 

situa tion  can  thus be  analysed  a f te r  th e  fashion p o s tu la ted  by 

Dahl and Lukes, since th e  te rm s  o f th e  ag reem en t a re  c learly  

influenced  by th e  pow er re la tionsh ips betw een  A and B, and th e  

re la tiv e  s tren g th  o f  th e ir  bargain ing  positions. The analysis, 

how ever, is m ore convolu ted  than  m ay have been  im agined. Y et 

again, to  an em p iric ist th e  fa c ts  m ay appear to  be  p e rfe c tly  '
\

c lear. For him , th e  com plex ities  m ight seem  to  a rise , no t from  ) 

th e  s itu a tio n  itse lf , bu t from  th e  (possibly unnecessary) a t te m p t 

to  con ta in  re a lity  w ithin th e  ca teg o rie s  d e lin ea ted  fo r i t  by th e  

p o litic a l th eo ris t.
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A ccording to  Falkus, " th ere  is on th e  whole no evidence 

th a t, a t  any ra te  befo re  1914, m un icipalities ran  th e ir  

undertak ings less e ff ic ien tly  th a t  p riv a te  com panies",[26] a  

conclusion which is in gen era l endorsed by B yatt.[27] B yatt 

adds, how ever, th a t  in th e  period  a f te r  1900 th e re  w ere  a  num ber 

o f d ifficu ltie s  arising, am ong o th e r  th ings, from  th e  f a c t  th a t  

th e  sca le  o f  e le c tr ic a l technology was ou tstripp ing  th e  size  o f 

m unicipal a reas, [28] a  problem  w hich is fu r th e r  in v estig a ted  

below. B y a tt adds th a t  r iv a lry  be tw een  m un ic ipa lities  and 

com panies (am ong o th e r things) "led to  u n sa tisfac to ry  and 

expensive com prom ises w hich had to  be to ta lly  re -  c a s t a f te r  the  

F irs t W orld W ar. "[29] This w as n o t th e  case  in B irm ingham , w here 

th e  local au th o rity  had an  e ffe c tiv e  monopoly o f supply 

which la s ted  un til th e  natio n alisa tio n  o f  1948. W hat is 

c lea r, how ever, is th a t  N ew ton’s injunction, re fe r re d  to  in 

C hap ter 1, to  p lace  local p o litic s  in i ts  n a tional s e tt in g  is 

c learly  usefu l to  an understand ing  o f  th e  decision to  

m unicipalise B irm ingham ’s e le c tr ic ity  supply.

3. Birmingham and the 1882 A ct.

The Gas C om m ittee  in B irm ingham  had suspended considera tion  

o f th e  p riv a te  b ills re la tin g  to  th e  c ity  un til a f te r  th e  passage 

o f th e  G overnm ent’s m easure . W ith th e  Bill i ts e lf  th ey  w ere 

largely  sa tisfied , refusing  to  jo in  o th e r local au th o ritie s  in
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a tte m p ts  to  gain fu r th e r  concessions to  local au th o rity  in te re s ts  

a f te r  i t  had passed th e  Com m ons S e lec t C om m ittee . This decision 

was am ply endorsed by subsequent experience, since, as was soon 

discovered, th e  1882 A c t favoured  th e  m un icipalities  so strongly  

th a t  its  opponents c laim ed  i t  w as killing o ff  en trep ren eu ria l 

in itia tiv e . M eanwhile, in B irm ingham , six no tices  o f  in te n t to  

apply fo r provisional o rders to  u ndertake  e le c tr ic ity  supplies 

w ere soon lodged and th e  council i ts e lf  had  rece iv ed  tw o req u ests  

fo r sanction . A  council m ee tin g  w as th e re fo re  convened fo r 31st 

O ctober, 1882, a t  w hich th e  G as C om m ittee  was to  p re sen t a  

Special R epo rt. [30]

Local au th o ritie s  a ll over th e  coun try  w ere faced  w ith  th e  

sam e problem . Many co rporations, p a rticu la rly  those owning th e ir  

own gas undertakings, took  a la rm  a t  th e  p ro sp ec t o f th e  c rea tio n  

o f a  p riv a te ly - owned and possibly highly lu c ra tiv e  monopoly 

w ithin th e ir  a rea s  and them selves applied  fo r licences. [31] In 

o th e r tow ns , too^ support w as expressed  fo r th e  c rea tio n  o f  

m unicipal e le c tr ic ity  en te rp rises . In B irm ingham , th e re  was a  

sim ilar ground- sw ell o f opinion and a  num ber o f p rem a tu re  

p rophets c lea rly  voiced  th e  d o c trin e  o f m unicipal trad ing . A t 

th e  specia l council m eeting , fo r exam ple, councillor Lawson T a it 

re fe rre d  to  "the too  g re a t en thusiasm  w hich ex isted  now on th e  

question o f th e  e le c tr ic  light" am ong th e  local people. The 

M ayor h im self, A lderm an A very, ad m itted  th a t  his f ir s t  re ac tio n  

was th a t  "an expenditu re o f  £50,000 o r even  a  la rg e r  sum would 

no t be a t  a ll too  m uch to  em ploy upon a  p ra c tic a l experim en t o f
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such m agnitude and w here th e  in te re s ts  involved so widely 

a f fe c te d  th e  convenience and co m fo rt o f  th e  com m unity. "[32] Thus 

in itia lly , on th e  analysis o f M olotch and th e  grow th  m achine 

th e o ris ts  sum m arised in C h ap te r 1, th e  M ayor view ed th e  

e le c tr ic ity  supply as an im p o rtan t p a r t  o f th e  c ity 's  

in fra s tru c tu re  w hich would be m ore e f fe c tiv e ly  developed by th e  

council than  by p riv a te  en te rp rise . A ccord ing  to  M olotch, local 

new spapers ten d  to  support th e  local g row th  m achine and to  a c t  as 

propagandists on its  behalf. A t f ir s t  th e  B irm ingham  D ailv P o s t, 

tru e  to  M olotch’s delineation , ag reed  w ith  A very. I t  d iscerned  

"a genera l feeling  th a t  fo r th e  purpose o f  p reven ting  th e  

c rea tio n  o f a  new monopoly in p riv a te  hands, to  ensure th e  

con tro l o f th e  s tre e ts , and thus to  p rom ote  public convenience, 

and also to  lim it as fa r  as possible injurious com petition  w ith  

C orporation  gas- lighting, th e  supply o f e le c tr ic  ligh t ought to  

be in th e  hands o f  th e  local governing au th o rity . " Am ong th e  

o th e r la rge  au th o rities , con tinued  th e  P o s t. M anchester had 

already  ob ta ined  pow ers to  supply th e  e le c tr ic  ligh t and 

Liverpool in tended  to  apply fo r a  provisional o rder. The 

es tim a te s  o f th e  G as C om m ittee  as to  th e  co s t o f  an  experim en t 

along th e se  lines w ere "much too  high" and un til th ey  had  been  

in vestiga ted  by e le c tr ic a l ex p erts  "the Town C ouncil w ill hardly  

be in a  position  to  decide w hether i t  should or should no t ask 

fo r a  provisional o rder on accoun t o f  th e  tow n. "[33]
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But th e  tim e  fo r th e  im plem en ta tion  o f  such ideas had  no t 

y e t arrived , and th e  Town C lerk  and th e  G as C om m ittee  took  a  

d iffe re n t view. The Town C lerk , Edw ard O rfo rd  Sm ith, in his 

re p o rt to  th e  G as C om m ittee  on th e  question, enuncia ted  th e  views 

expressed  by m unicipal in te re s ts  a t  W estm inster w ith  h is usual 

incisiveness. He concluded th a t  "it m ay ... b e  th e  w iser course 

to  p e rm it sp ecu la to rs  to  try  th e  experim en t a t  th e ir  own risk, 

tak ing  c a re  th a t  s tr in g e n t provisions a re  in se rted  in th e  

Provisional O rder w ith  re fe re n c e  to  th e  b reak ing  up o f th e  

s tre e ts , th e  a re a  and conditions o f supply, and th e  shorten ing  as 

fa r  as possible o f th e  period  o f  21 y ea rs  fo r  th e  com pulsory 

purchase o f  th e  undertak ing , in th e  ev en t o f i ts  proving 

com m ercially  successful." No c le a re r  s ta te m e n t o f  th e  local 

au th o rity  view, a tta c k e d  by th e  com panies na tionally  as a  dog- 

in- th e - m anger a t titu d e , could have been  m ade. But th e  Town 

C lerk 's argum ent did no t stop  th e re . The e f f e c t  o f  S ection  27 o f 

th e  A ct, he continued, w as "to p lace  th e  loca l au th o rity  in a  

position  to  purchase upon th e  m ost favourab le  te rm s, in th e  even t 

o f th e  supply o f  E le c tr ic ity  providing a  usefu l and p ro fitab le  

undertaking." A t th a t  tim e  th e re  was "absolutely  no evidence as 

to  th e  com m ercia l value o f  E le c tr ic  Lighting" and "equal 

u n ce rta in ty  re sp ec tin g  th e  re s tr ic tio n s  and obligations w hich a  

Provisional O rder m ight im pose". A lthough "the hand o f every  

im p o rtan t local au th o rity  in th e  U nited  Kingdom is a t  p resen t 

being fo rced  by c e rta in  sp ecu la tive  com panies or individuals who 

have served  app lications fo r licences and n o tices  fo r P rovisional 

O rders in a  w holesale m anner th roughout th e  country",
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n everthe less " there  is an u t te r  absence o f a ll th e  in fo rm ation  

th a t  would appear to  be  desirab le  in th e  case  o f a  m unicipal 

au th o rity  b e fo re  em barking upon th e se  unknown pow ers and 

responsib ilities." The im plication , e n tire ly  co n sis ten t w ith  th e  

re s tr ic tiv e  a tt i tu d e  o f  m un icipalities  tow ards p riv a te  com panies 

a t  W estm inster, was c lea r. L e t p riv a te  en te rp rise  ta k e  th e  risks 

and do th e  onerous p rep a ra to ry  w ork under th e  m o st s trin g en t 

conditions th a t  could be obta ined . The local council could then  

step  in la te r  w ith  i ts  own schem es i f  th is  w as thought desirab le .

The in itia l decision no t to  develop a  m unicipal supply o f 

e le c tr ic ity  would thus seem  to  have been  ta c t ic a l  r a th e r  than  

s tra te g ic . I t  im plied no long te rm  re je c tio n  o f th a t  do c trin e  o f  

m unicipal socialism  f irs t c lea rly  enuncia ted  and im plem en ted  by 

C ham berlain  in th e  1870’s.[34] A t any even t, th e  im portance  o f 

B achrach and B a ra tz ’s em phasis upon th e  con tro l o f  th e  po litica l 

agenda could scarce ly  have been  m ore clesirly d em onstra ted . The 

local au tho rity , in S cha ttsch n e id e r 's  phrase, had m obilised its  

p o litic a l b ias and had  succeeded  in re ta in in g  con tro l over th e  

p o litic a l agenda fo r th e  fu tu re  developm ent o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  

supply. A s explained, how ever, a ll th is  had o ccu rred  w ithin 

Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension ra th e r  than  in som e second dim ension o f 

p resum ed non- decisions.

The Gas C om m ittee , in th e ir  re p o rt to  th e  council, ag reed  

w ith  th e  Town C lerk. The clauses o f th e  new A c t would 

e ffec tiv e ly  p rev en t th e  c re a tio n  o f a  p riv a te  monopoly since, as 

th e  Town C lerk  had a lready  argued, "m ore th an  one undertak ing  m ay
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be au tho rized  in th e  sam e area" , a  licen ce  could only be g ran ted  

w ith local au th o rity  approval, local au th o rity  consen t also being 

requ ired  to  renew  th e  licence  a f te r  seven y ears , and even a  

provisional o rder would only run  fo r a  m axim um  o f 21 years , 

a f te r  w hich th e  local au th o rity  could purchase "on favourable 

te rm s. "[35] I f  a  p riv a te  com pany undertook  th e  supply, 

sa tis fa c to ry  arrangem en ts  could in all likelihood be m ade by 

which th e  local au th o ritie s  them selves would be  c o n tra c te d  to  

b reak  up th e  s tre e ts .  The Gas C om m ittee  w ere also dissuaded from  

advocating  local au th o rity  in itia tiv e  because o f  th e  likely 

e s tim a ted  co st, although no spec ific  m ention  was m ade o f th e  fe a r  

o f a  backlash  from  th e  ra te p ay ers . A t th is  s tag e  th is  is perhaps 

no t surprising since, as has been  seen, i t  was th e  high co s t o f 

th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e la te r , in th e  1890’s, which did so m uch to  

ex ac e rb a te  ra te p a y e r  re se n tm e n t and underm ine th e  buoyant 

optim ism  o f th e  c iv ic  gospel.

A fa c to r  which m ay have been  m ore sign ifican t a t  th a t  tim e, 

how ever, although no sp ec ific  ev idence fo r i t  w as found, was th e  

depression o f tra d e  from  about 1873 to  1896. S ignificantly , i t  

was im m ediate ly  a f te r  th e  upswing o f th e  B ritish  and th e  w orld 

econom y from  th e  m id- 1890’s th a t  th e  m unicipal trad ing  m ovem ent 

reach ed  its  heigh t and th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply in B irm ingham  was 

m unicipalised. On th e  o th e r  hand, i t  has also been  argued th a t,  

although som e o f th e  o lder B irm ingham  industries "never reco v ered
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from  ...th e  depression" w hich began  in th e  1870’s, th e  c ity , from  

th e  m id 1880’s, " a ttra c te d  to  i ts e lf  a  m u ltitude  o f  new 

industries" largely  based  upon new technology. [36]

In 1882 th e  Gas C o m m ittee  argued  th a t  "the m inim um  am ount o f 

c ap ita l th a t  w ill be required" fo r a  m unicipal e le c tr ic ity  schem e 

"m ust considerably  exceed  £4 p e r lamp" and would b e  accom panied 

by onerous obligations and responsib ilities. F or exam ple, by 

Section  19 o f  th e  A c t, "it m ay be con tended  th a t  th e  U ndertakers  

w ill be under an  obligation to  supply e le c tr ic ity  in any p a r t  o f 

th e  se lec ted  area", an obligation  which could "involve th e  laying 

o f conductors over th e  whole a re a  fo r a  very  lim ited  

consum ption. " T here was also th e  problem  o f finding a  "p rac tica l 

se lf- regu la tin g  E lec tr ic  M eter."  The C om m ittee  concluded " th a t 

no su ffic ien t reason  can be  shown to  induce th e  C orporation  to  

e n te r  on a  work which canno t fa il to  bring  i t  anx ie tie s, 

d ifficu lties , and arduous labours, w ithou t th e  recom pense o f 

con tribu ting  to  th e  w elfa re  o f  th e  com m unity as a  whole, and 

which would involve financ ia l responsib ilities w ith  th e  

u n ce rta in ty  o f adequate , i f  any, re tu rn " , especia lly  when th e  

com panies could be fo rced  to  u ndertake  th e  w ork on te rm s 

ex trem ely  favourable to  th e  C orporation. The C om m ittee  

recom m ended th a t  th e  council m ake no app lica tion  to  u ndertake  th e  

supply b u t th a t,  instead , th e  C o m m ittee  should be au tho rised  to  

n eg o tia te  w ith  in te re s te d  com panies to  secure  such po in ts as 

con tro l o f th e  s tre e ts ,  adeq u a te  s a fe ty  provisions and th e  

lim ita tio n  o f  th e  te rm  o f th e  concession and th a t,  on th e  basis
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o f th e se  nego tia tions, th e  C om m ittee  should be  au tho rised  to  

support or oppose th e  app lica tions m ade by p riv a te  com panies to  

th e  Board o f T rade. This com ple te  endorsem ent by th e  Gas 

C om m ittee  o f th e  recom m endations m ade to  i t  by th e  Town C lerk  

c lea rly  ind ica te s  e ith e r  th a t  O rfo rd  Sm ith was an in fluen tia l 

local p o litic a l a c to r , or th a t  he was sensitively  re f le c tin g  and 

an tic ip a tin g  view s which he knew would find accep tan c e , o r both.

In any ev en t, th e  G as C o m m ittee , like th e  Town C lerk  and th e  

m unicipal lobby a t  W estm inster, c lea rly  considered  th e  com panies 

as usefu l leg- m en and sta lk ing  horses, to  be used as convenient 

and d iscarded  a t  will. In c a p ita lis t B ritain , th e  local s ta te , 

to  adopt a  M arxist analysis, like th e  governm ent in W estm inster, 

seem ed, d esp ite  th e  absence o f  an in fluen tia l p a r ty  o f labour, 

to  be p rep ared  to  ride  roughshod over p riv a te  cap ita lism  ra th e r  

than  to  serve  i ts  in te re s ts . [37]

The pow erfu l influence o f  co m m ittees  is c lea rly  observable 

in th e  unanim ous support which th e  G as C o m m ittee ’s rep o rt 

rece iv ed  from  th e  fu ll council. A lderm an K enrick, proposing th e  

re p o rt’s adoption, expressed  h im se lf "exceedingly surprised  to  

find th e  line o f  policy w hich had  been  pursued by so m any 

corporations" in applying fo r pow ers o f supply them selves, nam ing 

Liverpool and M anchester as exam ples. He even d iscerned  "a 

d is tin c t advan tage in th e  tw o kinds o f illum inant being m anaged 

by d is tin c t bodies" since th is  would p rom ote  hea lth y  com petition .

The M ayor, A lderm an A very, had  by now concluded th a t  "few people 

who w ere paying  £10 p e r  y e a r  fo r gas would c a re  to  pay  £40 or
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m ore fo r th e  increased  advan tages o f  e lec tr ic ity "  and  councillor 

H a rt hoped th a t  th e  b rev ity  o f  th e  discussion "would n o t in a f te r  

y ears  be quo ted  as ano ther exam ple o f  th e  ty ranny  o f  th e  caucus. " 

So convincing w ere th e  R e p o rt’s argum ents  th a t  th e  reso lu tion  

adopting i t  w as passed  by 54 v o tes  to  nil. The m unicipality  had 

thus reach ed  a  ta c tic a l  conclusion. For th e  m om ent, and on th e  

availab le  techno log ical and o th e r ev idence, e le c tr ic ity  was b e s t 

developed by a  s tr ic tly  reg u la ted  and  heavily  c ircum scribed  

p riv a te  com pany. T hat com pany, how ever, w as n o t going to  be 

allow ed to  con tro l th e  p o litic a l agenda, and th e  council in tended  

to  m obilise i ts  p o litic a l b ias to  keep  th e  com pany w eak and th e  

m unicipal option open. [38]

These ev en ts  in th e  council cham ber w ere m e t, fo r  th e  m ost 

p a r t, by silence on th e  p a r t  o f th e  c itizen ry , and th e re  is no 

evidence th a t  an e l ite  o f councillors was ed iting  ou t o f  th e  

p o litic a l agenda a  publicly  popular issue. T here w as v irtu a lly  

no correspondence on th e  su b jec t in th e  local p ress  and th e  

new spaper ed ito ria ls  in g en era l concurred  w ith  th e  council’s 

action . As soon as th e  R ep o rt o f th e  Gas C o m m ittee  was 

published, th e  B irm ingham  D ailv M ail com m ended its  au thors as 

being "m ost wise and d iscrim inating  in th e ir  determ ination" [39] 

and, a f te r  th e  specia l council m eeting , ano ther M ail ed ito ria l 

described  th e  R ep o rt as "m asterly" and th e  re su lt o f th e  

discussion as "com pletely  s a tis fa c to ry ".[40] In addition , th e  

P o st had, by now, changed its  fo rm er opinion, an  e d ito ria l ju s t 

b efo re  th e  council m ee tin g  reco rd ing  th a t  "though a t  one tim e  we
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thought i t  would be  b e t te r  fo r th e  C orporation  to  ob ta in  

im m ediate ly  con tro l o f  th e  new ligh t, we a re  now convinced - 

re lu c tan tly  convinced - th a t  i t  w ill be  b e t te r  to  try  th e  

experim en t by m eans o f lib e ra l a rran g em en ts  w ith  ... th e  

com panies. "[41] As m igh t have been  expec ted , how ever, th e  P o s t, 

a  s taunch  supporter o f th e  m a jo rity  on th e  council, did no t 

follow up th is  co n cilia to ry  phraseology w ith  any sy stem a tic  

display o f support fo r p riv a te  in te re s ts .

4. E lectricity  in Birmingham. 1882-1897.

From  1882 to  1897 th e  policy o f th e  council tow ards th e  

e le c tr ic ity  supply, a  policy  which was c a rr ie d  through m ore o r 

less exclusively  w ith in  th e  p a ra m e te rs  o f Lukes* f ir s t  or 

decision- m aking dim ension o f pow er, underw ent no m ajo r s tra te g ic  

change. The recom m endation  o f th e  Town C lerk  and th e  Gas 

C om m ittee  as endorsed by th e  fu ll council in 1882 was 

consisten tly  follow ed. In acco rdance  w ith  i t ,  th e  m unicipality  

took  no ac tio n  its e lf  to  supply e le c tr ic ity  b u t k ep t th e  

m unicipal option open by im posing arduous and re s tr ic tiv e  

conditions on p riv a te  com panies. T ac tica lly , how ever, while 

curbing p riv a te  en te rp rise  as m uch as possible, th e  council was 

la te r  p rep ared  to  m ake c e r ta in  lim ited  concessions to  com pany 

in te re s ts . This was done a f te r  i t  becam e c le a r  th an  previous 

policies had fa iled  to  a t t r a c t  any successfu l com pany in itia tiv es
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a t  all. A m ajo r m otive in th is  change o f  course appears to  have 

been  a  desire  to  m e e t th e  w ishes o f c ity  c e n tre  business 

in te re s ts  keen  to  g e t access  to  th e  new  illum inant. In 1893, 

how ever, th e  council w rongly concluded th a t  a  m unicipal 

e le c tr ic ity  en te rp rise  w as non- v iable and m ade th e  expensive 

m istake o f allow ing th e  com pany to  s tren g th en  its  position  by 

expanding its  a re a  o f supply. The re su lt was a  new share  issue 

which th e  council was fo rced  to  buy up a t  over tw ice  i ts  face  

value when m unicipalisation  w as decided  on a  few  y ea rs  la te r .

To a  con tem porary , how ever, w riting  shortly  a f te r  1882, 

subsequent even ts  in th e  tow n had proved  "an en tire  ju s tif ic a tio n  

o f th e  wisdom o f th e  C om m ittee" in refusing  to  endorse a  

m unicipal schem e fo r th e  supply o f  e le c tr ic ity . The Gas 

C om m ittee 's  R epo rt, i t  w as argued, had a lready  "had a  m arked  

influence on th e  ac tio n  o f o th e r  C orporations, nearly  a ll o f  whom 

proceeded  to  w ithdraw  th e ir  app lications fo r au th o rity  to  supply, 

and to  leave th e  fie ld  in th e  possession o f  th e  com panies. "[42] 

The unanim ity  w ith  which a ll local au th o ritie s  u ltim a te ly  refu sed  

to  se t up m unicipal e le c tr ic ity  works under th e  te rm s  o f th e  1882 

A ct ra ises  th e  question o f w hether they  a c te d  in collusion, o r a t  

le a s t w ere guided by th e  ac tio n s  o f o th e r councils. No d ire c t 

evidence o f th is, how ever, was d iscovered  in th e  p resen t 

research .
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In B irm ingham  only th e  Incandescen t L ighting Com pany 

(Lim ited) p e rs is ted  w ith  i ts  app lication , obtain ing, a f te r  

ag reem en t w ith  th e  Gas C o m m ittee , a  provisional o rder to  ligh t 

th e  tow n c e n tre  fo r 16 years , an  o rder w hich subsequently  lapsed 

because  o f  in a c tiv ity  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  com pany. [43] As argued 

above, a t  th is  s tag e  i t  is likely  th a t  th e  ru d im en tary  and 

u n te sted  n a tu re  o f  th e  new  technology was a  m ajor cause o f 

fa ilu re , although th e  onerous te rm s  o f  th e  com pany’s licence  m ay 

also have been  a  fa c to r .

In C h ap te r 1 th e  s tre ss  la id  by Goodin on th e  tim ing  o f 

decisions w as invoked. As in d ica ted  above, th is  is o f  re levance  

h ere , since i t  is necessary  to  explain, no t only why e le c tr ic ity  

was m unicipalised  in th e  la te  1890’s, b u t also why i t  w as no t 

m unicipalised e a rlie r . A num ber o f re le v an t fa c to rs  explaining 

th is  have already  been  considered. One o f th e  m ore im p o rtan t o f 

th e se  was th e  problem  o f developing an in fan t technology, which 

continued  to  w eigh heavily  w ith  th e  m unicipal a u th o ritie s  and was 

a  m ajor reason  fo r th e ir  unw illingness, in th is  period , to  s e t  up 

publicly- ow ned en te rp rises . W ith reg a rd  to  th e  in itia tio n  o f a  

p riv a te  supply too , how ever, th e  tim ing  w as im p o rtan t, and here , 

as s ta te d  above, th e  leg is la tiv e  fram ew ork  was c lea rly  o f 

re levance  since im m ediate ly  a f te r  th e  m ore lib era l A c t o f  1888 

th e  firm  o f C ham berlain  and Hookham applied  fo r a  provisional 

o rder to  und ertak e  th e  B irm ingham  supply. The E le c tr ic  L ighting 

Sub- C om m ittee  rep o rted  on th is  developm ent to  th e  G eneral 

Purposes C o m m ittee  m ee tin g  o f  28 Jan u ary  1889, and, in th e ir

- 318 -



continued  re je c tio n  o f th e  m unicipal option, gave p reced en ce  to  

technolog ical argum ents. They w ere "of th e  opinion th a t  i t  is 

no t now desirab le  fo r th e  C orporation  o f  B irm ingham , as  th e  local 

au th o rity , them selves to  acqu ire  th e  pow er to  supply E le c tr ic ity  

w ithin th e  c ity ."  R efe rrin g  to  th e  p rece d en t o f  1882 th ey  w ere 

s till o f th e  opinion th a t  " it would be  unwise in th e  p re sen t 

s ta te  o f  e le c tr ic a l science to  em bark  th e  m oney o f th e  ra te p ay e rs  

in th e  estab lishm en t o f an e le c tr ic a l in s ta lla tion . " The Sub- 

C om m ittee  argued  th a t,  although th e  p rom oters  had  o ffe red  th e  

C orporation  an  option to  pu rchase  th e  e n tire  undertak ing  a f te r  a  

lapse o f  only tw o years , " th ere  is no thing in th is  o ffe r  th a t  

would induce them  to  recom m end th e  council to  avail them selves o f 

it."  On th e  technolog ical a sp ec ts  o f  th e  case , a  Mr. H enry Lea, 

o f th e  firm  o f  L ea and Thornbery, B irm ingham , had been  consulted  

and he had com e ou t strongly  aga in st th e  likely p ro fitab ility  o f 

a  num ber o f sm all s ta tio n s  s c a tte re d  throughout th e  tow n, such as 

C ham berlain  and Hookham envisaged. No public m oney should be 

spen t on e le c tr ic  lighting, he s ta te d , un til th e  success o f th e  

D ep tfo rd  G enera ting  S ta tion , then  in course o f construc tion , had 

been  ascerta in ed . "Should th is  p ro jec t prove s u c c e s s fu l... th e  

L ocal A u thority  o f B irm ingham  m ay do w isely to  g ive serious 

consideration  to  th e  proposal to  them selves u ndertake  th e  supply 

o f e le c tr ic ity  from  som e outly ing  s ta tio n  w here land, coal and 

w a te r  a re  abundant and cheap , and w here noise and v ib ration  a re  

o f no m om ent; b u t un til a  successfu l experim en t o f  th e  kind 

ind ica ted  has been  m ade, I th ink  th a t  th e  Local A u tho rity  should 

properly  absta in  from  becom ing th e ir  own m an u fa c tu re rs  o f
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e le c tr ic ity . "[44] This pow erfu l techno log ical argum ent, added to  

th e  arm oury o f debating  po in ts  stockpiled  in 1882, appears to  

have c a rr ied  considerable  w eight, and th e  Sub- C om m ittee  

succeeded  in inducing th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee  to  adopt 

th e ir  re p o rt word fo r word, th e  M ayor p resen tin g  i t  to  th e  

council a t  th e ir  m ee tin g  o f  F ebruary  6 th  1889. These 

explanations would thus app ea r to  answ er th e  po in t derived  from  

Goodin as to  why e le c tr ic ity  was no t m unicipalised  in 1888. 

Again, how ever, th e  an ti-  m unicipalisation  policy  m an ifes ted  

i ts e lf  in a  conscious decision to  endorse th e  c rea tio n  o f  a  

p riv a te  com pany, ra th e r  than  in a  m etaphysica l non- decision 

positioned  in som e a lleged  second dim ension o f pow er. T here  was, 

how ever, s till no re je c tio n  o f  th e  genera l p rincip le  o f m unicipal 

trad ing  and th e  way rem ained  c le a r  fo r a  change o f  policy  if  the  

ev idence suggested  th a t th is  was ju s tified . [45]

The bulk o f th e  discussion a t  th e  council m eeting , how ever, 

was tak en  up no t w ith  a  considera tion  o f th e  m e rits  o f 

m unicipalisation, which a lm ost everyone ag reed  w as a t  th a t  tim e  

undesirable, b u t w ith  th e  serious d iffe ren ces  o f opinion as to  

th e  w ording o f th e  proposed Provisional O rder. This question had 

taken  up th e  second h a lf  o f  th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- 

C om m ittee 's  R ep o rt and th e  issues w ere ex ac tly  th e  sam e as in 

1882. The m unicipality  s till w an ted  to  co n tro l th e  p o litic a l 

agenda, and to  re se rv e  i ts  own position  by im posing th e  m ost 

onerous te rm s  possible upon p riv a te  en te rp rise . The dispute in 

th is  case  had tw o aspects: th e  proposed c ap ita l and  th e  proposed
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area . The council w an ted  to  t ie  th e  com pany to  ra is ing  £100,000 

to  ligh t a  sm all a re a  o f th e  tow n c e n tre , w hile th e  com pany 

insisted  on h a lf  o f th a t  c a p ita l to  ligh t a  substan tia lly  la rg e r 

d is tr ic t. [46] The council finally  ag reed  to  a  c a p ita l o f 

£50,000, b u t th is  w as th e  le sse r po in t. As becam e app aren t 

la te r , a  la rg e  share  issue was ac tu a lly  undesirab le from  th e ir  

po in t o f  view  since, i f  m unicipalisation  w ere  decided  upon, th e  

shares would be  m ore expensive to  buy up. The council’s m otive 

in a tte m p tin g  to  secu re  a  h igher level o f inv estm en t is thus 

som ew hat unclear, b u t appears  to  be  re la te d  to  w hat M olotch m ight 

re fe r  to  as its  ro le  as a  local grow th m achine. Thus, th e  

C orporation  seem s to  have been  concerned  th a t  an  im p o rtan t 

addition to  th e  am en ities  and in fra s tru c tu re  o f  th e  c i ty  should 

be p roperly  funded, and th a t  custom ers should rece iv e  an adequa te  

level o f  provision. On th e  m ore substan tive  po in t, th e  council 

succeeded  in confining th e  com pany to  th e  sm aller a re a  o f supply. 

This p rev en ted  them , fo r th e  m om ent, from  appropria ting  a ll th e  

m ost p ro fitab le  a rea s  th e reb y  prejud icing  th e  success o f a  

council experim en t o r a  m unicipal buy- ou t la te r . [47]

H ow ever, a  new m a n ifes ta tio n  o f  M olotch’s grow th  m achine had 

now e n te re d  th e  field . Business in te re s ts  in th e  c ity  c en tre  

w ere c lea rly  eag e r to  adop t th e  new illum inant. Thus A lderm an 

Pow ell W illiams, M .P., th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee ’s m ain 

c r it ic , "thoroughly ag reed  w ith  th e  re p o rt th a t  i t  w ould no t be 

desirab le  fo r th e  C ity  o f B irm ingham , on its  own responsib ility , 

to  estab lish  th e  supply o f th e  e le c tr ic  ligh t, b u t he was a t
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variance  w ith  th e  co m m ittee  in re la tio n  to  o th e r  p a r ts  o f  i ts  

recom m endations." For him  th e  question  w as u rgen t. "He had read  

a  m em orial signed by 228 shopkeepers in B irm ingham  who w ere 

w illing to  rece iv e  th e  ligh t, including M essrs. H olliday and 

Sons, C ham berlain , King and Jones, Lloyds Bank, th e  B irm ingham  

G a z e tte  Company, th e  T h e a tre  R oyal, th e  Q ueen’s H otel, th e  G rea t 

W estern  H otel, and a  considerable  num ber o f  p riv a te  consum ers, 

som e o f them  ou tside th e  a re a  proposed by th e  com m ittee ."  The 

signato ries  w ere som e o f  th e  c ity ’s la rg e s t ra te p ay e rs , and in 

th e  c ircum stances he considered  i t  ap p ro p ria te  to  propose an 

am endm ent (subsequently w ithdraw n) th a t  C ham berlain  and H ookham ’s 

app lication  should be  approved, w ith  th e  B oard o f  T rade le f t  to  

a rb itra te  as to  th e  p rec ise  te rm s.

The day o f m unicipal e le c tr ic ity  had c lea rly  no t daw ned, b u t 

councillor B arclay  had th e  honour o f  being a  p rop h e t befo re  his 

tim e. D uring a  speech  unsuccessfully  a tte m p tin g  to  r e fe r  th e  

whole m a tte r  back  to  co m m ittee  he a ffirm ed  th a t " if th e  ven tu re  

was likely to  prove a  success when undertaken  by a  com pany, i t  

would be  equally  likely to  do so under th e  m anagem ent o f th e  

C orporation. " The C o m m ittee ’s re p o rt w as c a rr ied  unanim ously, 

how ever, only A lderm an Pow ell W illiam s and his seconder declining 

to  v o te .[48] O ver th e  issue o f m unicipalisation , th e  local p ress 

solidly concurred  w ith  th e  opinion o f  th e  G eneral Purposes 

C om m ittee  and o f th e  council and re je c te d  th e  view s o f  B arclay.

The G a z e tte  thought th a t  an experim en t in e le c tr ic  ligh ting  "is 

good enough, perhaps, fo r specu la tive  inv estm en t o f  p riv a te
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cap ita l, b u t n o t good enough to  ju s tify  th e  risking o f  public 

funds. "[49] The P o s t, in a  d ire c t re fe re n c e  to  B arclay 's speech, 

n o ted  "one th ing  ... w ith  sa tis fa c tio n  - nam ely  th a t  no 

encouragem ent was given y es te rd ay  to  a  proposal w hich d is tinc tly  

po in ted  to  th e  co rporation  i ts e lf  undertak ing  th e  supply o f 

e le c tr ic  ligh t. We have a lready  too  m any en te rp rises  on hand to  

ju s tify  even th e  thought o f  an o th er o f  such m agnitude. "[50] Such 

s ta te m e n ts , how ever, like th e  s im ilar opinion o f  th e  council, 

w ere again  c lea rly  ta c tic a l  r a th e r  than  s tra te g ic , and now here in 

th e  p ress  w as th e  gen era l p rincip le  o f m unicipal socialism  

a tta c k e d  o r c ritic ised .

The press, how ever, ac tin g , on M olotch’s ca teg o risa tio n , as 

th e  spokesm en o f a  local g row th  m achine, firm ly  ag reed  w ith  

Pow ell W illiams, and levelled  s tro n g  c ritic ism s a t  th e  G eneral 

Purposes C om m ittee  fo r doing too  l i t t le  to  encourage th e  

in troduction  o f  th e  new illum inant. For th e  M ail, "the provision 

o f th e  e le c tr ic  ligh t on a  m ore ex tended  sca le  is becom ing an 

absolu te necess ity  i f  we a re  no t a l te r  our m o tto  on th e  new c o a t 

o f arm s to  Backw ard. ...T he shopkeepers who ask  fo r th e  e le c tr ic  

ligh t do possess a  claim  upon th e  a tte n tio n  o f  th e  Council, 

com prising as th ey  do th e  d irec to rs  o f  som e o f th e  m o st im p o rtan t 

re ta i l  houses in B irm ingham . "[51] The P ost was concerned  " th a t

specu la to rs  a re  no t likely to  be  te m p ted  to  e n te r  th e  f ie ld .......

We have w aited  fo r years , and un til now nobody has com e forw ard; 

and, under th e  conditions im posed by th e  council, we doubt if  

anybody w ill m ake an o th er a t te m p t in a  hurry. "[52]

- 323 -



In p ra c tic e , such argum ents, like those  o f  A lderm an Pow ell 

W illiam s, im plied  a  m ore concilia to ry  a t t i tu d e  by th e  council to  

th e  com pany, and th e  desire  o f shopkeepers and businessm en in th e  

tow n c e n tre  fo r  th e  e le c tr ic  lig h t seem s to  have been  one o f  th e  

key fa c to rs  in influencing th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee  to  

reach  a  com prom ise w ith  th e  com pany. Such p ressu re , a im ed as i t  

w as a t  im proving th e  c i ty ’s e le c tr ic a l in fra s tru c tu re  and 

providing access  to  th e  b e n e fits  o f  a  new technology, m ight, 

sim ilarly  to  th e  council’s a t te m p t to  see  th a t  th e  expansion o f 

th e  supply w as p roperly  cap ita lised , and to  new spaper c ritic ism  

o f th e  an ti-  com pany s tan ce  o f  th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee , be  

ca teg o rised  as com ing from  a  local "grow th m achine. " B ut in th is  

p a rtic u la r  case  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  support fo r th e  p e titio n  

dem o n stra tes  qu ite  conclusively th a t  th e  m a te r ia l basis fo r any 

such grow th m achine w as com m ercia l in te re s ts  and no t groups 

assoc ia ted  w ith  land ow nership as argued  by M olotch. A s fa r  as 

th e  c ity  council was concerned , how ever, th e  m ain ob jective , as 

subsequent even ts  dem o n stra ted , was s til l to  g ra n t only such 

concessions to  com pany in te re s ts  as w ere necessary  to  secu re  th e  

desired  im provem ent in th e  c ity ’s in fra s tru c tu re , w hilst 

re ta in in g  in th e  hands o f  th e  m unicipality  th e  u lt im a te  pow er to  

d e term ine  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  supply.

The u ltim a te  s e tt le m e n t o f  th e  d iffe ren ces  be tw een  th e  

council and th e  com pany over th e  te rm s  o f th e  Provisional O rder 

was enshrined in a  b ill confirm ing  th e  B irm ingham  E le c tr ic
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Lighting O rder, 1889, w hich rece iv ed  th e  R oyal A ssen t on th e  12th 

A ugust o f  th a t  year. C ham berlain  and Hookham th en  prom ptly  

tra n s fe rre d  th e ir  concession to  M essrs. H olm es and Vaudrey o f 

Liverpool who, early  in 1890, succeeded  in prom oting  th e  

B irm ingham  E le c tr ic  Supply Com pany to  supply ligh t to  th e  c ity  

under th e  te rm s  o f th e  Provisional O rder. [53] The com pany pushed 

ahead  a t  once w ith th e  con stru c tio n  o f  a  c e n tra l gen era tin g  

s ta tio n  w hich was o ffic ia lly  opened by th e  M ayor, A lderm an 

C layton, on A pril 22nd, 1891. [54]

As ind ica ted  above, th e re  is l i t t le  ev idence, e ith e r  in th e  

genera l l i te ra tu re  o r from  th is  case  study  o f  B irm ingham , th a t  

m unicipal gas co m m ittees  launched any d ire c t challenge to  th e  

es tab lishm en t o f p riv a te  e le c tr ic ity  com panies. A ccording to  

H inton, "none o f th e  w itnesses from  th e  gas suppliers" who 

appeared  b e fo re  th e  P lay fa ir  C om m ittee  in 1879 was w orried  by th e  

p rospect o f com petition . " [55] In th e  sh o rt te rm , a t  le ast, 

technology, coupled w ith  e f fe c tiv e  business o rgan isation  and an 

absence o f p ro fitee rin g , appeared  to  ju s tify  such com placency.

A s H annah records: "Lighting by gas w as d is tin c tly  ch eap er than

e le c tr ic ity  u n til th e  end o f th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry . ...The 

W elsbach m an tle  (invented  in 1886 and becom ing m ore popular in 

th e  1890*s) ex tended  th e  p rincip le  o f  incandescence to  gas 

lighting so th a t  gas could now provide a  s tead ie r , w h ite r ligh t 

than  th e  o lder fish- ta il  gas ligh ts  had been  able to  o ffer. 

M oreover, th e  B ritish  gas com panies w ere ex trem ely  e ff ic ie n t by 

in te rn a tio n a l standards, and governm ent co n tro l o r m unicipal
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m anagem ent had v irtu a lly  e lim in a ted  excessive p ro fits ."  By 

com parison, adds Hannah: "Early e le c tr ic  developm ent was largely  

confined to  high- incom e a rea s  such as th e  c e n tra l com m erc ia l and 

res id en tia l d is tr ic ts  o f  London and prov incial c itie s . Clubs, 

th e a tre s  and fashionable shops p redom inated  am ong p ioneer users, 

and m ost public supply undertak ings could num ber th e ir  consum ers 

in ten s  o r hundreds ra th e r  th an  in thousands. "[56] I f  anything, 

argues Falkus, b efo re  1900 th e  th re a t  o f  a  riv a l spurred  on 

m unicipal gas co m m ittees  to  en fo rce  th e ir  superio rity  ev er m ore 

e ffec tiv e ly : "The vigour w ith  w hich m any m un ic ipa lities  p rom oted  

th e ir  gas undertak ings a f te r  1880, in troducing  rap id ly  th e  new 

incandescen t m an tles  and slo t- m e te rs  and h iring cooking and 

hea tin g  appara tu s  to  consum ers, can  be a ttr ib u te d  in p a r t  to  a  

com m ercially - inspired  re a c tio n  aga in st th e  th re a t  posed by 

e le c tr ic ity . "[571

F iner m entions as one local au th o rity  m otive  in th e  1870’s 

and ’80’s an "anxiety  fo r ...in v es tm en ts  in gas undertak ings 

th rea ten ed  by th is  new source o f  light." B ut he th en  prom ptly  

tu rn s th e  argum en t on its  head: "Some local au th o ritie s  who did

no t them selves own a  gas undertak ing  assum ed e le c tr ic ity  pow ers, 

am ong o th e r reasons, in o rd er to  b e a t down th e  com pany’s p rice  o f  

gas. "[58] Indeed, sev era l w rite rs  po in t ou t th a t,  during 

e le c tr ic ity ’s early  days, th e  position  o f th e  com panies was, if  

anything, s tren g th en ed  by th e  unw illingness o f th e  local 

au th o ritie s  to  com pete  aga in st them selves. Ballin, fo r exam ple, 

asks o f th e  ra te p a y e r  "was i t  no t grossly u n fa ir  to  fo rce  him
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in to  subsidising ra te -  a ided  undertak ings w hich m ight ac tu a lly  

com pete  w ith  his own w ork?"[59] "Most m un icipalities", s ta te s  

Hannah, w ere a t  f ir s t  "... unw illing to  s ta r t  up a  new en te rp rise  

w hich would com pete  w ith  th e ir  lu c ra tiv e  m unicipal gas 

undertakings. "[60] The po in t is rep ea ted , in a  m ore genera l 

co n tex t, by Falkus: "M unicipalities which had invested  heavily

on one en te rp rise  m igh t be unw illing to  develop adequa te ly  a  

com peting  industry. "[61] T here  is no ev idence from  Birm ingham  to  

support such argum ents, how ever. The reasons fo r n o t in itia tin g  

a  m unicipal supply o f  e le c tr ic ity , as enuncia ted  a t  th e  tim e , did 

no t include a  desire  to  avoid th e  c rea tio n  o f  a  m unicipal riva l 

to  gas. L a te r, when a  m unicipal e le c tr ic ity  supply was 

considered  desirab le , such a  riv a l was read ily  c rea ted .

In B irm ingham , as e lsew here, th e  argum ent th a t  th e  Gas 

C om m ittee  opposed th e  in troduction  o f  e le c tr ic ity  canno t be 

su b stan tia ted . The G eneral Purposes C om m ittee  w hich re je c te d  

C ham berlain  and Hookham ’s orig inal schem e con ta ined  only tw o 

m em bers o f th e  Gas C om m ittee[62] and A lderm an Pollack , th e  Gas 

C om m ittee  C hairm an, had  blandly a sse rted  a t  th e  council m eeting  

o f F ebruary  5 th , 1889, th a t ,  although "the e le c tr ic  ligh t m ight 

. . .a t  som e fu tu re  period  in te r fe re  w ith th e  consum ption o f  gas", 

neverthe less, "the schem e o f  M essrs. C ham berlain  and  Hookham had 

no dangers fo r th e  Gas C om m ittee" since th ey  w ere ta lk ing  in 

te rm s  o f  2,000 ligh ts, equ iva len t to  a  consum ption o f  50 m illion 

cubic fe e t  o f  gas, ou t o f a  to ta l  supplied by th e  G as C om m ittee  

o f 3,500 m illion. [63] A t th e  tim e  th e  s tro n g es t charge  levelled
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a t  th e  Gas C om m ittee  w as th a t  "they th ink  a  l i t t le  too  fondly o f 

th e ir  gas" and th a t  th e ir  lack  o f a  hea lth y  se lf- c r it ic a l 

facu lty  m ade th em  ra th e r  too  in d iffe ren t as to  w hether 

e le c tr ic ity  w as in troduced  o r not. [64] C erta in ly , th e  council, 

w hile keeping th e  com pany in a  subord inate  position , w as qu ite  

p rep ared  to  encourage i t  to  im prove th e  am en itie s  o f  th e  c ity  in 

hea lth y  com petition  w ith  gas. F or exam ple, th e  M ayor, A lderm an 

C layton, in his speech  a t  th e  opening o f th e  com pany’s gen era tin g  

s ta tio n  in A pril, 1891, a ffirm ed , perhaps som ew hat patronisingly , 

th a t  "the new com pany would p u t th e  G as D ep artm en t on th e ir  

m e ttle , and th a t ,  in i ts  tu rn , would p u t th e  E le c tr ic  L ight 

Com pany on th e irs , and thus th e  tw o concerns would work hand in 

hand fo r th e  b en e fit o f  th e  tow n. "[65] Such friend ly  rivalry , 

how ever, w as only to  la s t as long as th e  success o f  th e  new 

technology o f  e le c tr ic ity  stood  in doubt. A f te r  th e  s tead y  and 

sustained  success o f th e  com pany th roughout th e  1890’s th e  

council w as to  decide on qu ite  a  d iffe re n t policy.

In 1892 and 1893, th e  m ain  issue be tw een  th e  C orporation  and 

th e  new com pany was th e  question  o f th e  ex tension  o f  th e  a re a  o f 

supply. In an  e n tire ly  co n s is ten t con tinuation  o f its  previous 

policies, th e  council was unw illing to  acced e  to  th is. The 

reason , c lea rly  s ta te d  a t  th e  tim e , was th a t  i t  would s tren g th en  

th e  com pany’s position  and thus ra ise  th e  co s t o f any fu tu re  

m unicipal purchase. Thus, tow ards th e  end o f  1892, th e  E le c tr ic  

L ighting Sub- C o m m ittee  o f  th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee  m e t 

w ith  a  d epu ta tion  from  th e  d irec to rs  o f th e  com pany who explained
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th a t  they  in tended  to  apply fo r a  new P rovisional O rder ex tending  

th e  a re a  o f supply to  include th e  Jew e lle ry  Q u a rte r and th e  

suburb o f Edgbaston. "The Sub- C o m m ittee  cam e to  th e  conclusion 

th a t  a t  p re sen t th e re  w as no t su ffic ien t ev idence o f  th e  

com m ercia l re su lts  o f  th e  Com pany’s operations w ithin th e  C ity  to  

enable th e  C orporation  to  form  a  re liab le  judgm ent as to  th e  

advisability  o f  them selves undertak ing  th e  supply o f e le c tr ic ity , 

and as, pending such judgem ent, i t  was m an ifestly  unw ise to  allow 

th e  Com pany to  ap p ro p ria te  th e  m ost p ro fitab le  d is tr ic ts , they  

could n o t advise th e  council to  sanction  th e  com pany’s 

app lica tion  fo r a  fu r th e r  O rder. "[66] This refresh ing ly  honest 

and fo rth rig h t assertion , very  s im ilar to  th e  c le a r  and tren c h an t 

opinion o f th e  Town C lerk  as expressed  in  1882, ind ica te s  th a t 

th e  p re fe rre d  policy  w as to  s ta ll on th e  issue o f 

m unicipalisation  un til m ore d e fin ite  ev idence becam e availab le , 

and in th e  m ean tim e to  keep  th e  com pany on th e  usual tig h t rein .

The G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee  again adopted  w holesale th e  rep o rt 

o f its  Sub- C om m ittee  and successfu lly  passed  it  th rough the  

council m eeting  o f 6 th  D ecem ber, 1892, w ith  hard ly  any 

discussion. The com pany fo r th e ir  p a r t  recognised  th e  re a lity  o f 

m unicipal pow er and, in th e  fa c e  o f such fo rm idable opposition to  

an ex tension  o f th e ir  a re a  o f  supply, w ithdrew  th e ir  application .

Y et again, a ll o f  th e se  developm ents occu rred  w ithin Lukes’ 

f irs t, o r decision- m aking dim ension o f  pow er. In a  se ries  o f 

conscious decisions (such, fo r exam ple, as th e  decision to  

endorse th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee ’s recom m endation  described
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above) th e  council con tinued  to  m obilise i ts  p o litic a l b ias, in 

S chattschneide r’s phrase, w ith  a  view to  con tro lling  th e  

p o litic a l agenda and p reven ting  th e  com pany from  determ in ing  th e  

fu tu re  o f th e  c ity 's  e le c tr ic ity  supply. The case  provides y e t 

ano ther ind ication  th a t  Lukes’ ascrip tion  o f  th e  m obilisation  o f 

b ias and o f  agenda se ttin g  to  som e a lleged  second dim ension o f 

pow er is ill- advised.

In 1892 th e re  w as s till no ev idence o f  an  im pending 

m unicipal ta k e - over. As in 1889 councillor B arclay’s was th e  

sole voice ra ised  in favour o f  a  possible C orporation  schem e, he 

having "no doubt w hatever th a t  i f  th e  C orporation  would ta k e  th e  

m an u fac tu re  o f th e  ligh t in to  th e ir  own hands, th ey  would be able 

to  charge less than  o th e r people. "[67] The M ayor, A lderm an 

Law ley P ark er, how ever, in m oving th e  adoption o f  th e  G eneral 

Purposes C om m ittee  R ep o rt, c lea rly  re -  i te ra te d  once again  th e  

policy se t ou t in 1882. C aution , he said, w as needed  un til th e  

p ro fitab ility  o f th e  new illum inan t becam e known. [68]

The question o f th e  ex tension  o f  th e  com pany’s a re a  o f 

supply, how ever, was soon ra ised  again. In th e ir  R ep o rt to  th e  

council m ee tin g  o f  Ju ly  15th, 1893, th e  G eneral Purposes

C om m ittee  reco rd ed  th a t  th ey  had rece iv ed  ano ther n o tice  from  th e  

com pany o f  th e ir  in ten tio n  to  apply fo r  a  P rovisional O rder to  

ex tend  th e ir  operations in to  th e  Jew e lle ry  Q u a rte r and th e  suburb 

o f Edgbaston. M eanw hile th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- C om m ittee  had 

co llec ted  in form ation  on th e  p rogress o f  e le c tr ic ity  in o th e r
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towns. "From th ese  re tu rn s  ...and  from  an exam ination  o f th e  

b a lance sh ee ts  o f th e  p rincipal London Com panies, your co m m ittee  

find th a t  a t  p resen t, a t  a ll even ts, th e  p ro fits  m ade from  th e  

supply o f  e le c tr ic ity  a re  inconsiderable ." The only ju s tif iab le  

m otive fo r th w artin g  th e  com pany would b e  th e  council’s desire  to  

undertake  th e  supply in th e  new a rea s  them selves, a  schem e which 

would, in any case , e n ta il th e  pu rchase o f  th e  com pany’s ex isting  

undertaking. T here w ere su ffic ien t safeguards ag a in st dam age to  

th e  s tre e ts  and "it can  sca rce ly  b e  ex p ec ted  th a t  th e re  w ill be 

any econom y in working expenses in th e  hands o f th e  C orporation . " 

In B irm ingham , e le c tr ic ity  face d  "serious co m petition  w ith  a  

cheaper gas supply" and a  C orporation  schem e "would n e c e ss ita te  a  

la rge  addition  to  ca p ita l expend itu re  ... and i t  is no t likely 

th a t  th is  expenditu re  would be highly rem unera tive ."  The 

com pany’s app lica tion  should, th e re fo re , only be  opposed on 

clauses and should be re fe rre d  back  to  th e  G eneral Purposes 

C om m ittee  to  a c t  on as they  thought f it .  [69] This re p o rt m ight 

be said to  be th e  nad ir o f  council confidence in th e  m unicipal 

option. I t  com es ou t aga inst a  publicly- owned supply as a  

p ra c tic a l long te rm  policy  ob jec tive  m ore strong ly  th an  any o th e r 

a u th o rita tiv e  s ta te m e n t since 1882. In re tro sp e c t i t  seem s c lea r  

th a t  th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- C o m m ittee  had com e to  th e  qu ite  

erroneous conclusion th a t  th e  previous u n ce rta in ty  was being 

d ispelled  and th a t  e le c tr ic  ligh ting  w as n o t a  v iable m unicipal 

en te rp rise . They w ere thus p repared , in M olotch’s phraseology, 

to  a c t  ou t th e ir  ro le  as th e  p ro tag o n is ts  o f  th e  local grow th 

m achine by encouraging th e  p riv a te  e le c tr ic ity  com pany to  im prove
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th e  c ity ’s in fra s tru c tu re . The problem  was, how ever, th a t,  

co n tra ry  to  w hat they  argued, th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply industry  was 

dynam ic and p o ten tia lly  p ro fitab le . The re su lt o f  th e  Sub

c o m m itte e ’s fa lse  insight was th a t  th e  com pany w ere g ran te d  an 

im p o rtan t concession w hich en larged  and stren g th en ed  i t  and m ade 

th e  subsequent council ta k e - over m ore expensive. The policy 

adopted  would have been  c o r re c t i f  th e  ev idence on which i t  was 

based  had been  c o rre c t. In p ra c tic e , how ever, th e  ev idence was 

fa lse  and th e  decision w as co n tra ry  to  th e  logic o f  rece iv ed  

council wisdom since 1882. I t  m ust be considered, from  th e  

council’s own view point, a  m istake . W ith th e  b en e fit o f 

hindsight i t  would seem  th a t  a  b e t te r  and m ore co n sis ten t policy 

in 1893 would have been  to  have vigorously opposed an ex tension  

o f th e  com pany’s a re a  o f supply while a t  th e  sam e tim e  in itia tin g  

th e  nego tia tions fo r a  council buy- out.

The pow er o f  th e  co m m ittee  system  to  secure  th e  adoption 

even o f po licies o f dubious wisdom, how ever, was speedily  

dem onstra ted , and, in m oving th e  approval o f th is  re p o rt befo re  

th e  council, th e  M ayor, A lderm an Law ley P a rk e r, had l i t t le  

d ifficu lty  in carry ing  th e  m a jo rity  o f th e  m em bers w ith  him . 

A lderm an Johnson, echoing th e  fa c tu a l in accu rac ies in th e  rep o rt, 

po in ted  to  th e  th re e  draw backs o f "(1) no p ro fit; (2) an 

im m ediate  la rge  expenditu re  o f  m oney; and (3) an  im m ediate  

addition to  th e ir  work" as argum ents  again st a  council schem e.

The in terven tion  o f A lderm an Pollack , th e  Gas C om m ittee  C hairm an, 

was sim ilarly  unhelpful. H e a sse rted  th a t  "in considering th e
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question, th e  in te re s ts  o f th e  G as D ep artm en t m igh t be le f t  out" 

and supported  th is  con ten tio n  w ith  som e figu res o f  gas 

consum ption in M arket H all W ard, an a re a  w hich in co rpo ra ted  m ost 

o f th e  c ity  cen tre . These p u rp o rted  to  d em o n stra te  th a t  th e  

in troduction  o f th e  e le c tr ic  ligh t th e re  had had l i t t le  e f fe c t  on 

th e  sa le  o f his own product. I t  would thus seem  th a t  th e  fa lse  

conclusions arriv ed  a t  in th e  re p o rt w ere  given fu rth e r  

c red ib ility  by com placen t and questionab le argum ents from  th e  Gas 

C om m ittee  C hairm an.

C ouncillor B arclay , how ever, in an im pressive display o f 

consistency , rem ained  unconvinced by th e  n egative  re p o rt and 

recom m endation , and his voice con tinued  to  cry  in th e  w ilderness: 

"They w ere m aking a  g re a t m istake , and ... th e  lessons o f  th e  

p a s t in re fe re n c e  to  th e  gas and w a te r  undertak ing  should have 

tau g h t them  d iffe re n t ... H e fe l t  convinced th a t  th e  B irm ingham  

C orporation  m ight w ell und ertak e  e le c tr ic  ligh ting  now, and he 

was qu ite  sa tisfied  th a t  th ey  should no t lose m oney by it .  Gas 

did no t com pare w ith  i t  fo r indoor lighting. " A t th e  end o f  th e  

d ebate , how ever, councillor B arclay’s hand alone w as ra ised  in 

opposition. [70] The n ex t day th e  M ail ed ito ria l, in a  s ta te m e n t 

w hich was a t  le a s t m ore o p tim is tic  fo r th e  fu tu re  o f  th e  new 

illum inant th an  th e  re p o rt o f th e  G eneral Purposes C om m ittee , 

ag reed  th a t  "Mr. B arclay  is ... qu ite  r ig h t in an tic ip a tin g  a  

tim e  when th e  C orporation  will have to  buy up th e se  com pany 

righ ts. " The M ail som ew hat illogically  concluded, how ever, th a t  

"the G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee  a re  a c tin g  w ith  a  w ise cau tion  in
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refusing  to  e n te r  on any such p ro jec t a t  p resen t" , the reby  

failing  to  recognise th e  fo rce  o f  B arclay’s argum ent th a t  if  

m unicipalisation  w ere to  be  th e  final outcom e, th e  sooner i t  was 

done th e  cheaper i t  would be. [71] The u ltim a te  ou tcom e was a 

trium ph fo r th e  com pany which, in th e  absence o f council 

opposition, w ent on to  o b ta in  sanction  fo r i ts  en larged  a re a  by 

ano ther O rder o f 1894. As som e com pensation  fo r i ts  g a ffe , th e  

C orporation  obta ined , in re tu rn  fo r i ts  assen t, c e r ta in  

reductions in th e  costs  charged  to  consum ers. [72]

The fa ls ity  o f th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- C o m m ittee ’s 

assertions on th e  unp ro fitab ility  o f e le c tr ic ity  in 1893 w ere 

illu s tra te d  by th e  subsequent p erfo rm ance  o f th e  com pany. During 

th e  n ex t few  y ears  i t  underw ent a  period  o f s teady  expansion, 

p ro fits  sw elling from  £5,859 in 1895 to  £9,181 in 1896 and 

£12,962 in 1897.[73] To enab le th e  D irec to rs  to  u ndertake  th e  

supply o f ligh t in th e  Jew e lle ry  Q u arte r, a  reso lu tion  was 

successfu lly  in troduced  a t  th e  Annual Shareholders’ M eeting  o f  

7 th  M arch, 1895, au thorising  th e  issue o f  an o th er £100,000 w orth  

o f £5 shares and, the reb y , increasing  th e  com pany’s nom inal 

c ap ita l to  £200,000. [74] As w ill be seen, from  a  financ ia l po in t 

o f view  i t  would have been  b e t te r  fo r th e  council i f  th e se  shares 

had never been  issued, since a  few  y ea rs  la te r  th ey  had to  be 

bought up a t  m ore th an  double th e ir  issue p rice . In th e ir  re p o rt 

subm itted  to  shareho lders on 12th  M arch, 1896, th e  d irec to rs  w ere 

ab le to  s ta te  th a t  th e  new s ta tio n s  a t  N ew hall S tre e t and 

Edgbaston, b u ilt to  supply th e  tw o new ly sanctioned  a rea s, w ere
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already  "in fu ll working order. " In Edgbaston "orders already  

rece iv ed  a re  encouraging", while in  th e  Jew elle ry  Q u a rte r "the 

dem and fo r cu rren t, bo th  fo r ligh ting  and pow er purposes, ... is 

m ost sa tisfac to ry . "[75]

Every y e a r brought additions to  th e  com pany’s works and th e  

num ber o f  16 c.p. (candle pow er) lam ps o r th e ir  equ ivalen t to  

o rder increased  from  12,138 on D ecem ber 31st, 1894, to  18,199 a t  

th e  end o f  1895, to  25,876 fo r 1896 and  to  39,232 fo r 1897. In 

1896, a  m odified  sca le  o f charges w as in troduced  fo r th e  use o f 

m oto rs  and, in 1897, gen era l reductions  o f charges w ere m ade 

which, argued  th e  d irec to rs , "have been  am ply ju s tif ied  by th e  

g rea tly  increased  dem and fo r cu rren t. "[76] This s tead y  boom in 

com pany business was a  com p le te  v indication  o f  th e  argum ents o f 

B arclay. C orporation  policy  was abou t to  undergo an  ab rup t vo te  

face  when, on th e  4 th  May, 1897, th e  e le c tr ic ity  question  was 

ra ised  once again a t  th e  Q u arte rly  M eeting  o f th e  council.[77]

5. M unicipalisation. 1897-1900.

The even ts  which cu lm inated  in th e  m unicipalisation  o f  th e  

e le c tr ic ity  supply, like m ost o f  th e  phenom ena in v estig a ted  in 

th is  study, occu rred  m ainly  w ith in  Lukes’ f i r s t  dim ension o f 

pow er. Thus, even i f  Lukes’ second dim ension is tak en  to  include 

so- ca lled  "non- decisions" w hich a re , in e f fe c t ,  decisions to  do
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nothing or to  do som ething else , th e  tim e  fo r such decisions was 

now over. This, to g e th e r w ith  th e  e f fe c tiv e  exclusion o f 

d e ta iled  considera tion  o f pow er in th e  th ird  dim ension from  th e  

re sea rch  p lan  fo r th e  reasons explained  in C h ap te r 1, m eans th a t  

investigation  o f  th e  even ts  surrounding th e  m unicipal tak e - over 

o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  com pany can  b e s t be v iew ed as occurring  a lm ost 

exclusively w ithin Lukes' f i r s t  dim ension.

As in m any o th e r cases  discussed, how ever, th e  p o litic a l 

analysis needs to  be  fa irly  so p h is tica ted  and co m plica ted  if  

Lukes’ dim ensional ca teg o rie s  a re  to  be applied. One o f  th e  

d ifficu lties , alluded to  above, is th a t  Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension is 

p o stu la ted  upon th e  decision- m aking scenario  described  by Dahl. 

This, as seen  in C hap ter 1, envisages a  s itu a tio n  w here "A has 

pow er over B to  th e  e x te n t th a t  he can  g e t B to  do som ething th a t  

B would no t o therw ise do." Using th is  and sim ilar 

ch a rac te risa tio n s , Dahl is ab le  to  draw  up ta b le s  o f th e  alleged  

"successes" and "defeats" o f  p o litic a l ac to rs . The fundam ental 

assum ption, according  to  Lukes, is th a t  pow er during th e  

decision- m aking process (i.e. pow er exerc ised  w ithin th e  

p a ra m e te rs  o f his f ir s t  dim ension) canno t be perce iv ed  ex cep t in 

s itua tions  o f  con flic t. C o n flic t th e re  ce rta in ly  was in th is  

case , as has been  seen, and pow er was undoubtedly being 

exercised . The analysis, th e re fo re , can  be  pursued. But th e re  

a re  com plica ting  fac to rs . One o f th e se  was th a t  th e  co n flic t 

cannot be a cc u ra te ly  rep re sen ted  as a  zero  sum gam e in w hich the  

w inner ta k es  a ll and th e  lo ser loses every th ing . W hat happened
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was th a t  th e re  was a  v ariab le  sum gam e w hereby recom pense w as 

given to  th e  com pany’s shareho lders fo r  th e  sa le  o f  th e ir  shares, 

a  recom pense w ith  which th e  b igger shareho lders a t  le a s t appear 

to  have been  fa irly  happy. T here  was ce rta in ly  a  co n flic t over 

th e  p rice , and th e  position  o f subserv ience in w hich th e  council 

had k ep t th e  com pany a lm ost ce rta in ly  s tren g th en ed  its  own 

bargain ing  s tan ce . I t  m ay thus have been  th e  case  th a t  th e  local 

au th o rity  p revailed  over th e  com pany’s shareho lders to  do 

som ething which they  would n o t o therw ise have done, nam ely sell 

ou t a t  one p rice  when th ey  would have p re fe rre d  ano ther, and 

h igher, one. But, because  o f  th e  com pensation  which was given, 

th e  case  canno t sim ply b e  looked a t  in te rm s  o f  w inners and 

losers, as, fo r exam ple, can  th e  d e fe a t o f  th e  re c a lc itra n t 

ra te p ay e rs  by th e  p ro m o ters  o f th e  1892 W ater Bill.

I t  is, perhaps, m ost p ro fitab le  to  view  th e  f irs t 

dim ensional exerc ise  o f decision- m aking pow er cu lm inating  in th e  

council’s tak e - over o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  com pany as a  bargain ing  

gam e. As w ith  th e  land purchases in th e  E lan valley , bo th  sides 

adop ted  n ego tia ting  s tan ces  in an a t te m p t to  m axim ise th e ir  own 

ben efits . The balance o f pow er, how ever, was c lea rly  t i l te d  in 

th e  council’s favour, and when once th ey  had m ade an o ffe r  w hich 

they  considered  reasonab le, th ey  w ere ab le  to  s tic k  to  it .  A ll 

th e  a t te m p ts  o f  th e  com pany to  g e t fu r th e r  concessions, even 

sm all ones, w ere successfu lly  m e t w ith  a  p o lite  b u t firm  refusal. 

E ventually , a f te r  som e w riggling on th e  hook, th e  com pany bow ed
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to  th e  inev itab le  and a cc ep ted  th e  co rpo ra tion ’s o ffe r. The 

final te rm s  w ere m ore o r less ex ac tly  th e  sam e as had  been  

originally  o ffered .

T here is l i t t le  ev idence fo r it ,  b u t i t  seem s th a t  by th e  

early  m onths o f 1897 in flu en tia l local po litic ians  had decided  

th a t  they  would like to  m unicipalise B irm ingham ’s e le c tr ic ity  

supply. They thus in itia te d  a  f ir s t  dim ensional gam e aim ed  a t  

securing  th e  desired  decisional outcom e. As shrew d bargainers  

and n eg o tia to rs  they  a t  f ir s t  k ep t th e ir  tru e  in ten tions s e c re t 

and feigned  a  public ind iffe ren ce  and h o s tility  to  a  policy which 

they  had  se c re tly  espoused. A ccording to  a  p ress  re p o rt a t  th e  

end o f A pril, 1897, th e re fo re , th e  m em bers o f th e  G eneral 

Purposes C om m ittee  w ere rep re sen ted  as  being  "som ew hat adverse" 

to  raising  th e  question and "a s tro n g  fee ling  upon th e  p a r t  o f  

o th e r m em bers o f th e  C ity  Council" was p u t fo rw ard  as th e  m ain 

m otive fo rce  leading to  a  reconside ra tion  o f  th e  m a tte r .  [78] A 

su itab le  sta lk ing  horse was found in councillor Thom as F le tch e r, 

who, while h im se lf tak ing  c a re  to  avoid seem ing too  eager, 

proposed th e  necessary  reso lu tion  in th e  council cham ber. He was 

no t a  m em ber o f  th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee , and th is  gave th e  

C om m ittee  an ex ce llen t opportun ity  to  appear luke- w arm , w ith  th e  

c le a r  m otive o f firm ing  up th e ir  bargain ing  s tan ce  w ith  th e  

com pany.
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I t  was thus th e  c landestine  p re fe ren c es  o f  s ign ifican t 

p o litic a l a c to rs  to  pursue th e  m unicipal option w hich seem  to  

have in itia te d  th e  f ir s t  dim ensional decision- m aking process.

In th e  council cham ber, F le tc h e r  proposed " th a t i t  be  an 

in stru c tio n  to  th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee  to  consider and 

re p o rt as to  th e  d esirab ility  o r o therw ise  o f  th e  council 

purchasing th e  undertak ing  o f  th e  B irm ingham  E le c tr ic  Supply 

Com pany L im ited; also to  a sc e rta in  and re p o rt w hether and upon 

w hat te rm s  th e  com pany a re  w illing to  tra n s fe r  th e ir  undertak ing  

to  th e  Council. "[79] E arly  in th e  d eb a te , th e  Lord M ayor, 

councillor Ja m es  Sm ith, d ip lom atically  s ta te d  th a t  "the G eneral 

Purposes C om m ittee  w ere p rep ared  to  adopt Mr. F le tc h e r’s 

suggestion and he hoped th e  C ouncil would re fra in  from  fu r th e r  

considera tion  un til they  had  th e  whole m a tte r  fully  b efo re  them ". 

Shortly  a fte rw ard s , th e  reso lu tion  w as c a rr ied  unanim ously, even 

councillor H ow ard Lane, th e  arch - enem y o f m unicipal socialism  

and C orporation  trad ing , opining th a t  "he did n o t th ink  ... any 

harm  would be done by m aking inquiries. "[80] "The m em bers o f th e  

Council", accord ing  to  th e  P o s t’s in te rp re ta tio n , "recognised 

th a t  i t  would be  w iser to  postpone discussion un til a  com plete  

s ta te m e n t o f fa c ts  and a rgum en ts  had been  la id  b efo re  them . "[81] 

In rea lity , as will be  seen, th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee ’s 

subsequent re p o rt w ent m uch fu r th e r  than  th is, em bodying nothing 

less th an  a  d e ta iled  and com prehensive s e t o f te rm s  fo r th e  

tra n s fe r  o f  th e  undertak ing  to  th e  C orporation . C ouncillor 

F le tc h e r  h im se lf seem s to  have been  w ell b rie fed , and he p layed  

out his ro le  o f s ta lk ing  horse w ith  com m endable astu ten ess. He
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was c lea rly  m ore aw are o f  th e  sharp edge to  his m otion than  was 

councillor H ow ard Lane, and, th roughout his speech, he was 

ca re fu l no t to  give th e  com pany am m unition fo r th e  com ing 

nego tiations. "The business o f th e  E le c tr ic  Supply had  not", he 

com m ented  in dep reca tin g  fashion, "judged from  financ ia l resu lts , 

been  a  g re a t success." H ow ever, "his proposal, i f  c a rr ied  ou t on 

reasonab le te rm s, em bodied a  com m ercia l undertak ing  n o t only o f 

g re a t public u tility , b u t also possibly y ielding su ffic ien t 

p ro fit to  ju s tify  th e  expenditu re . "[82] The desire  no t to  

p rejud ice th e  council’s case  in th e  com ing nego tia tions also 

seem s to  have been  an im p o rtan t reason  fo r c u ttin g  council 

discussion short. [83] C learly , th e  f irs t  dim ensional p rocess was 

s till in an early  s tag e , th e  s tag e  o f d ip lom atic  m anoeuvring and 

nego tia tin g  postu res.

M eanw hile, local p ress  opinion was undergoing a  ra th e r  

sp ec tacu la r vo lte  face , th e  G a z e tte  now claim ing th a t  "we advised 

m unicipalisation  a t  th e  o u tse t, and we a re  s till in favour o f  th e  

p rin c ip le",[84] while th e  M ail, b reak ing  its  silence o f 1889 

w ith  reg ard  to  th e  m unicipalisation  issue, confessed  to  "a 

feeling  o f surprise th a t  th e  m a tte r  has no t reach ed  th e  C ity  

C ouncil’s agenda paper long b e fo re  th is. "[85] From  th e  council’s 

view point a  l i t t le  en thusiasm  was, perhaps, desirab le  from  th e  

tw o jun ior local papers, s ince i t  helped  to  give th e  desired  

im pression th a t  th e  m un icipality  was re lu c ta n tly  responding to  

public p ressure. In any ev en t, i t  is unlikely th a t  th e  local 

au th o rity  could con tro l such ed ito ria l com m ent.
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The m ost p restig ious and in flu en tia l local organ, how ever, 

was th e  P o s t. H isto rica lly  th e  p aper had  been  th e  loyal cham pion 

o f council in te re s ts . I t  is highly probable th a t  i t  was am enable 

to  influence and rep re sen ta tio n s  from  sign ifican t p o litic a l 

ac to rs , and, like councillor F le tch e r, th e re  a re  signs th a t  i t  

was being "squared" by th e  wily co rp o ra te  fa th e rs  as p a r t  o f 

th e ir  f irs t  dim ensional m anoeuvring. E ith e r  th a t,  o r e lse  th e  

G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee  knew th a t  i t  could count upon th e  

P o st’s loyal and in te llig en t support, even  w ithou t i ts  being  

canvassed. We can, perhaps, never fu lly  know w hat c landestine  

soundings, i f  any, o ccu rred  in th e  co rrido rs  o f pow er to  ensure 

th e  P o s t’s e ffe c tiv e  c q ^ ^ p e ra tio n . F or w hatever reasons, 

how ever, th e  paper c lea rly  though t i t  app ro p ria te  to  jo in  in th e  

bargain ing  gam es and th e  jockeying  fo r position  on th e  side o f 

th e  m unicipality . I t  thus po in ted  ou t, in s taunch  negative  

fashion, th a t  th e  cu rren t p rice  o f th e  com pany’s shares was 

in fla ted , and th a t  i ts  fu tu re  p ro fitab ility  was th re a te n e d  by 

"the adven t o f th e  incandescen t gas m an tle ."  Nor, i t  claim ed, 

had th e  com pany’s operations been  a  g re a t success, judging from  

th e  fa c t  th a t  "less than  h a lf  o f th e  shops in New S tre e t and High 

S tre e t and C orporation  S tre e t a re  ligh ted  w ith  e le c tr ic ity . "[86] 

T here was, how ever, no ed ito ria l c ritic ism  o f  th e  genera l 

princip le  o f  m unicipalisa tion , and no a t te m p t to  d isc red it a  

policy w hich had by now been  decided  upon by im p o rtan t m unicipal 

po litic ians. A gain, a ll th is  m ight, perhaps, have been  ex pec ted  

o f th e  council’s loyal supporter. The P o s t, like councillor
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F le tch e r, th e  Lord M ayor and th e  m em bers o f th e  G eneral Purposes 

C om m ittee , seem s to  have p re sen te d  i t s e lf  as luke- w arm  so as no t 

to  harm  th e  councirs  bargain ing  s tan ce .

C ouncillor F le tch e r 's  reso lu tion  rep resen ted , in P arry 's  

c h a ra c te risa tio n , p a r t  o f  th e  in itia l s tag e  o f  th e  f ir s t  

dim ensional p rocess in w hich support fo r th e  p ro je c t was 

m obilised by public ac tio n s  and by p riv a te  bargain ing  and 

exhorta tion . This s tag e  w as con tinued  when th e  council's 

reso lu tion  was considered  by th e  G eneral Purposes C om m ittee  a t  

th e ir  m eeting  on th e  17th M ay, 1897. A t th a t  m ee tin g  i t  was 

decided  to  r e fe r  th e  whole m a tte r  to  a  Sub- C om m ittee  consisting  

o f th e  Lord M ayor and A lderm en Cook, Johnson and Po llack  so th a t  

th e  p riv a te  bargain ing  could fo rm ally  com m ence. [87] This newly 

co n s titu te d  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- C om m ittee  held  i ts  f ir s t  

m eeting  on th e  21st May, 1897, appointing A lderm an Johnson as its  

C hairm an. [88] I t was also decided  to  inv ite  th e  chairm an  and 

d irec to rs  o f th e  com pany to  m e e t th e  Sub- C om m ittee  on th e  31st 

May, 1897, to  s ta te  w hether th ey  w ere p rep ared  to  sell and, if  

so, a t  w hat p rice . [89]

C learly , th e  f ir s t  s tag e  o f th e  decision- m aking process as 

c h a ra c te rise d  by P a rry  had  a lready  s ta r te d  to  m erge  in to  th e  

second s tag e  o f a u th o rita tiv e  considera tion  by au thorised  ac to rs . 

The d irec to rs  o f  th e  com pany considered  th e  Sub- C om m ittee 's  

inv ita tion  a t  th e ir  m ee tin g  o f 27 th  M ay, 1897, when i t  was 

decided  th a t  V audrey, th e  M anaging D irec to r, to g e th e r  w ith
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G eorge A lbright, a  d irec to r , and P insen t, th e  com pany’s 

so lic ito r, should be in a tte n d a n c e  as suggested  b u t th a t  i t  was 

"essen tial th a t  (the Sub-) C o m m ittee  should f ir s t  nam e th e  p rice  

w hich (the) G eneral Purposes C om m ittee  w ill unanim ously and 

h ea rtily  recom m end Council to  pay" and th a t  "if th e  p rice  (is) 

one w hich (the) Com pany’s shareho lders w ill probably  no t a cc ep t 

then  ... nego tia tions fa ll th ro u g h ."[90] C learly , th e  com pany 

w as en te rin g  in to  th e  sp irit o f  th e  n eg o tia tin g  gam e, and was 

about to  secu re  th e  b es t d ea l i t  could fo r i ts e lf  by shrew d 

bargaining. The m eeting  took  p lace  as a rran g ed  on th e  31st May, 

1897, when th e  question o f  m unicipalisation  was inform ally  

discussed. [91]

T here w as then  a  leng thy  in te rv a l b e fo re  th e  n ex t s tag e  o f 

th e  f irs t  dim ensional, decision- m aking process. B etw een  th e  

31st May, 1897, and th e  4 th  Jan u ary , 1898, th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting 

Sub- C om m ittee  o f th e  G eneral Purpose C om m ittee  did no t m e e t and 

th e  Town C lerk  m ade use o f  th is  tim e  to  co llec t som e figures 

concerning m unicipalisation  in o th e r tow ns. H is re p o r t sheds 

considerable ligh t on th e  a sp ec t h ighlighted  by Goodin, nam ely  

th e  reason  why m unicipalisation  o ccu rred  when i t  did r a th e r  than  

ea r lie r  o r la te r . On th is  occasion  th e  ev idence p re sen te d  by th e  

Town C lerk  w as in sharp c o n tra s t to  th a t  s e t  ou t in th e  gloom y 

re p o rt o f  1893. I t  thus p rovides a  fu r th e r  ind ication  o f th e  

erroneous n a tu re  o f  th e  analysis m ade a t  th a t  tim e. Now i t  was 

d iscovered  th a t  Liverpool had m unicipalised  in 1896, ob ta in ing  

P a rliam en ta ry  sanction  fo r a  period  o f  42 y ears  to  repay  the

- 343 -



necessary  £500,000 loan and, by th e  end o f 1896, had shown a  

p ro fit o f £11,375 on th e  ven tu re . M anchester had  ob ta ined  its  

own o rder to  supply in 1892 and its  m unicipalised  undertak ing  had 

am assed  a  p ro f it o f £16,812 fo r th e  y e a r  ending 31st M arch, 

1897. [92] The second h a lf  o f th e  1890*s w as th e  heyday o f th e  

m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent. Local public en te rp rise  was 

fashionable, and th e  council in B irm ingham  appears to  have been 

influenced  by th e  genera l tren d . The Sub- C o m m ittee , in any 

even t, was c lea rly  encouraged by th ese  figu res and in s tru c te d  th e  

Lord M ayor to  ob ta in  fu r th e r  in fo rm ation  from  th e  com pany as to  

th e  possib ility  o f  a  buy- ou t. [93]

The com pany d irec to rs , fo r th e ir  p a r t ,  a t  th e ir  m ee tin g  on 

Jan u ary  27 th , 1898, re c o n s titu te d  th e ir  own n eg o tia tin g  

co m m ittee , au thorising  i t  to  conclude a  p re lim inary  ag reem en t on 

th e  te rm s suggested  a t  th e  m ee tin g  o f 31st May, 1897.[94] 

P rec ise ly  w hat th e se  te rm s  w ere  th a t  had  been  provisionally  

eirranged th e  previous M ay is no t known. The com ple te  lull in 

nego tia tions be tw een  May, 1897, and Jan u ary , 1898, is how ever 

read ily  explicable. I t  m ay have been  p a r tly  caused  by th e  Town 

C lerk’s fa c t-  finding m ission re fe r re d  to  above. A  fa c to r  o f 

m ore significance, how ever, appears  to  have been  th e  S tock 

Exchange specu la tion  in th e  com pany’s shares w hich is d iscussed 

below. £12 p e r  share  w as too  m uch too  ex p ec t th e  shrew d and 

co m p eten t c ity  fa th e rs  to  pay, and th ey  c lea rly  thought a  cooling 

o ff  period  was desirab le  to  le t  th e  p rice  slip back  a  li tt le .

The com pany d irec to rs , fo r th e ir  m ove, now played  th e  gam e o f
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im posing deadlines to  secure  a  sw ift and favourable  outcom e. Any 

provisional a rrangem en t, they  stip u la ted , m ust be  ag reed  by 15th 

May, 1898. [95] On 25 th  F ebruary , 1898, th e  Lord M ayor, A lderm an 

B eale, w as in s tru c ted  by th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- C om m ittee  to  

a sce rta in  w hether th e  com pany d irec to rs  w ere w illing to  se ll on 

th e  basis o f  10. 10s. Od. p e r  share  sub jec t to  c e r ta in  

conditions, [96] and he subsequently  despatched  a  leng thy  le t te r  

to  th e  com pany's so lic ito r.

In th is  le t te r ,  d a ted  th e  28th  F ebruary , 1898, th e  Lord 

M ayor s ta te d  th a t  th e  Sub- C om m ittee  "recognise th e  n ecessity  o f 

tak ing  m a rk e t p rice  as th e  basis fo r fix ing th e  purchase" and, as 

w ell as ag ree ing  to  pay th e  10 guineas p e r  share, o r £420,000, 

fo r th e  undertak ing , also o ffe red  to  leave th e  com pany enough 

c ap ita l to  pay a  five p e r  c e n t dividend fo r 1897.[97] In re tu rn , 

he asked fo r an independent valuation  o f  th e  com pany's p lan t and 

fo r th e  rig h t to  w ithdraw  from  th e  bargain  if  P a rliam en t im posed 

te rm s upon th e  C orporation  which i t  w as unable to  acc ep t. [98] On 

th is  po in t, as w ill be seen , th e  C orporation  was anxious to  

ob ta in  42 y ea rs  fo r th e  repaym en t o f  th e  necessary  loan, as in 

th e  case  o f L iverpool. On th e  sam e day, th e  com pany so lic ito r 

rep lied  on b eh a lf  o f th e  com pany's n eg o tia tin g  Sub- C om m ittee , 

agree ing  to  m ost o f th e  Lord M ayor's p roposals and suggesting 

th a t  S ir F red erick  B ram w ell should u ndertake  th e  independent 

valuation . C learly , n eg o tia tin g  d iffe ren ces  w ere now a t  th e  

m argin , b u t th e  com pany con tinued  to  fig h t fo r th e  b e s t possible 

deal. £425,000, i t  was s ta te d , was th e  m inim um  p rice  which th e
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Sub- C om m ittee  was w illing to  recom m end to  th e  fu ll board . [99] 

The broad  p a tte rn  o f  ag reem en t which was beginning to  evolve, 

how ever, was conso lidated  by ex tensive  personal discussions 

betw een  th e  Lord M ayor and th e  com pany rep re sen ta tiv e s , and th e  

com pany’s Sub- C om m ittee  re p o rte d  to  th e  d irec to rs  a t  th e ir  

m eeting  o f 10th  M arch, 1898, th a t  although th e  council, unlike 

th e  com pany, had  le f t  them selves an easy  loophole through which 

to  escape, th ey  w ere no t likely  to  m ake use o f  it ,  even i f  th e  

favourable  period  o f 42 y ears , w hich th e  council was asking 

P arliam en t to  sanction  fo r  th e  rep ay m en t o f  th e  loan, could no t 

be obtained. The d irec to rs  th en  "fully discussed" th e  re p o rt and 

au thorised  th e  Sub- C om m ittee  to  con tinue th e ir  nego tia tions on 

condition th a t  th e  C orporation  ag reed  to  rescind  th e  ag reem en t 

only if  they  could no t ob ta in  from  P arliam en t su itab le  loan 

te rm s. [100] To th is, th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- C o m m ittee  ag reed  

on th e  31st M arch, 1898, b u t th ey  rem ained  adam an t th a t  th e  

purchase m oney should rem ain  a t  10. 10s. Od. p e r  share. [101] 

M eanw hile, on 11th M arch, th e  com pany so lic ito r, P insen t, had 

a tte m p te d  to  ra ise  th e  p rice  again  to  £427,500 in o rder to  

finance g if ts  to  th e  com pany’s d irec to rs  and em ployees. [102] The 

Lord M ayor rea ff irm ed  th e  council’s o ffe r  in a  le t te r  to  th e  

com pany’s so lic ito r d a ted  A pril 1st, 1898, and he also s ta te d  

th a t  any com pensation or g ra tu itie s  m ust com e ou t o f  th e  pu rchase  

m oney. [103] This o ffe r  w as endorsed by th e  fu ll E lec tr ic  

L ighting Sub- C om m ittee  a t  th e ir  m ee tin g  o f  18th  A pril, 1898, bu t 

they  too  re fu sed  to  a cc ep t a  suggestion o f  th e  com pany th a t  th e  

C orporation  should provide £3,000 com pensation  fo r V audrey, th e
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com pany’s m anaging d irec to r. [104] The com pany d ire c to rs  w ere 

c lea rly  m aking no headw ay in th e ir  a t te m p ts  to  gain a  few  e x tra  

thousands o f pounds on th e  selling  p rice . In th e  fa c e  o f th e  

pow erful bargain ing  position  o f  th e  council how ever (a position  

which had been  s tead ily  and assiduously conso lidated  since 1882, 

w ith  th e  single excep tion  o f  th e  m isguided concession o f  1893) 

they  decided to  su rrender g racefu lly . A f te r  a  full discussion 

they  agreed , w ith  M r. J .  F. A lbrigh t as th e  sole d issen tien t, to  

a cc ep t th e  p rice  o f £420,000 and to  pay V audrey’s com pensation  

them selves. [105]

The m ajo r a c to rs  in th e  decision- m aking co n flic t had  thus 

reach ed  a  m utually  acc ep tab le  ag reem en t, bu t som e people o f  less 

influence had unwisely go t th e ir  fingers b u rn t, and w ere  unhappy 

a t  th e  proposed deal. T here w ere thus sev era l le t te r s  o f  p ro te s t 

in th e  B irm ingham  P o st from  a  m inority  o f sm all shareho lders who 

had bought shares a f te r  th e  early  ta lk  o f m unicipalisation  in 

May, 1897, a t  p rices  o f up to  £12 each . I t  was th e  opinion o f 

"Shareholder", fo r exam ple, th a t ,  in selling  a t  te n  guineas, "the 

d irec to rs  would sim ply be  throw ing over th e  sm all ho lders in th e  

public in te re s t, le t  us say, o r perhaps, w hat is w orse, in th e  

in te re s t o f  th e  la rge  holders. The la rge  holders m ay see  a  

p ro fit now a f te r  having had  a  chance to  unload som e o f th e ir  

shares a t  h igher p rices. "[106] M eanw hile, "D issatisfied" had 

"also purchased  ... shares a t  a  h igher p rice  th an  th a t  o ffered", 

while "Fairness" thought th a t  "the p rice  suggested  com pares m ost 

unfavourably w ith th e  p rice s  paid  by M anchester and Sheffield
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C orporations."[107] "Bought and Sold", echoing ""D issatisfied", 

w ro te  ruefu lly  th a t  "about f if te e n  m onths ago I was induced to  

buy shares in th e  com pany a t  abou t £12. "[108]

B ut such objections to  th e  f ir s t  dim ensional decisional 

outcom e w ere destined  to  go unheeded. The independent engineers, 

B ram w ell and H arris, re p o rte d  on th e  20 th  M ay, 1898, th a t  "the 

C orporation  o f B irm ingham  in acquiring  th e  U ndertak ing  o f  th e  

E lec tr ic  Supply Com pany o f th a t  C ity , a re  exerc ising  a  

d iscrim inating  and wise judgm ent ... th e y  w ill ob ta in  a  m ost 

sa tis fac to ry  m eans o f  g en e ra tin g  and supplying e le c tr ic a l energy  

to  th e  c itize n s  fo r all purposes fo r w hich such energy can  be 

used. "[109] On th e  25 th  M ay, 1898, th e  G eneral Purposes 

C om m ittee  a c c ep ted  a  re p o rt o f  th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- 

C om m ittee  incorpora ting  th e  provisional ag reem en t w ith  th e  

com pany and decided to  recom m end th e  council to  pu rchase on th e  

te rm s s ta te d . [110]

The provisional ag reem en t be tw een  th e  tw o confirm ing  bodies 

was ra tif ie d  w ithou t d ifficu lty . A t th e  council m ee tin g  o f  th e  

14th June , 1898, th e  Lord M ayor was th e  only speaker to  re fe r  to  

th e  proposed m unicipalisation  a t  length , alluding in his opening 

rem arks to  "the to ta l  absence o f  adverse c ritic ism " and going on 

to  outline all th e  w e ll-^ ^ ro rn  a rgum en ts  in favour o f 

m unicipalisation , adding th e  im p o rtan t po in t th a t  heavy 

add itional c a p ita l expend itu re  in th e  n ea r fu tu re  would n o t be 

necessary , since p lan t in course o f  co n stru c tio n  a t  W ater S tre e t
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would allow  them  to  double th e  p re sen t ou tpu t. The Lord M ayor, 

how ever, as a  shrew d n eg o tia to r, con tinued  to  play his p a r t  w ith  

diplom acy and ta c t .  He w as c lea rly  im pressed  w ith  th e  need  to  

p la c a te  th e  fo rthcom ing  shareholders* m eeting , and, secu re  in th e  

a n tic ip a ted  support o f  h is own side, he m ade a  num ber o f 

disparaging re fe re n c e s  to  th e  te rm s  o f th e  ag reem en t w ith  th e  

com pany. "Personally" he claim ed, " he could no t ju s tify  te n  

guineas on any ca lcu la tion  o f  w hat th e  concern  w as w orth  

in trin sica lly  ... they  w ere n o t buying a  gold m ine, o r anything 

like it" , a  re fe re n c e  to  th e  m ark  up from  th e  £5 issue p rice  o f  

th e  shares to  th e  10 guineas now o ffered . T here was no o v ert 

opposition to  th e  deal from  anyone, how ever, no t even from  

councillor Howard Lane, who confined h im se lf to  suggesting th a t  

"such an undertak ing , like m atrim ony, should no t be ligh tly  

approached" and to  h in ting  th a t  th e  loss in th e  f ir s t  y ea r m ight 

be over £8,000, ra th e r  than  th e  £4,000 suggested  by th e  Lord 

Mayor. The opponents o f  m unicipal en te rp rise , i t  seem s, fee ling  

th e  c u rren t fo rce  o f th e  m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent, w ere no t 

p repared  to  w aste  th e ir  energ ies in a  fu tile  d ire c t assau lt on an 

im pregnable fo rtre ss , and a c te d  in acco rdance  w ith  th e  law  o f 

a n tic ip a ted  reac tio n s . The necessary  reso lu tion  was passed  w ith  

no opposing vo tes, councillor Lane and four shareho lders o f  th e  

com pany abstain ing . [ I l l ]  A gain, i t  is perhaps w orth  noting, as 

p a r t  o f  th e  m ore g enera l questioning o f  th e  u ti lity  o f Lukes' 

second dim ension, th a t  H ow ard Lane's a c tio n  is b e s t described, 

n o t as som e m etaphysica l "non- decision" to  eschew  vigorous 

opposition, b u t as an em pirica lly  verifiab le  decision to  absta in .
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ra th e r  than  to  vo te  against, th e  proposition  to  m unicipalise.

T hree days la te r ,  th e  shareho lders o f  th e  com pany held  an 

ex trao rd inary  m eeting , a t  w hich th ey  w ere addressed  by th e ir  

chairm an, Mr. H enry Buckley, who, w ith  th e  nego tia tions w ith  the  

council now concluded, addressed  h im se lf to  winning over his own 

side. In his speech, he s ta te d  th a t  "if we possessed a  monopoly 

o f  e le c tr ic  ligh ting  in th e  th re e  a rea s  which we have, we never 

should have sold." But u ltim a te ly , he c laim ed , i f  th e  

provisional ag reem en t fe ll through, th e  C orporation  would apply 

fo r th e ir  own order. "The question  in our m ind w as, if  such an 

o rder was applied  fo r, could we successfu lly  re s is t it?  We w ere 

o f  th e  opinion th a t  we could not." The p re sen t a t t i tu d e  o f  th e  

Board o f T rade had been  illu s tra ted , he added, by th e  P rovisional 

O rders fo r Berm ondsey and M arylebone now b e fo re  P arliam en t, w here 

th e  Board had sanctioned  app lications by those  tw o local 

au th o ritie s  to  supply e le c tr ic ity  in com petition  w ith  com panies 

and had le f t  to  P arliam en t th e  ta sk  o f deciding w hether th a t  

sanction  should be allow ed to  stand . As th e  above analysis m akes 

c lea r, th e re  was c learly  som e fo rce  in Buckley’s assertio n s  about 

th e  s trong  bargain ing  position  o f  th e  council. The sp ec tre  o f a  

riva l council schem e o pera ting  in th e  sam e a rea s  as  th e  com pany, 

how ever, was specu la tive , and appears to  have been  aim ed a t  

w inning over any w averers. The Bill re la tin g  to  B erm ondsey and 

M arylebone, fo r exam ple, w as subsequently  throw n ou t in 

co m m ittee . Mr. J .  E. Wilson added th a t,  fo r  him , "the 

n ego tia tio n  ... is an em inen tly  w ise and p ra c tic a b le  one th a t
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ce rta in ly  all o f  us who have held  th e ir  sh ares fo r a  considerable  

tim e  ought to  consider is a  reasonab le  one fo r  ourselves. " But 

then  Wilson described  h im se lf as having "alw ays been  a  p re tty  

la rge  shareholder" and th e re fo re  held  a  d iffe re n t view  from  those 

la te -  com ers m entioned  above who had pa id  up to  £12 p e r share  and 

w ere rece iv ing  only £10. 10s. in re tu rn . [112] M ost o f  those 

p resen t ag reed  w ith  Wilson, and th e  m otion  approving th e  

provisional ag reem en t w as c a rr ie d  w ith  only th re e  d issenting 

v o te s .[113] "Seldom", w ro te  th e  M ail, "has th e re  been  a  m ore 

harm onious m ee tin g  o f shareholders." M oreover, w ith  th e  

nego tia tions concluded, th e  P o s t, and, perhaps, th e  o th e r  papers  

as well, could now abandon th e ir  d ip lom atic  s tan ces  and th e ir  

nego tia ting  postu res. The M ail added th a t  "the r a te -  p ayers  m ay 

co n g ra tu la te  them selves upon th e  acqu isition  o f a  highly 

p ro fitab le  undertaking" and ed ito ria l com m ent in th e  P o st and the  

G a z e tte  was now firm ly  in favour o f  m unicipalisation . [114]

R a tif ic a tio n  by th e  council and th e  com pany's shareholders 

o f th e  provisional ag reem en t e ffec tiv e ly  se tt le d  th e  f irs t 

dim ensional issue o f m unicipalisation , and a ll th a t  was now 

requ ired  was to  pu t in to  e f f e c t  th e  th ird  and fina l s tag e  o f th e  

decision- m aking process as c h a ra c te rise d  by P arry , nam ely the  

fo rm al im plem en tation  o f  th e  ag reem en t. On N ovem ber 22nd, 1898, 

th e  council approved a  d ra f t  Bill em bodying th e  proposals fo r 

purchase. A t th is  m ee tin g  councillor H ow ard Lane again  proved 

troublesom e, obtaining th e  support o f a lderm an  Fallow s and 

councillor R andall to  discuss th e  Bill c lause by clause . B ut he
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could only, fo r exam ple, find one o th e r  su ppo rter fo r his 

am endm ent to  reduce th e  pu rchase p rice  to  £250,000 plus a  25 p e r 

c e n t bonus. [115] A t th e  public m ee tin g  o f th e  ra te p a y e rs  on 

N ovem ber 16th, 1898, n ecessary  under Section  288 o f  th e

Birm ingham  C orporation  (C onsolidation) A c t, 1883, "the 

proceedings w ere purely  fo rm al in c h a ra c te r . " F ew er than  tw en ty  

ra te p a y e rs  a tten d ed , excluding o ffic ia ls  and th e  councillors on 

th e  p la tfo rm . T here was no d issen t o r c ritic ism  and th e  

reso lu tion  approving th e  pu rchase  w as ca rr ied  unanim ously. 

C ouncillors H ow ard Lane and R andall p re fe rre d  to  m ingle w ith  th e  

public ra th e r  th an  s it  w ith  th e ir  colleagues, b u t th ey  ra ised  no 

voice o f p ro te s t. The opponents o f  m unicipal en te rp rise  had 

again seem ingly concluded th a t  com pliance was p re fe rab le  to  a  

hopeless figh t. [116] In th is  case  too , how ever, th e ir  unw illing 

com pliance is b es t seen  as a  f irs t  d im ensional decision to  o ffe r  

only token  re s is tan c e  ra th e r  th an  as a  second dim ensional non

decision no t to  p ro te s t w ith  g re a te r  vigour.

This unanim ous acqu iescence on th e  p a r t  o f th e  ra te p a y e rs  is 

w orth  fu r th e r  analysis. I t  is in sharp c o n tra s t to  th e  vigorous 

opposition from  a  vociferous m inority  to  th e  E lan valley  

proposals. I t  suggests th a t  th e  sharp na tional d eb a te  on th e  

m e rits  or o therw ise o f  m unicipal ow nership, a  d eb a te  which, as 

w ill be seen, in tensified  a f te r  1900, had no d iscernab le  

influence in B irm ingham , a t  le a s t as fa r  as th e  propaganda work 

o f  f re e  en te rp rise  groups such as th e  L iberty  and P ro p erty  

D efence League was concerned . I t  also ind ica te s  th a t  an
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app ro p ria te  gloss is requ ired  on H ennock's re sea rch  on 

ratepayers* rev o lts  in th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry . [117] R a tep ay ers  

appear to  have tak en  a  p rag m a tic  view  on th e  issue o f 

m unicipalisation, p a rticu la rly  w here, as in th is  case , th e re  was 

a  p ro sp ec t o f th e  local au th o rity  m aking a  p ro f it  or, a t  w orst, a  

lim ited  loss, on th e  deal.

The ideas o f  m aking a p ro f it  and of, w herever possible, 

avoiding a  loss on m unicipal trad in g  had  a  long h isto ry  in 

B irm ingham . A t th e  tim e  o f th e  m unicipalisation  o f  th e  gas 

industry  in 1874, fo r exam ple, th e  th e n  m ayor, Joseph 

C ham berlain , like th e  ra te p a y e rs  o f  th e  1890’s, drew  a 

d istinc tion  betw een  w a te r  supply, which concerned  "the h ea lth  o f 

th e  tow n", and th e  m unicipalisation  o f  th e  gas com pany, which was 

abou t "the p ro fits  o f  the  tow n ."[118] In th is  case , sim ilar 

considerations seem  to  have influenced  council policy  m akers, 

f irs tly  against, and la te r  in favour of, a  m unicipal buy- ou t o f 

th e  e le c tr ic ity  com pany. In th e  na tional co n tex t, accord ing  to  

Falkus, "roughly one- th ird  o f  local borrow ing was ra ised  fo r 

m unicipal trad ing  - rep roductive  undertak ings as they  w ere te rm ed  

som etim es in P a rliam en ta ry  re tu rn s."  In Birm ingham , how ever, out 

o f a  to ta l  m unicipal deb t o f  £17.7 m illion in 1909, 80 p e r cen t 

was sunk in trad ing  v en tu res, although som e o f these , such as th e  

w a te r  undertaking, w ere no t exp ec ted  to  g e n e ra te  surplus 

rev en u e .[119] A ccording to  F iner, one o f  th e  m otives o f  the  

local au th o ritie s  a t  th e  tim e  o f  th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting A c t o f 

1882 was "the wish to  ob ta in  a  p ro fitab le  e n te rp r is e ."[120] As a
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m ore genera l explemation o f th e  dynam ics o f  m unicipal trad ing  in 

Leeds B arber m entions "the p ro sp ec t o f acquiring  an add itional 

source o f revenue" which "was as  persuasive  in Leeds as i t  was, 

fo r exam ple, ...in  B irm ingham ."[121]

The obverse o f  th is  argum ent, o f course, is th a t  u n til i t  

becam e c le a r  th a t  e le c tr ic ity  w as a  sound investm en t, th e re  was 

insu ffic ien t support from  councillors and ra te p a y e rs  fo r  a  policy 

o f m unicipalisation. In th e  1870’s and *80’s, accord ing  to  

F iner, "the te ch n ica l possib ilities w ere s til l unplum bed. Any 

losses would fa ll on the  ra te s , and fe a r  o f  th is  is a  severe  

re s tra in t on th e  tak ing  o f risks. "[122] Ballin likew ise reco rds 

th a t  "even a  p rogressive c ity  like B irm ingham  decided  in 1882 

against supplying e le c tr ic ity  owing to  th e  g re a t d ifficu ltie s  

involved," and goes on to  m ention  "the ju s tif iab le  desire  o f 

corporations to  spare th e  ra te p ay e r. "[123] Such in te rp re ta tio n s  

a re  consis ten t w ith  th e  ev idence uncovered  by th e  p resen t 

re search , especially  w ith  th e  recom m endations o f  th e  Town C lerk  

and th e  re le v an t council co m m ittees  in th e  y ea rs  im m ediate ly  

a f te r  1882.

From  th e  1890’s onw ards, how ever, a f te r  th e  p ro f it-  m aking 

p o te n tia l o f  e le c tr ic ity  had becom e apparen t, th e  industry  seem ed 

em inen tly  su itab le  fo r m unicipalisation . Knoop, fo r exam ple, in 

his handbook fo r m unicipal tra d e rs  published in 1912, alludes to  

th e  com m on "a ttitu d e  ... which sees in m unicipal trad in g  an 

opportunity  o f  securing  sum s in re lie f  o f th e  ra te s" . H e adds
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th a t: " e lec tr ic ity  ... canno t be reg ard ed  as a  necessity , nor is 

i t  consum ed by th e  m a jo rity  o f  ra tep ay ers . W here a  local 

au th o rity  g en e ra te s  e le c tr ic  c u rren t, i t  does so in o rd er to  

provide fo r a  p a rtic u la r  c lass o f  ra te p ay e rs , who, genera lly  

speaking, a re  se lec ted  from  th e  r ich e r ra th e r  th an  from  th e  

poorer portion  o f th e  com m unity, a  fa c t  which th e  lo ca l au th o rity  

should b e a r  in m ind, in conjunction w ith  th e  f a c t  th a t  san ita ry  

conditions hard ly  apply when i t  decides upon th e  selling  policy 

to  be  adopted. "[124] I t  m ust be  added, how ever, th a t  th e re  was 

no ev idence o f  th is  Fabian p roc liv ity  to  rid e  roughshod over th e  

in te re s ts  o f  th e  rich  in n in e teen th  cen tu ry  B irm ingham . On th e  

co n tra ry , and as has been  seen, when th e  leading businesses in 

th e  c ity  c e n tre  expressed  a  desire  to  rece iv e  th e  e le c tr ic  ligh t, 

th e  council so ftened  its  bargain ing  s tan ce  and speedily  acceded  

to  th e  es tab lishm en t o f a  p r iv a te  supply.

The way was thus c le a r  fo r th e  E le c tr ic  L ighting Sub- 

C om m ittee , charged  w ith  th e  ta sk  o f  sponsoring th e  app lica tion  to  

P a rlia m e n t,[125] to  ta k e  th e  necessary  legal and ad m in is tra tiv e  

m easures. The Birm ingham  C orporation  Bill rece iv ed  its  f ir s t  

read ing  in th e  Com m ons on F ebruary  14th, 1899,[126] its  second 

on F ebruary  20th , 1899,[127] and its  th ird  (a f te r  co m m ittee  

s tag e  and am endm ents) on 16th  May, 1899. [128] On Ju n e  1st 1899 

th e  Bill as in troduced  in to  th e  House o f Lords was fo rm ally  

ra tif ie d  by th e  com pany shareholders[129] and, on Ju ly  11th, th e  

Lords them selves approved th e  m easure . [130] The fina l d ra f t 

ob ta ined  th e  R oyal A ssent on A ugust 1st, 1899, th e  42 y e a r  period
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fo r th e  repaym ent o f th e  n ecessary  C orporation  loan having been  

successfu lly  obtained. [131] and, on th e  9 th  N ovem ber 1899, th e  

f ir s t  E lec tr ic  Supply C o m m ittee  o f th e  council w as co n stitu te d  

and appointed. [132] On Jan u ary  1st, 1900, a  sm all final cerem ony 

took  p lace  a t  th e  M idland Bank, New S tre e t ,  when C. H. C la re , th e  

ac tin g  C ity  T reasu re r, handed over a  cheque fo r £420,000 to  th e  

com pany rep re sen ta tiv e s  and E. V. H iley, th e  D eputy  Town C lerk , 

rece iv ed  from  them  th e  conveyance and t i t le  deeds. [133] 

councillor Johnson was th e  f ir s t  chairm an  o f  th e  E lec tr ic  

L ighting C om m ittee  and J .  C. Vaudrey, fo rm erly  th e  com pany's 

m anaging d irec to r, becam e th e  c ity  e le c tr ic a l engineer. Vaudrey, 

i t  w ill be reca lled , was one o f  th e  tw o L iverpool en trep ren eu rs  

who f ir s t  f lo a ted  th e  p riv a te  e le c tr ic ity  supply com pany w ithin 

th e  c ity . H is w illingness to  serve  th e  C orporation  m ay thus be 

taken  as a  final ind ication  th a t,  a t  th is  tim e, c a p ita lis ts  in 

th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply industry  w ere held in subordination by th e  

pow erful fo rces  o f m unicipal socialism .

The above accoun t a t te m p ts  to  explain th e  successfu l 

im plem en tation  o f th e  council’s decision to  m unicipalise th e  

e le c tr ic ity  com pany and o f th e  decisions w hich follow ed on from  

i t  and w hich ended w ith  th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply in public hands.

To end th is  section , i t  m ay be  n o ted  th a t  th e  increasing  

confidence o f th e  local a u th o ritie s  in th e  fu tu re  o f  e le c tr ic ity , 

which led  them  to  m unicipalise a  la rge  num ber o f  undertak ings 

from  th e  1890’s onwards, w as w ell founded. In B irm ingham , fo r 

exam ple, a t  th e  tim e  o f m unicipalisation , th e  Lord M ayor was ab le
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to  give th e  encouraging new s th a t  sa les w ere  54 p e r  c e n t up on 

th e  previous y ear, and th a t  th e  concern  would thus be  tak en  over 

on a  se lf- supporting basis. [134] Ballin, c itin g  th e  exam ples o f  

Edinburgh, S heffield  and (m ost notably) M anchester, reco rd s  th a t 

th e  enorm ous inc rease  in th e  dem and fo r e le c tr ic ity  w as, in the  

sho rt te rm , only m e t w ith  ex tre m e  d ifficu lty , i f  a t  a ll. [135]

From  ano ther view point th is  ev idence re in fo rces  th e  argum ent 

above th a t  th e  council's pessim ism  o f 1893, and its  subsequent 

concession to  th e  com pany, w ere m isguided and dam aging to  i ts  own 

in te res ts .

6 . BirminghnTn*R FJ ectr ic itv  S u dpIv  from  1900 to  1914.

The grow th Euid developm ent o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply in 

Birm ingham  betw een  1900 and 1914 gave fu r th e r  ev idence o f the  

wisdom o f m unicipalisation  and o f th e  fa lseness o f  th e  

pessim istic  p rognostica tions p resen ted  to  th e  council in 1893.

The num ber o f e le c tr ic a l un its  sold fo r ligh ting  and pow er 

purposes rose from  roughly th re e  m illion in 1900-01 to  over nine 

m illion in 1907-8 and to  m ore than  f if ty -  e ig h t m illion in 

1914-15. In addition, e le c tr ic  tra c tio n  was used fo r tram w ay  

purposes from  1906-7 onw ards, th e  to ta l  am ount consum ed fo r 

tra c tio n  rising  from  nearly  fou r m illion un its  in th a t  y e a r  to  

over tw en ty - four m illion in 1914-15. Soon a f te r  1900, o f 

course, th e  tram w ays w ere also m unicipalised. A t th e  tim e  o f the
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tak eo v er o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  com pany, how ever, no- one argued th a t 

th e  council should g e n e ra te  e le c tr ic a l pow er fo r i ts  own, o r fo r 

anybody e lse’s, tram s. B efore 1914 th e re  was also  a  rem arkab le  

inc rease  in th e  use o f  e le c tr ic ity  to  d rive m oto rs, an o th er 

asp ec t which rece iv ed  no a tte n tio n  in th e  d eb a te  over 

m unicipalisation. [136]

This g re a t expansion n e c e ss ita te d  su b stan tia l additions to  

ca p ita l works and, on th e  10th  O ctober, 1906, th e  Lord M ayor 

opened th e  new pow er s ta tio n  a t  Sum m er Lane, w hich covered  four 

ac res, co st over a  q u a rte r  o f  m illion pounds to  build, and had  an 

in itia l cap ac ity  o f  8,500 k ilow atts . [137] A se rie s  o f  sub

s ta tio n s  was s e t up to  d is tr ib u te  pow er from  th e  g en era to rs  and, 

th roughout th e  period, p la n t w as being co n stan tly  ex tended  and 

rep laced , th e  to ta l  expenditu re  on ca p ita l acco u n t rising  from  

ju s t under h a lf  a  m illion pounds in 1899-1900 to  over tw o and a  

q u a rte r  m illion in 1913-14. M eanwhile, te ch n ica l im provem ents 

and econom ies o f sca le  enabled  th e  C om m ittee  to  reduce  th e  

average p rice  p e r un it from  4.37d in 1900-01 to  1.125d. in 

1914-15, fu r th e r  evidence th a t  th e  C orporation  m ade no sy stem a tic  

a t te m p t to  overcharge business and rich  p riv a te  subscribers to  

fund th e  m unicipality , as recom m ended by Knoop. [138]

7. Ih e  National Context A fter M unicipalisation.
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T here is genera l ag reem en t am ong scho lars th a t  th e  growing 

sca le  o f technology a f te r  about 1900 p u t an  increasing  s tra in  

upon th e  organisation  o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply industry  w hich 

had em erged  from  th e  A cts  o f 1882 and 1888. This w as th e  period  

when, accord ing  to  Ballin, "the successfu l developm ent o f  

e le c tr ic  supply ca lled  fo r un its  la rg e r  th an  local governm ent 

a rea s" .[139] H e adds th a t " a f te r  th e  tu rn  o f  th e  cen tu ry  th e  new 

techn ique o f la rge- scale  production  o f e le c tr ic ity  ca lled  fo r a  

re -y ^ d ju s tm e n t o f th e  industry , e ith e r  on th e  basis o f  large 

public bodies or o f  eg- ^ e r a t i o n  be tw een  th e  ex isting  

au th o ritie s  and th e  new pow er com panies".[140] H annah also 

s tre sses  th a t  "it was th e  second w ave o f innovations ... which 

m arked  th e  re a l foundation o f  th e  m odem  industry . "[141] By th e  

tim e  th ese  innovations had been  developed, how ever, "the division 

o f ownership betw een  com pany and m unicipal undertak ings ... was 

becom ing firm ly  en trenched ," and "the possib ility  o f  co 

operation  betw een  th e  tw o sec to rs  seem ed to  be  reced ing  w ith  a  

grow ing m utual d is tru s t. "[142] B y a tt likew ise reco rd s  th a t  

" a fte r  1900 ... th e  s tru c tu re  and m otivation  o f  local au th o ritie s  

and th e  position  g ran ted  to  them  by P a rliam en t b ecam e genera lly  

d isadvantageous fo r e le c tr ic a l u tilit ie s . A lthough th e  op tim al 

a re a  fo r e le c tr ic ity  supply grew , th e  local au th o ritie s  m ade 

l i t t le  e f fo r t  to  co- o p e ra te  w ith  each  o th e r  and w ere 

p a rticu la rly  re lu c ta n t to  co- o p e ra te  w ith p riv a te  com panies in 

ad jacen t areas. "[143] The technological background to  th e se  

o rgan isational problem s is highlighted by H ennessey: "Large- 

scale  A C transm ission, m ade possible by th e  pow erfu l tu rb o 
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a lte rn a to r  se ts  th a t  w ere being co n stru c ted  by 1900, w as th e  

single techno log ical s tro k e  th a t  c u t th e  ground from  b en ea th  th e  

1882-8 system , sim ply by destroy ing  its  te ch n ica l 

ra tio n a le . "[144]

The p riv a te  en te rp rise  response to  th e se  te ch n ica l advances 

w as to  a t te m p t to  s e t up pow er com panies on th e  argum ents th a t 

" there  was a  fundam ental d iffe ren ce  be tw een  e le c tr ic ity  fo r pow er 

and fo r ligh ting  purposes," and th a t  "d irec t c u rre n t was la rge ly  

used fo r ligh ting  b u t was unsu itab le  fo r pow er. " From  th e  

beginning, how ever, th e  p ro m o ters  o f pow er com panies found 

them selves in co n flic t w ith  th e  m unicipalities, so th a t  such 

argum ents "were s tressed  m ore to  overcom e p o litic a l opposition 

than  from  any fundam ental b e lie f  in th e  wisdom o f separa ting  

lighting  and pow er supplies. [145]

The f ir s t  a t te m p t to  s e t up a  pow er com pany w as enshrined in 

a  P arliam en ta ry  Bill o f  1898 p rom oted  by th e  "G eneral Pow er 

D istribu tion  Company" o f  C heste rfie ld . I t  was opposed, am ong 

o thers , by th e  m unicipalities o f  Sheffield  and N ottingham , so 

th a t  th e ir  a rea s  o f supply w ere  excluded from  its  provisions. I t  

was an im p o rtan t te s t  case  since, as Ballin s ta te s , " if th is  Bill 

had passed through P arliam en t, s im ilar Bills would have been  

proposed fo r th e  whole o f th e  U nited  Kingdom, and th e  value o f 

th e  200 provisional o rders  held  by local au th o ritie s  would  

th e reb y  have been  seriously  reduced . "[146] The Bill was a t  f irs t 

suspended, then  re -  in troduced  in 1899, bu t a  con ference  o f
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m unicipal corporations ag reed  to  oppose it ,  and, understandably  

given th e  pow er o f th e  m unicipal lobby a t  W estm inster h ighlighted 

above, i t  was d efea ted . [147]

This was to  be  th e  beginning o f a  long strugg le . A lready , 

in 1898, a  P arliam en ta ry  C om m ittee  ch a ired  by V iscount C ross had 

concluded, in H annah’s w ords, th a t  "the s itu a tio n  envisaged by 

early  leg isla tion  ... had substan tia lly  changed, and th e  

requ irem en ts  o f a  bulk supply o f  energy  fo r industria l purposes 

could no t be considered on th e  sam e p lane as th e  loca l lighting 

function." The C om m ittee  had suggested  a  num ber o f  proposals to  

s tren g th en  th e  position  o f  com pany p rom oters  vis- a - vis local 

au th o ritie s . [148] In 1900, a  Comm ons C om m ittee  ch a ired  by Sir 

Jam es  K itson considered  five sep a ra te  b ills proposed by th e  

p rom oters  o f pow er com panies in various p a r ts  o f th e  coun try  and, 

a f te r  hearing  ex tensive ev idence, suggested  a som ew hat e lab o ra te  

com prom ise be tw een  th e  com pany p rom oters  and th e  

m unicipalities. [149]

Eventually , am id grow ing con troversy , th e  G overnm ent s e t up 

a  Jo in t S e lec t C om m ittee  on M unicipal T rading which, how ever, was 

p reven ted  from  repo rtin g  by lack  o f tim e. When i t  w as a t  la s t 

re co n s titu te d  in 1903, i t  lis ted  a  num ber o f  anodyne conclusions 

which sidestepped  th e  m ain  question o f th e  p roper resp ec tiv e  

ro les  o f  th e  com panies and th e  m unicipalities. [150]
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The fu ll s to ry  o f  th is  p o litic a l s trugg le  is beyond th e  

scope o f  th e  p re sen t ch ap te r. [151] I t  m ay be no ted , how ever, 

th a t  in th e  fa c e  o f m unicipal riva lry , "the only pow er com pany 

which was an early  and thorough success was th e  N ew castle - on- 

Tyne E lec tr ic  Supply Company. "[152] W ith th is  excep tion , s ta te s  

B y a tt, they  "were financia lly  unsuccessful", th e  business 

perfo rm ance  o f th e  pow er com pany in South W ales being 

p a rticu la rly  d isastrous. [153] F u rth erm o re , in th e  w ords o f  

H annah, "the issue o f  p riv a te  en te rp rise  versus co llectiv ism  w as 

to  dog th e  industry’s fu tu re  un til i t  w as finally  reso lved  in 

1948 by full nationalisa tion . " [154] M oreover, even  th a t  

reso lu tion , as we now know, was no t final.

A m ore ra tio n a l o rgan isation  o f  th e  industry  on m unicipal 

lines m ight have been  possible if  local governm ent had been 

re fo rm ed  in to  la rg e r adm in is tra tiv e  units. A lthough th is  did not 

occur on th e  scale  requ ired  to  bring  any lasting  solution to  th e  

problem , H annah reco rds a  case  in th e  P o tte r ie s  w here six 

boroughs w ere m erged  w ith  S toke- on- T ren t in 1910. "As th e ir  

suburbs spread", he adds, "the b igger c itie s  also frequen tly  

ex tended  th e ir  m unicipal boundaries and a t  th e  sam e tim e  th e  

e le c tr ic ity  franch ise  was norm ally  ex tended . " [155] In th e  y ears  

im m ediately  befo re  th e  F irs t W orld W ar, th e  c rea tio n  o f  G re a te r  

Birm ingham  was a  case  in poin t. A nother possib ility , jo in t 

en te rp rises  by a  num ber o f  d iffe re n t m unicipalities, appears  in 

g enera l to  have been p rev en ted  by paroch ia l p ride , b u t Hannah 

does c i te  one exam ple from  L ancashire  o f  such co- operation . [156]
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A lively d ebate , te rm ed  by Ballin "the m unicipal trad in g  

controversy" accom panied  th ese  developm ents. [157] The argum ent 

encom passed no t only e le c tr ic a l supply, b u t a ll a sp ec ts  o f 

m unicipal trad ing . On th e  one side w ere th e  m unicipalities and 

th e ir  ideological defenders, th e  Fabian Society . [158] Opposed to  

them  w ere th e  pow er com panies, th e ir  spokesm en such as Em il 

G arcke, and various p ressu re  groups such as th e  Industria l 

F reedom  League and th e  L ib erty  and P ro p erty  D efence League. [159] 

B y a tt’s conclusion, co n sis ten t w ith  th e  findings h ere , is th a t  

"the rise  o f th e  m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent ... reach ed  its  peak  

around 1900." I t  "had been  a  pow erful m ovem ent sw eeping away 

m any la issez- fa ire  ideas; i t  had aroused trem endous opposition 

and d e fea ted  it. But by 1900 m uch o f its  fo rce  was spen t. "[160]

On Jan u ary  1st, 1900, how ever, th e  e le c tr ic ity  industry  in 

Birm ingham  had been  tak en  in to  m unicipal ow nership. The 

subsequent fu lm inations o f la issez- fa ire  ca p ita lis ts  against 

m unicipal en te rp rise  had no e f fe c t  on th a t  decision, and w ere in 

sharp co n tra s t to  th e  unanim ous if  som ew hat a p a th e tic  accep tan ce  

o f local public ownership by th e  Birm ingham  ra tep ay ers .

8. Conclusion.
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This ch ap te r, like those on w a te r  supply and housing, has 

a tte m p te d  to  do tw o things: to  see w hat ligh t th e  dim ensional 

approach o f Lukes throw s on B irm ingham  com m unity  pow er around 

1900; and to  see  w hat th e  a t te m p t to  apply i t  te lls  us about th e  

usefulness o f th e  approach itse lf .

W ith reg ard  to  th e  f ir s t  ob jective , th e  app lica tion  o f 

Lukes* approach, especially  if  i t  is coupled w ith  a  rud im en tary  

gam e- th e o re tic a l analysis o f th e  re la tionsh ips be tw een  th e  

C orporation  and th e  e le c tr ic ity  com pany, would seem  to  sharpen 

our percep tions o f w hat w as happening. I t  enab les us to  

understand  m ore c learly , fo r exam ple, th e  co n flic t o f  in te re s t 

be tw een  th e  C orporation  and p riv a te  cap ita lis ts . The ro les 

p layed  by bo th  se ts  o f n eg o tia to rs  and by a c to rs  such as 

C ouncillor F le tch e r and th e  P o st new spaper a re  also throw n in to  

sharper re lie f . Thus, in cases  w here th e re  is a  c lash  o f 

in te re s ts , th e  em phasis on co n flic t w ithin Lukes* f irs t 

dim ensional defin itional c a teg o rie s  is o f  h eu ris tic  value. A 

m ore soph istica ted  analysis, how ever, is needed in a  s itu a tio n  

such as th is, w here th e re  was n o t a  zero  sum gam e in which th e  

w inner took all, bu t a  v ariab le  sum gam e in w hich one side was, 

a t  le a s t to  som e ex te n t, com pensa ted  by th e  o th e r  fo r th e  

tra n s fe r  o f a  b en efit. In th is  case , th e  ba lance o f p o litic a l 

and o th e r resources in th e  m obilisation  o f b ias by th e  tw o 

opposing sides c lea rly  favoured  th e  C orporation  in a  num ber o f 

im p o rtan t resp ec ts , and th is  a lm ost ce rta in ly  m ean t th a t  th e  

com pany go t a  w orse deal than  i t  would have liked. The problem .
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how ever, is to  ev a lu a te  and analyse th e  im p ac t o f  th is  

superio rity  on th e  decision- m aking process, and th e  case  is no t 

so s tra ig h tfo rw ard  as th e  d e fe a t, in a  zero  sum gam e, o f th e  

ra te p ay e rs  who opposed th e  1892 W ater Bill.

The app lication  o f Lukes’ approach  te lls  us th a t  th e  

re le v an t decisions regard ing  th e  m unicipalisation  o f  th e  

e le c tr ic ity  supply w ere m ade p redom inan tly  w ithin his f ir s t  

dim ension o f pow er. H ow ever, th e  concep ts  o f m obilisation  o f 

b ias, and, in p a rticu la r, o f  con tro l o f  th e  p o litic a l agenda, 

w hich a re  norm ally  asso c ia ted  w ith  Lukes’ second dim ension, a re  

highly re le v an t here  if  seen  as o pera ting  w ithin his f irs t. A 

m ajor ob jective  o f  th e  C orporation  w a ^ e e p  th e  m unicipal option 

open by, in S chattsch n e id e r’s phrase, m obilising th e ir  p o litica l 

b ias in o rder to  curb th e  operations o f  e le c tr ic a l en trep reneu rs.

The aim  was to  re ta in  con tro l o f th e  p o litic a l agenda so th a t,  

if  and when i t  was deem ed su itab le  by th e  local au th o rity , th e  

e le c tr ic ity  supply could be m unicipalised  on te rm s  favourab le  to  

th e  m unicipality . This h o s tility  o f public m en in B irm ingham  to  

th e  developm ent o f  e le c tr ic ity  by p riv a te  in te re s ts  can  be  judged 

by th e  re s tr ic tiv e  conditions p laced  on th e  com panies by 

B irm ingham ’s m ost d istinguished po litic ian , Joseph  C ham berlain , 

th en  a t  th e  Board o f T rade, in his E le c tr ic  L ighting A c t o f 1882. 

W ithin Birm ingham , th e  Town C lerk  and th e  council w ere eag e r to  

confine th e  local e le c tr ic ity  com pany’s a re a  o f  o pera tion  and th e  

period  o f  its  concession in o rder to  s tren g th en  th e  hand o f 

m unicipal n eg o tia to rs  in any fu tu re  ta k e - over discussions. This
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policy was consisten tly  pursued ex cep t fo r a hiccup in 1893. In 

th a t  y ea r i t  was wrongly concluded th a t  e le c tr ic ity  was 

insu ffic ien tly  p ro fitab le  to  ju s tify  m unicipalisation. A 

concession was th e re fo re  m ade to  th e  com pany which increased  the  

co st o f th e  fina l buy- out. T here is no substan tive  evidence 

th a t  th e  Gas C om m ittee  opposed th e  in troduction  o f  e le c tr ic ity  

which, un til a f te r  1900, fo r te ch n ica l reasons, w as no t a  serious 

co m petito r.

Once discussions be tw een  th e  C orporation  and th e  com pany 

com m enced, nego tia tin g  ploys and bargain ing  gam es w ere indulged 

in by bo th  sides, bu t th e  C orporation 's  position  rem ained  strong, 

desp ite  th e  ill- advised decision o f  1893 to  allow th e  com pany to  

s tren g th en  its  hand. In th e  nego tia tions, th e  com pany fa iled  to  

shake th e  C orporation  from  its  in itia l o ffe r, o r even to  ob ta in  a  

few  thousand pounds m ore on th e  p rice .

N ot a  single ra te p a y e r ob jec ted  to  th e  m unicipalisation 

proposals. Thus, unlike w ith  th e  W elsh w a te r schem e in 

B irm ingham , and w ith  o th e r  research ed  in stan ces  elsew here, th e re  

was no "ra tepayers ' revo lt" in th is  case , seem ingly because 

ra te p ay e rs  drew  a  d is tinc tion  betw een  those  en te rp rises  which 

w ere exp ec ted  to  prove se lf- financing  o r p ro fitab le , and those 

which w ere not. The acrim onious na tional d eb a te  on th e  m e rits  o f 

m unicipal en te rp rise , and th e  com plica ted  problem s associa ted
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w ith  th e  a t te m p t to  s e t up new s ty le  pow er com panies, largely  

occu rred  a f te r  1900, and had no s ign ifican t in fluence on th e  

decision to  m unicipalise th e  B irm ingham  supply.

The second m ajor ob jective  o f  th is  c h a p te r  has been  to  

in v estig a te  w hat th is  a t te m p t to  apply Lukes^approach to  th e  

m unicipalisation  o f e le c tr ic ity  in B irm ingham  te lls  us abou t th e  

valid ity  and usefulness o f th e  approach  itse lf . H ere , i t  is \

w orth  rep ea tin g  th a t,  insofar as any insights a t  a ll have been  ' 

gained, th e  study’s decision- m aking approach  is to  som e ex ten t 

v ind icated , since w ithout th a t  approach  i t  is unlikely th a t  the  

m unicipalisation  o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply would have been 

in vestiga ted  a t  all.

W ith reg ard  to  analysis in th e  f ir s t  dim ension, th e  p resen t 

app lication  o f Lukes’ approach in d ica te s  th a t  th is  is indeed 

possible, b u t th a t i t  m ay in p ra c tic e  p rove to  be  qu ite  

d ifficu lt. Exam ples o f th is  have been  given above. To r e 

i te ra te  one o f th e  m ore obvious po in ts, th e  pu rchase o f the  

e le c tr ic ity  supply com pany was a variab le  sum gam e w hich involved 

a  tra d e - o ff  o f m oney fo r shares, and n o t a  zero  sum  gam e in 

which th e  w inner took  all. I t  was thus d iffe re n t from  th e  zero  

sum gam e in which th e  C orporation  p revailed  over th e  d issen tien t 

ra te p ay e rs  in th e  co n flic t over th e  1892 W ater Bill, and 

n e ce ss ita te s  a  m ore co m plica ted  app lica tion  o f  Lukes’ 

defin itional ca tego ries . To il lu s tra te  th is  po in t fu rth e r , an
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analysis in te rm s  o f ac to rs  and p re fe ren c es  is a t te m p te d  below. 

This is no t in tended  to  be defin itive , b u t to  il lu s tra te  th e  

com plex ities which arise  during th e  an a ly tica l process.

The gam e- th e o re tic a l analysis m igh t be  in v estig a ted  a t  

four d iffe re n t da tes , nam ely: a f te r  th e  A c t o f 1882; in 1888 when 

th e  C orporation  ag reed  to  th e  es tab lishm en t o f a  p riv a te  com pany; 

in 1893 when th e  com pany acqu ired  an ex tended  a re a  o f  supply; and 

from  1897 onw ards when m unicipalisation  w as decided  upon and 

c a rried  out. The C orporation  was an a c to r  th roughout, and was 

jo ined a f te r  1888 by th e  com pany. The kind o f  com pany 

c h a ra c te r is tic s  th a t  th e  C orporation  would have p re fe rred , around 

1882, 1888 and 1893, from  th e  h ighest p re fe ren c e  down to  the  

low est, could be rep resen ted  as:

1. a  short te rm  lease  and a  sm all a re a  o f  supply;

2. a  short te rm  lease and a  la rge  a re a  o f supply;

3. a  long te rm  lease  and a  sm all a re a  o f supply;

4. a  long te rm  lease  and a  la rge  a re a  o f supply.

The com pany, or, b e fo re  i t  w as estab lished , those wishing to  

s e t a  com pany up, m igh t be  rep resen ted  as listing  these  

p re fe ren ces  in rev erse  order.

To continue th e  analysis, a f te r  1882 th e  C orporation  w ent 

fo r com pany type  1 b u t overp layed  i ts  hand bo th  in B irm ingham  and 

befo re  th a t, in co llaboration  w ith  o th e r local a u th o ritie s , a t
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W estm inster. Thus no com pany was estab lished . In 1888, th e  

C orporation  appeared  to  concede ground, possibly in th e  ligh t o f 

th e  changed situ a tio n  bo th  nationally  and locally: th e  less 

re s tr ic tiv e  A c t o f  th a t  year; th e  continuing  p erce iv ed  

rud im en tary  s ta te  o f e le c tr ic a l technology; and th e  

rep resen ta tio n s  from  com m ercia l in te re s ts  in th e  c ity  c e n tre  in 

favour o f th e  new illum inant. This concession allow ed the  

es tab lishm en t o f a  com pany w hich lay  som ew here b e tw een  types 2 

and 3: a  com pany w ith  a m edium  te rm  lease  and a  m edium  sized  a re a  

o f supply. In 1893 th e  C orporation  m isca lcu la ted  and concluded 

th a t  m unicipalisation  was n o t desirab le  in th e  im m ed ia te  fu tu re .

I t  th e re fo re  ag reed  to  a  b igger a re a  o f  supply on a  m edium  te rm  

lease: in o th e r w ords to  a  com pany which w as now m oving tow ards 

type 4.

Given C orporation  con tro l over th e  p o litic a l agenda, com pany 

in te re s ts  p layed  no d ire c t p a r t  in th is  decision- m aking. The 

options availab le to  them  w ere e ith e r  to  join th e  gam e on th e  

C orporation 's te rm s o r no t to  p lay  a t  all. In 1882 th ey  pursued 

th e  la t te r  option p a rtly  because  e le c tr ic a l technology w as s till 

rud im en tary  and p a rtly  because  th e  C orporation  and its  

associa tes , bo th  in W estm inster and in Birm ingham , overplayed 

th e ir  hand. From  1888, how ever, th e  concessions m ade by th e  

C orporation  w ere su ffic ien t to  induce com pany in te re s ts  to  e n te r  

th e  gam e. In 1893 th e  com pany m ay be reasonably  rep re sen ted  as 

being p leased  w ith  th e  C orporation ’s concession o f  a la rg e r  a rea
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o f supply. Even so, th is  concession s till le f t  th e  C orporation  

in a  s trong  position. I t  did no t p rev en t m unicipalisation , bu t 

m ere ly  m ade i t  m ore expensive.

A t th e  tim e  o f m unicipalisation , in th e  period  from  1897, 

th e  p re fe ren c es  m ay be d iffe re n tly  expressed. The C orporation  a t  

th a t  tim e  m ay be rep resen ted  as having th e  following p re fe ren ces , 

again ranked  in o rder o f p rio rity :

1. m unicipalise cheap;

2. m unicipalise dear;

3. do no t m unicipalise.

A gain, th e  com pany m ay be rep resen ted  as having th e  sam e 

p re fe ren ces , b u t in rev e rse  o rder o f  p rio rity . The C orporation  

was th e  m ost pow erful a c to r  in th e  nego tiations. B ecause o f its  

ill advised com prom ise o f  1893, how ever, i t  fa iled  to  gain 

p re fe ren ce  1 in its  en tire ty . Instead , i t  had  to  m ake do w ith a  

position som ew here betw een  p re fe ren c e  1 and p re fe re n c e  2, nam ely 

w ith  a m unicipalisation  which w as m ore expensive th a n  i t  would 

have been  w ithout th e  1893 concession. Given th e  ba lance o f 

p o litica l and o th e r resou rces possessed by bo th  sides in the  

m obilisation o f opposing b iases, a t  no s tag e  w as th e  

im plem entation  o f p rio rity  3 a  likely  outcom e. The C orporation  

was now c learly  d e term ined  to  m unicipalise, a  de term in a tio n  

acknow ledged by th e  com pany. The recognised  s tra te g ic  con tro l 

over th e  po litica l agenda by th e  C orporation  le f t  th e  com pany
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w ith  only one ta c tic a l  option, nam ely to  seek  to  gain th e  b es t 

p rice  possible. W ithin th e  com pany th e re  was, as has been  seen, 

som e m inor d ispute be tw een  la rge  and sm all shareho lders as to  

w hat th e  purchase p rice  should be, b u t no sm all shareho lders 

a r tic u la te d  an objection  to  th e  p rincip le  o f  m unicipalisation , 

b u t only to  th e  te rm s o f th e  proposed deal. U nder th e  law o f 

an tic ip a ted  reac tio n s  th e  com pany a cc ep ted  (w ith one possible 

exception) th a t  th e  s tra te g ic  option o f  continuing p riv a te  

ownership was excluded from  th e  p o litic a l agenda by th e  

C orporation 's firm  com m itm en t to  m unicipalisation . 1161] The 

d irec tion  o f  th e  b a t t le  had  been  conceded. A ll th a t  rem ained  

w ere rea rg u ard  actions a t  th e  m argin.

Thus, in th e  nego tia tions, as is usually found in th e  

analysis o f variab le  sum gam es, n e ith e r p a r ty  gained  i ts  f irs t 

p re fe ren ce . Instead , a  bargain  was s tru ck  w here bo th  p a rtie s  

sa tisfied  a  low er ranking p re fe ren c e . O f course, th e  a ttr ib u tio n  

o f p re fe ren ces , and above a ll th e  ranking o f those  p re fe ren ces , 

m ight be co n tested . F or exam ple, i t  m ay w ell be th a t ,  to  th e  

com pany, th e  apparen tly  unw elcom e p rospect o f  m unicipalisation  

becam e progressively  m ore w elcom e accord ing  to  th e  te rm s  o ffered . 

Thus, th e  com pany m ay be p o stu la ted  as ca lcu la tin g  th e  fu tu re  

p ro fitab ility  o f  continued  p riv a te  ow nership and com paring th is  

w ith th e  b en efits  o f th e  cash  in hand o ffe red  by th e  C orporation . 

Conversely, th e  appeal o f  m unicipalisation  to  th e  C orporation  

would be con tingen t on th e  te rm s  o f any pu rchase  and on 

calcu la tions o f w hether m unicipalisation  would g e n e ra te  p ro fits
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which m ight o ffse t th e  ra te s  burden. A ll th is  is hardly  

surprising. A f te r  all, th e  m unicipalisation  d eb a te  o f th a t  tim e  

is m erely  th e  m irro r im age o f  th e  p riv a tisa tio n  d eb a te  o f  th e  

1980’s and *90*8. Then as now argum ents over p rincip le  a re  

som etim es d ifficu lt to  d isen tang le  from  those  over th e  te rm s  o f 

th e  deals.

W hat th e  analysis in th is  c h a p te r  ind ica tes, how ever, is 

th a t  con tro l over th e  p o litic a l agenda was decisive in 

estab lish ing  percep tions o f th e  possible p o litic a l gam es to  be 

p layed. G iven th a t  th is  agenda was p erce ived  as being s e t by a 

de term ined  C orporation , com pany in te re s ts  th roughout recognised  

th a t  they  w ere constra ined  by th a t  agenda to  ta c t ic a l  ra th e r  than  

s tra te g ic  options. The n eg o tia tin g  gam e could be  p layed  only 

w ithin ru les d ic ta te d  by th e  C orporation.

Even w ithin th e  C orporation  itse lf , th is  con tro l over th e  

p o litic a l agenda was seen  as overw helm ing. F o r exam ple, a  very  

sm all group o f councillors, including H ow ard Lane and R andall, 

w ere opposed to  C orporation  trad in g  as a  po in t o f  p rincip le. But 

th e  po litica l agenda was s e t  so firm ly  aga inst them , and th e  

m obilisation o f b ias in favour o f a  co n tra ry  policy was so 

strong, th a t  they  o ffe red  only token  res is tan ce . This lack  o f 

opposition was m an ifested , fo r exam ple, in H oward Lane*s decision 

to  absta in  ra th e r  than  to  v o te  aga in st m unicipalisation. Even 

w ithin th e  council, d issen ting  m em bers had to  a cc ep t th a t  on th is  

issue, as indeed on m any o th e rs , th e  agenda was s e t  by the
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m ajo rity  group on th e  council, and p a rticu la rly , in th is  case , by 

th e  G eneral Purposes C o m m ittee , probably th e  m ost pow erfu l o f  all 

council com m ittees , com posed as i t  was o f  th e  chairm en  o f  a ll th e  

o th e r com m ittees. P o te n tia l d issidents, th e re fo re , like the  

com pany itse lf , follow ed th e  law  o f an tic ip a te d  reac tio n s  and 

launched no susta ined  a t ta c k  on e ith e r  th e  te rm s  or th e  princip le  

o f  m unicipalisation.

This con tro l over th e  p o litic a l agenda concern ing  the  

m unicipalisation  o f th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply, and spec ific  asp ec ts  

o f th a t  con tro l such as th e  decisive ro le  p layed  by th e  G eneral 

Purposes C om m ittee , can  a ll be  exam ined w ithin Lukes* f irs t  or 

decision- m aking dim ension o f  pow er. T here is no need , as th is  

thesis  has m ain ta ined  th roughout, to  see  agenda se tt in g  and th e  

m obilisation o f b ias as o p era ting  w ithin som e p u ta tiv e  second 

dim ension o f  non- decision- m aking. For in stance , th e  e x te n t to  

which th e  G eneral Purposes C om m ittee  c o n s titu te d  an e l i te  w ithin 

th e  council can  be read ily  illu s tra te d  by exam ining th e  council 

decision o f 1893 w hereby, as seen  above, a  G eneral Purposes 

C om m ittee  re p o rt was acc e p te d  on th e  nod even though th e  analysis 

con tained  w ithin i t  was qu ite  fa lse .

Goodin’s po in t concern ing  th e  tim ing  o f  decisions is 

illu s tra ted  once m ore in th is  ch ap te r. Indeed, in th e se  

n ego tia tions th e  c o rre c t tim e  was, as i t  usually is, p a rticu la rly  

s ign ifican t. The a r t  o f n ego tia tion  is to  s tr ik e  no t only th e  

b es t deal in th e  c ircum stances  (in th is  case  in c ircu m stan ces
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d ic ta te d  by th e  C orporation) b u t also th e  b e s t deal in th e  

c ircu m stan ces  a t  th a t  p a rtic u la r  tim e. F or th e  C orporation , th e  

a r t  o f tim ing  in th is  case  w as to  allow  th e  com pany tim e  to  te s t  

th e  v iab ility  and p ro fitab ility  o f  th e  new  illum inant b efo re  

deciding w hether o r no t to  m unicipalise. Y et again , th e  

strang leho ld  o f th e  C orporation  over th e  p o litic a l agenda 

ex tended  to  th e  d ic ta tio n  o f  re le v an t tim e  scales. O nce m ore, 

th e  com pany no t only had  to  p lay  th e  C orporation 's  gam e, b u t th e  

leng th  o f  th e  gam e w as also s e t  by th e  C orporation . A ll th is  was 

possible only because o f  th e  d isparity  in bargain ing  pow er 

betw een  th e  C orporation  and th e  com pany. As th e  overplaying o f 

th e  C orporation 's hand in 1882 illu s tra te s , th is  overw helm ing 

superio rity  could easily  re su lt in th e  d ic ta tio n  o f  te rm s  which 

included tim e- scales  th a t  w ere too  onerous to  induce com pany 

in te re s ts  to  e n te r  th e  gam e a t  all. H ence th e  sign ificance o f 

th e  period  o f lease  in nego tia tions betw een  th e  C orporation  and 

th e  com pany. The com pany was p laced  in th e  odd position  o f 

e ith e r  no t playing a t  all, playing successfu lly  and being 

m unicipalised, or playing badly, avoiding m unicipalisation  bu t 

being com m ercially  unsuccessful. In o th e r words, th e  com pany had 

to  choose no t betw een  b e s t and w orst outcom es, b u t be tw een  le ast 

w orst outcom es. P laying w ell and being m unicipalised  o ffe red  th e  

lim ited  bu t accep tab le  p ro sp ec t o f  som e re tu rn  to  shareholders. 

A ccep ting  th e  s ta tu s  o f a  jun ior p a r tn e r  was p re fe rab le  to  being 

no p a r tn e r  a t  all, especially , perhaps, to  th e  com pany's m anaging 

d irec to r, Vaudrey, who, as has been  seen, subsequently  becam e th e  

c ity 's  e le c tr ic a l engineer. The option o f  becom ing jo in t senior
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p a r tn e r  and running a  wholly p riv a te  operation , or, perhaps, 

running a  sem i- p riv a te  com pany w ith  C orporation  share  ownership 

and involvem ent, was, from  th e  o u tse t, e ith e r  recognised  as 

being fo reclosed  or no t recognised  a t  all. O f course, th e  

C orporation  in th is  case  could a ffo rd  to  b e  re la tiv e ly  

in d iffe ren t to  th e  success o r fa ilu re  o f  th e  ven tu re , and to  th e  

tim e- scales o f its  operation , since unlike w ith  th e  w a te r  supply 

no pressing  and im m edia te  issues o f public h ea lth  w ere 

involved. Perhaps, th e re fo re , as suggested  below , technolog ical 

possib ilities ra th e r  than  u rgen t social needs had a  m ore 

s ign ifican t bearing  in th is  case .

The allusion to  u rg en t social needs ra ises  again  th e  

questions o f re a l o r w elfa re  in te re s ts , and o f  Lukes* th ird  

dim ension o f pow er. In acco rdance  w ith  th e  re sea rch  schem e, and 

fo r th e  reasons explained in C h ap te r 1, th e  p resen t ch a p te r  m akes 

no a t te m p t a t  th e  sy stem a tic  analysis o f  pow er in Lukes* th ird  

dim ension. C onsequently  no d ire c t judgm ent as to  th e  u tility  o f 

th is  dim ension can  be  m ade. The study does, how ever, endorse th e  

usefulness o f  th e  th ird  dim ensional concep t o f  re a l o r w elfare  

in te re s ts . To sum m arise, th e  decision to  m unicipalise th e  

B irm ingham  e le c tr ic ity  supply, unlike th e  decision to  seek  an 

am ple supply o f  pure w a te r  from  W ales, had no g re a t e f f e c t  on th e  

re a l in te re s ts  o f th e  people o f B irm ingham . I t  ra ised , fo r 

exam ple, no fundam ental issues o f  public health . Indeed, befo re  

1914 e le c tr ic ity  tended  to  be sold to  a  com paratively  sm all 

num ber o f com m ercial or r ich  p riv a te  custom ers. C onsequently  th e
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decision to  m unicipalise was no t fo rced  on th e  C orporation. 

R a th e r , i t  occu rred  a t  a  tim e  when th e  v iab ility  o f  th e  new 

illum inant and pow er source w as becom ing increasingly  obvious. 

I t  was also a  tim e  when th e  m unicipal trad in g  m ovem ent was a t  its  

zen ith , and when a  la rge  num ber o f o th e r  im p o rtan t m unicipalities 

w ere buying ou t th e ir  local e le c tr ic ity  com panies. F inally , a  

m ajor reason  fo r th e  tim ing  o f  m unicipalisation  appears to  have 

been  technological. I t  w as n o t un til th e  second h a lf  o f  th e  

1890’s, fo r exam ple, th a t  p roduction  and d is tribu tion  techniques 

enabled assured  p ro fits  to  b e  m ade. Indeed, one reason  fo r th e  

C orporation’s m isjudgm ent in 1893 appears to  have been  an 

inadequate  understanding  o f  th e  dynam ic tech n ica l changes th a t  

w ere transfo rm ing  th e  industry . Thus, th e  fa c t  th a t  th e  re a l o r 

w elfare  in te re s ts  o f  th e  c itiz e n s  w ere less pow erfully  bound up 

w ith  th e  ownership o f  th e  e le c tr ic ity  supply than  th ey  w ere, fo r 

exam ple, w ith  th e  provision o f pure w a te r, helps to  explain why 

th e  C orporation  had  a  f re e r  hand, and a  longer period  o f tim e , in 

which to  d e term ine  w hat its  policy  should be.

As a  rid e r to  th is  ch ap te r, i t  m ay b rie fly  be  re c a p itu la te d  

th a t  once again  th e  u ti lity  o f th e  persp ec tiv es  o f  M olotch and 

th e  "growth m achine" school o f  e l ite  th e o ris ts  is endorsed. 

M olotch’s linking o f th e  g row th  m achine to  local landed 

in te re s ts , how ever, m ust b e  questioned  in th is  case , as i t  w as in 

th e  case  o f th e  w a te r  supply, since th e  m ain lobbyists fo r  th e  

im provem ent o f th e  c ity ’s e le c tr ic a l in fra s tru c tu re  w ere business 

and com m ercial in te re s ts  in th e  c ity  ce n tre . F rom  s ta te m e n ts  a t
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th e  tim e, though, i t  is also c le a r  th a t  loca l po litic ians  w ere 

eag e r to  develop th e  c ity ’s e le c tr ic a l supply, w hether under 

p riv a te  o r m unicipal con tro l, especia lly  when, as  in 1889, they  

w ere p rom pted  to  do so by a  sec tio n  o f  th e  business com m unity. 

In th e ir  response to  th e  business p ressu re  o f 1889, th e re  is 

ev idence th a t,  as M olotch ind ica te s, th e  c ity ’s new spapers w ere 

prom inen t spokesm en fo r a  local "growth m achine."
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CHAPTER 4. HOUSING.

1. Introduction.

In th is, th e  la s t case  study, th e  tw o m ain  ob jec tives rem ain  

th e  s a m e . A gain, th e re fo re , th e  sam e tw o questions a re  asked: 

w hat does th e  app lica tion  o f  Lukes’ approach te ll  us f irs tly  

about B irm ingham ’s local h isto ry ; and secondly abou t th e  u tility  

o f th e  approach  itse lf?

W ith reg a rd  to  th e  f ir s t  o f  th e se  ob jectives, i t  w ill be 

found th a t  th e  app lication  o f Lukes’ approach  does seem  to  

sharpen our percep tions o f w hat was going on. In p a rticu la r , th e  

ro le  o f p o litica l a c to rs  such as th e  churchm an, Thom as Bass, th e  

church new spaper, th e  G a z e t te , and o f th e  sm all group o f  labour 

m ovem ent councillors becom es c lea re r. In p a rtic u la r , th e  

concep ts o f  m obilisation o f b ias and o f con tro l o f  th e  p o litic a l 

agenda a re  useful in explain ing how proposals to  co n stru c t 

council housing w ere re je c te d  and how th e  issue w as ed ited  ou t o f 

th e  po litica l agenda by p rocedu ra l changes aim ed a t  blocking its  

progress.

W ith reg ard  to  th e  c h a p te r’s second ob jective , th e  findings 

a re  s im ilar to  those o f th e  o th e r  tw o substan tive  ch ap ters . Y et 

again, th is  tre a tm e n t o f housing policy, la rge ly  because o f  th e  

critique  o f his second dim ension re s ta te d  below, is m ostly
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confined to  Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. The defin itional 

ca teg o ries  o f  th is  dim ension a re  again  found to  be  ad equa te  fo r 

purposes o f em pirica l analysis. On occasion, how ever, th e  

analysis is qu ite  com plica ted , and th e  question m ust again  be 

asked as to  w hether i t  y ields re su lts  w hich a re  w orth  th e  e f fo r t  

expended. F or exam ple, th e  assum ption o f co n flic t, w hich is 

behind th e  decision- m aking defin itional term inology o f b o th  Dahl 

and Lukes, is indeed applicable to  th e  decisions no t to  build 

council housing. H ow ever, th e  decisions to  im prove u n fit houses 

and to  open up co u rts  w ere w idely accep ted , even though rid icu led  

by som e as inadequate . The broad  consensus on th e se  decisions, 

th e re fo re , m akes i t  d ifficu lt to  apply Lukes’ th eo ries  to  them  in 

any very  d ire c t way. T here  a re  also an a ly tica l problem s which 

arise  from  th e  fa c t  th a t  som e re le v an t in te re s t groups, such as 

th e  slum - dw ellers and th e  ra te p ay e rs , w ere no t d ire c t 

p a rtic ip a n ts  in th e  decision- m aking process b u t w ere rep resen ted  

by se lf- appoin ted  proxies.

In th e  p resen t ch ap te r, th e  re je c tio n  o f  Lukes’ concep t o f a  

sep a ra te  second dim ension o f pow er is, i f  anything, even m ore 

prom inent than  in th e  re s t  o f th e  study. I t  would indeed be 

possible, i f  unproductive, to  reposition  m uch o f  th e  analysis 

in to  Lukes’ second dim ension. This is because  th e  m ost 

sign ifican t single question to  be addressed  is why, in th e  period  

befo re  1914, th e  council did no t pursue i ts  la te r  po licy  o f  th e  

la rge scale  construction  o f  m unicipal dwellings. O stensibly
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th e re  was a  non- decision in th e  second dim ension which was in 

sharp c o n tra s t to  th e  decisions in th e  f ir s t  dim ension a f te r  1918 

to  build council houses in g re a t num bers.

When th e  question is in v estig a ted  in d e ta il, how ever, i t  is 

found th a t  th is  "non- decision" is b e s t described  as a  num ber o f  

ac tu a l decisions to  do som eth ing  e lse  (by im proving th e  slums), 

to  do nothing (by re je c tin g  proposed schem es), and to  change th e  

ru les and procedures o f th e  decision- m aking process (by 

tran sfe rrin g  con tro l o f th e  housing agenda from  a  H ealth  

C om m ittee  which supported  council construc tion  to  a  new Housing 

C om m ittee  w hich opposed it .)  Li understand ing  th e se  

developm ents, th e  concep ts  o f m obilisation  o f  b ias and con tro l o f 

th e  p o litic a l agenda, which Lukes adap ts  from  S ch a ttsch n e id e r and 

from  B achrach and B ara tz , a re  frequen tly  invoked, b u t, as 

th roughout th e  research , th ey  a re  seen as  opera tin g  w ithin th e  

f irs t dim ensional w orld o f a c tu a l decisions, ra th e r  th an  in som e 

p u ta tiv e  and m etaphysica l second dim ension o f  pow er w here 

som ething fa ils  to  happen.

Y et again, th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  re sea rch  schem e precludes any 

ex tended  analysis o f  Lukes' th ird  dim ension o f pow er, bu t, as in 

th e  o th e r tw o case  stud ies, th e  concep t o f re a l o r w elfare  

in te re s ts  is found to  be  h eu ris tica lly  useful. Housing is 

c learly  c e n tra l to  hum an h ea lth  and w ell- being, and w idely 

accep tab le  if  em pirica lly  unverifiab le  and value laden 

assum ptions can  be m ade w ith  reg ard  to  it .
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B efore investigating  housing policy  in d e ta il, an in itia l 

sum m ary o f th e  m ain developm ents m ay perhaps be useful.

In Birm ingham  befo re  1914 th e re  w as an ex tensive  and 

vigorous local d eb a te  on housing policy, and a  grow ing aw areness 

o f th e  appalling conditions in th e  slum s. B irm ingham 's c ity  

council, how ever, only succeeded  in tinkering  w ith  th e  problem .

A t th is tim e  th re e  m ain housing po licies w ere developed. Two o f 

these , th e  en fo rcem en t o f housing im provem ents upon landlords 

and th e  in itia tiv e  to  open up cou rts , w ere a cc ep ted  by all 

sign ifican t p o litica l ac to rs , although th e  f ir s t  was opposed by 

som e landlords. The second, th e  re s tr ic tio n  o f council housing 

to  schem es which w ere la rge ly  experim en ta l, was m ore conten tious.

D ecisions w ith  reg a rd  to  th e  en fo rcem en t o f  im provem ents 

took  p lace  largely  w ith in  Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. In 

o rder to  p rev en t th e  adoption o f  council housing as a  m ajor 

policy option in fluen tia l local p o litic ians used  th e  m obilisation 

o f b ias and th e  con tro l and m anipulation  o f  th e  p o litic a l agenda, 

p ra c tic e s  id en tified  by Lukes w ith  his second dim ension o f pow er. 

On one c h a ra c te risa tio n  o f  even ts, a  num ber o f non- decisions in 

th e  second dim ension re su lted  from  th is. As ind ica ted  above, 

how ever, i t  is m ore usefu l to  concep tualise  w hat happened as a  

se ries  o f f irs t  dim ensional and em pirica lly  verifiab le  decisions 

to  do som ething e lse , to  do nothing, or to  change th e  ru les and 

procedures o f th e  decision- m aking process. Exam ples o f  th is.
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as has been  ind icated , w ere th e  re je c tio n  o f  th e  proposed 

m unicipal building schem es (a t P o tte r  S tre e t and B ordesley 

G reen), and th e  tra n s fe r  o f con tro l over housing policy from  th e  

H ealth  C om m ittee  to  a  new Housing C om m ittee .

On th e  question o f council houses, Goodin’s s tre ss  on th e  

tim ing  o f decisions is c lea rly  im p o rtan t, s ince in th e  period  

a f te r  1918 Birm ingham  b u ilt m ore m unicipal housing than  any o th e r 

provincial local au tho rity . The n a tu re  o f  th e  m obilisation  o f 

b ias to  p rev en t th is  happening e a r lie r  is thus w orthy o f  c a re fu l 

study. An im p o rtan t a sp ec t o f  i t  was th e  com para tive  w eakness o f  

th e  organised labour m ovem ent, th e  s tau n ch est advoca te  o f 

m unicipal housing. A no ther asp ec t, from  th e  po in t o f  view o f  th e  

th eo ris ts  o f  th e  grow th m achine, was th a t  housing re fo rm , on 

Dye’s c lassifica tion , was a  red is trib u tio n a l policy, w hich th e  

grow th m achine would be likely  to  ed it ou t o f  th e  p o litic a l 

agenda, and no t a  developm ental policy, which i t  would be  likely 

to  support. In th is  i t  is in sharp c o n tra s t to  e le c tr ic ity  

supply and th e  provision o f  w a te r. In th is  re sp ec t, a  

s ign ifican t d iffe ren ce  a f te r  1918 was probably th e  m oney 

availab le from  ce n tra l governm ent fo r local housing refo rm . 

These funds m ean t th a t  th e  red is trib u tiv e  asp ec ts  o f  housing 

refo rm , a t  le a s t in th e  pu rely  local co n tex t, w ere less 

sign ifican t fo r m unicipal policy  m akers. This, to g e th e r  w ith  th e  

erosion o f ra te p a y e r in fluence by franch ise  extensions, and th e  

g re a te r  p o litic a l in fluence o f th e  labour m ovem ent which
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accom panied those ex tensions (fac to rs  w hich a re  fu rth e r  

in vestiga ted  below) helped to  p lace  th e  building o f m unicipal 

dwellings onto  th e  local p o litic a l agenda.

As m ight be  expected , a  discussion o f  housing throw s up 

th ird  dim ensional considera tions w ith  reg a rd  to  re a l o r w elfare  

in te re s ts  since, on any reasonab le  defin ition , th e se  include th e  

enjoym ent o f  sa tis fa c to ry  housing conditions. In B irm ingham  a t  

th is  tim e, th e re fo re , th e re  is a  "conflict", in Lukes* 

term inology, arising  from  "a co n trad ic tio n  betw een  th e  in te re s ts  

o f those exerc ising  pow er and th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f those  they  

exclude", although in th is  case  th e  co n flic t is sca rce ly  

" laten t."  A re le v an t considera tion  here  is th a t  housing, unlike 

w a te r supply, is, o r a t  th a t  tim e  was considered  to  be, to  som e 

ex ten t a  p riv a te  ra th e r  th an  a  public good. I t is tru e  th a t 

socie ty  as a  whole m ay b e n e fit from  housing im provem ents if  th e se  

bring in th e ir  wake less d isease, less c rim e and few er paupers in 

need  o f support. But, on th e  o th e r  hand, th e  m ain advan tages 

w ill o ften  go to  those individuals who a re  re -  housed. Thus any 

im provem ents in conditions a re  in th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f  th e  

d ire c t rec ip ien ts , b u t m ay be  p erce ived  as  being ag a in st th e  re a l 

in te re s ts  o f  those  who a re  to  som e e x te n t u n a ffec ted  by them  bu t 

who have to  pay. H ere, th is  was m an ifes ted  in ra te p a y e r  

re sen tm en t a t  high levels o f council expenditu re , a  re sen tm en t 

which was increasingly  heeded  by policy- m akers. This re sen tm en t 

also p a rtly  explains th e  a t te m p t to  o ff- load th e  financ ia l 

burden onto  o th e rs  by fo rc ing  landlords to  re p a ir  and m ain ta in
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unfit houses a t  th e ir  own cost. A gain, a  fa c to r  m itig a tin g  th is  

re sen tm en t a f te r  1918, and thus m aking th e  adoption o f  la rge- 

scale  housing re fo rm s possible, m ay w ell have been  th e  

in troduction  o f governm ent subsidies.

A num ber o f o th e r policies re le v an t to  housing w ere pursued. 

These included th e  encouragem en t o f  ow ner occupation  and th e  

provision o f b e t te r  tran sp o rt fa c ilitie s  to  open up th e  suburbs.

Such policies, i t  is argued  h ere , w ere e ith e r  periphera l, o r w ere 

in tended  to  pay fo r them selves. On th e  a sp ec t o f  th e  tim ing  o f 

decisions m entioned  by Goodin, th e  sy stem a tic  developm ent o f  th e  

suburbs w as d ifficu lt b e fo re  th e  adven t o f  th e  m o to r omnibus. 

T here was also a  m ovem ent tow ards a  tow n planning solution, bu t 

th is  in itia tiv e  tended  to  lose th e  problem  by p lacing  i t  in a  

w ider co n tex t. A no ther policy, which w ent hand in hand w ith  th e  

en fo rcem en t o f im provem ents on landlords, w as th e  a t te m p t to  

im prove th e  slum s by opening up courts. H ow ever, th e  am ount o f 

m oney spen t on th is, as w as openly b o asted  a t  th e  tim e , was 

com paratively  insign ifican t. These p iecem eal and fo r th e  m ost 

p a r t  inconsequential responses to  w hat was w idely ag reed  to  be a  

serious problem  are  a  fu r th e r  indication  o f how th e  m obilisation  

o f b ias was e ffec tiv e ly  s tiflin g  e ffe c tiv e  housing re fo rm  a t  th is  

tim e.

In sharp co n tra s t to  such in ac tiv ity  w ere th e  m ajor 

m unicipal building program m es a f te r  1918. These w ere m ade 

possible p a rtly  by governm ent sponsorship and th e  opening up o f

- 392



ad jacen t a rea s  by th e  m o to r om nibus m entioned  above, and p a rtly  

by th e  m ore positive  a t t i tu d e  to  housing re fo rm  enshrined  in 

Lloyd G eorge’s w idely a cc ep ted  p rincip le  o f  th e  need  to  provide 

"homes f i t  fo r heroes. "[1]

W ith housing, as w ith  th e  o th e r case  studies, i t  is 

im p o rtan t to  rem em ber N ew ton’s in junction to  see  local p o litics  

in its  national co n tex t. H ere  th e  leg isla tive  fram ew ork  provided 

by th e  Housing o f th e  W orking C lasses A c t o f  1890 and th e  

subsequent am endm ents o f  th a t  A c t in 1900, 1903 and 1909 is 

particu la rly  sign ifican t. [2] As w ill be  seen, B irm ingham  m ade no 

sy stem a tic  a t te m p t to  adop t P a r t  3 o f th e  1890 A c t, w hich m ade 

provision fo r m unicipal building. The c ity  also even tually  

eschew ed th e  use o f P a r t  1, e n title d  "U nhealthy A reas", in favour 

o f an a t te m p t under Section  2 on "U nhealthy D welling Houses" to  

fo rce  landlords to  m ain ta in  th e ir  p ro p erty  in good shape. P a r t  

1, indeed, cam e in fo r w idespread  c ritic ism  from  local 

au th o rities . In Ju ly  1900, fo r exam ple, a  con ference  in London 

o f rep re sen ta tiv e s  from  county  and urban d is tr ic ts  ag reed  th a t  

"the p resen t m ethod  o f dealing  w ith in san ita ry  a rea s  is 

ex trav ag an t and u n sa tisfac to ry ."  P a rliam en t, i t  added, should 

"provide som e less expensive and m ore expeditious m ode o f 

procedure. "[3]

The m ain developm ents in th e  fie ld  o f housing policy  in 

early  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  B irm ingham  m ay be b rie fly  sum m arised. [4] 

In 1900, th e  C orporation ’s H ea lth  C om m ittee  purchased  a  p lo t o f 

land a t  B ordesley G reen  fo r th e  e rec tio n  o f  w orkm en’s dwellings.
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In Ju n e  1901 proposals w ere su b m itted  to  th e  council to  e re c t  621 

houses on th is  s ite  and to  build  a  num ber o f f la ts  in P o tte r  

S tre e t. The P o tte r  S tre e t schem e, how ever, was w ithdraw n in th e  

face  o f  hostile  c ritic ism , and th e  B ordesley G reen  p lan  was 

re fe rre d  to  a  new Housing C o m m ittee , w hich was subsequently  

estab lished  in th e  follow ing N ovem ber. In th e  term ino logy  o f 

P a rry  and M orriss th is  w as an exerc ise  in "streng then ing  and 

reshaping th e  m obilisation o f  bias" by "the in troduction  o f  new 

procedural b a rr ie rs  to  change." As th ey  po in t ou t i t  is no t 

p a rticu la rly  usefu l to  ca teg o rise  such ploys as non- decisions as 

do B achrach and Beiratz in th e ir  early  w ork since "the invocation  

o f p rocedures to  th w art o r re d ire c t innovation" is, in fa c t ,  "a 

decision ."[5] In M arch, 1902, on th e  recom m endation  o f  th e  new 

Housing C om m ittee , th e  C ouncil's p lans a t  B ordesley G reen w ere 

abandoned. The Housing C o m m ittee  then  a tte m p te d  to  lease  the  

land fo r th e  p riv a te  developm ent o f w orkm en's dw ellings, b u t th e  

proposed ag reem en t w ith  a  local bu ilder fe ll th rough in  A pril 

1905. In June, 1902, th e  C om m ittee 's  re p o rt ag a in st th e  P o tte r  

S tre e t schem e in p a rticu la r , and m unicipal building in genera l, 

was approved by th e  council.

M eanw hile, rep resen ta tio n s  had been  m ade to  th e  council by a  

local clergym an, Thom as Bass, and o th e rs  concern ing  th e  s ta te  o f 

th e  Oxygen S tre e t a rea . A  council d eb a te  o f M arch 1902 on 

w hether to  deal w ith  th is  a re a  under S ection  1 o r Section  2 o f 

th e  1890 A c t w as adjourned, bu t, p a rtly  under th e  in fluence o f  

councillor N ettle fo ld , th e  Housing C om m ittee 's  en e rg e tic
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chairm an, ac tio n  under P a r t  2 was la te r  accep ted . The council 

policy o f p ressurising  ow ners to  im prove and m ain ta in  u n fit 

p rop erties , in th e  Oxygen S tre e t a re a  and e lsew here, was 

th e re a f te r  g rea tly  ex tended , to  th e  annoyance and anger o f  m any 

local landlords. In addition , loans to ta llin g  £3,000 w ere 

approved in 1903 to  open up co u rts  and com pensa te  ow ners fo r th e  

opening up o f  co u rts  by th e  rem oval o f o b s tru c tiv e  buildings. In 

O ctober, 1903, th e  Housing C om m ittee  p resen ted  to  council a  

re p o rt which included a  gen era l s ta te m e n t o f  policy and an 

a t te m p t to  ju s tify  its  new in itia tiv es . M eanw hile, a  num ber o f 

o th e r ideas w ere being developed by local policy  m akers. T here 

was, fo r exam ple, a  grow ing enthusiasm  fo r th e  concep t o f  tow n 

planning.

2. The Problem o f the Slums.

P a r t o f th e  background to  th e  f ir s t  d im ensional d eb a te  on 

housing in B irm ingham  around 1900 was a  w idespread feeling  th a t  

th e  slum s co n s titu te d  a  serious problem  w hich u rgen tly  needed  to  

be rem edied . This was an im p o rtan t p a r t  o f  th e  p o litic a l cu ltu re  

in which decision- m akers o p era ted , and is needs to  be 

in v estig a ted  and analysed i f  housing decisions a re  to  be  properly  

understood.
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The local p ress w as decidedly  o f  th e  opinion th a t  som ething 

needed  to  be  done to  ta ck le  th e  problem  o f  bad housing. For th e  

P o s t, th e  "rookeries... w here fam ilies  a re  crow ded to g e th e r  under 

conditions resu ltin g  in d isease and d ea th  ... need  to  be  c lea red  

away. "[6] The lead  am ong local new spapers, how ever, was tak en  by 

th e  G a z e tte  w ith  a  se ries  o f  a r tic le s  by a  jo u rn a lis t ca lled  

Cuming W alters e n title d  "Scenes from  Slum- land. "[7] The w riting  

was graphic: "Walk through Vauxhall, once fam ous fo r its  p re tty  

gardens, D uddeston, N echells o r G osta G reen. T here shall you 

behold in tw o hours sights th a t  m ake th e  h e a r t sore. "[8] In 

th ese  a rea s  "a t th e  s t r e e t  co m ers  c lu s te r  groups o f  m en, ou t o f 

work or unwilling to  work, hanging about listlessly . ... 

Sickness is p rev a len t ... th e  d ea th  r a te  is appalling ."[9] In a 

la te r  a r tic le  th e  au tho r describes th e  "neirrow alleys ... leading 

in to  gloom y squares seldom  reach ed  by th e  ray s  o f  th e  sun, 

reeking  w ith  slush and slim e." In such slum s, concluded th e  

au thor, "the poor ... a re  ca re d  fo r less than  s tab led  and 

kennelled  b easts . "[10] The a r tic le s  w ere underpinned by th e  

ed ito ria l colum ns o f th e  p ap er w here i t  w as a sse rte d  th a t  "no 

g re a t c ity  in th e  country  has done so l i t t le  as B irm ingham  to  

provide d ecen t and hea lth y  hom es fo r th e  very  poor. "[11] Such 

sen tim en ts  from  th e  c ity 's  leading organ o f  th e  estab lished  

church is an exam ple o f a  m ore genera l concern  f e l t  by m any 

C hristians and people o f goodwill. Indeed, as w ill be seen, th e  

tw o m ain sources o f progressive opinion on housing a t  th is  tim e  

w ere relig ious and socia list.
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T here w as wide ag reem en t w ith  th e  G a z e tte 's housing 

cam paign, and th e  m isgivings o f  concerned  c itizen s  can  be tra c e d  

back  w ell in to  th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry . A  survey o f a  num ber o f 

public rep o rts  on B irm ingham ’s housing published in th e  1840*s, 

fo r exam ple, has been  c a rr ied  ou t by Hopkins. H is conclusion is 

th a t  B irm ingham  com pared  qu ite  w ell w ith  o th e r tow ns, b u t th a t  

housing standards w ere uneven, and w orst am ong th e  poor. The 

je rry - bu ilt p roperty , in p a rtic u la r , rap id ly  d egenera ted , so 

th a t,  in th e  words o f a  con tem porary , "d is tric t a f te r  d is tr ic t  is 

v itia ted ."  Thus th e  condition o f th e  o lder co u rts  w as a  m a tte r  

o f increasing  concern . [12] As tim e  w ent on th e  old p ro p erty  a t  

th e  ch eap est end o f  th e  m a rk e t seem s to  have d e te r io ra te d  

fu rth e r. In 1868, fo r exam ple, th e  slum problem  was h ighlighted 

in a  paper read  to  a  m ee tin g  in B irm ingham  o f th e  N ational 

A ssociation  fo r th e  P rom otion  o f  Social Science by th e  Rev. 

M icaiah Hill. [13] A genera tion  la te r , C hris tians and churchm en 

w ere s till echoing th e  sam e concern. In May, 1901, a  depu ta tion  

o f Birm ingham  clergym en led  by th e  Bishop o f  W orcester p resen ted  

th e  Lord M ayor w ith  a  copy o f  a  reso lu tion  which th ey  had passed  

on th e  sub jec t o f th e  slum s. [14] E arlie r, from  th e  E vangelical 

Mission, J . S tead  had  w ritte n  th a t  in his "25 y ea rs ’ experience 

o f  labouring in th e  slums" he had "never known a  tim e  o f  such 

urgen tly  needed  help as a t  th e  p resen t. "[15]

In 1903 "the housing problem  in Birm ingham " w as th e  sub jec t 

o f a  40 page pam phlet w ritte n  by May C. S taveley , th e  w arden o f 

th e  W omen’s S e ttlem en t in Sum m er Lane. [16] M eanw hile, th e
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problem s o f th e  slum s w ere h ighlighted by a  num ber o f w itnesses 

who p resen ted  evidence to  th e  Housing C om m ittee  on th e  "housing 

o f th e  working classes" in 1903. A m ong th ese  was A.H. B arker, 

th e  S ec re ta ry  o f th e  B irm ingham  M ission, who w as p articu la rly  

concerned  about overcrow ding, and abou t th e  inab ility  o f th e  

poo rest people to  pay even th e  ch eap es t ren ts . [17] Dr. Wilson, 

th e  M ission’s M edical S uperin tenden t, m ade m ention  o f th e  

"m eanness, sordidness, decaying  w alls, p a tch ed  windows, unhinged 

doors ... f ilth y  and exposed public conveniences and l i t t e r . "[18]

If  anything, spokesm en from  th e  labour m ovem ent, such as J .A . 

Fallow s and G.E. Sm ith, w ere even m ore fo rth rig h t. [19] A gainst 

such a  wide coalition  o f like- m inded people, A. Gough fo r th e  

local p ro p erty  ow ners, arguing th a t  sm all d irty  houses w ere no t 

necessarily  slums, and th a t  "sm allness o f houses ...is  a  positive 

good" was like a  voice cry ing  in th e  w ilderness. [20]

O ffic ia l opinion too  ag reed  th a t  th e  slum s w ere a  serious 

problem . The H ealth  C o m m ittee  vigorously d en ig ra ted  th e  

deprivations su ffe red  by th e  poor. In a  re p o rt p resen ted  to  th e  

council in Ju ly  1901, fo r exam ple, a  num ber o f  p roblem s w ere 

highlighted. These included th e  in iqu ities arising  from  short 

leases and th e  consequent d ifficu ltie s  in securing  repa irs, and 

th e  "unpaved and dirty" condition  o f m any o f th e  c ity ’s 6,000 

courts. [21] The Housing C o m m ittee , too , in a  re p o r t o f  1906, 

a tta c k e d  "the unnecessary  m iseries  o f life  in B irm ingham ."[22] 

Councillor N e ttle fo ld  h im self, th e  Housing C om m ittee  chairm an, 

w hatever c ritic ism s w ere m ade o f  his policies, echoed  th e  gen era l
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concern w ith  ap paren t s in cerity . "No m an w ith  any d ecen t 

feelings could re s t  qu ie tly  in h is bed  a t  night", he said,

"unless he fe l t  he w ere endeavouring to  do som ething  to  grapple 

w ith  th is  g re a t evil. "[23] Such sen tim en ts  w ere p a r t  o f a lo n g  

m unicipal trad itio n . As early  as 1875, fo r exam ple, Joseph  

C ham berlain  had ca lled  a  san ita ry  con feren ce  in  B irm ingham , and 

had to ld  i t  th a t  th e re  w ere abou t 3,000 p rev en tab le  d ea th s  in th e  

tow n every  y ear. [24] On th e  eve o f th e  F irs t W orld W ar, th e  

o ffic ia l concern  continued, w ith  th e  Special Housing Inquiry o f 

1913-14 pain ting  a  graph ic and c r it ic a l p ic tu re  o f  slum  life , and 

o f  "the bugbear o f ...th e  back- to - back  house ."[25]

During th e  d eb a te  on slum  conditions, various asp ec ts  o f th e  

housing problem  which seem ed  to  con tem poraries  to  b e  p articu la rly  

serious w ere frequen tly  alluded to . One o f  th ese  was th e  problem  

o f  the  back- to - backs re fe r re d  to  above. A no ther was th e  

d ifficu lty  posed by a  num ber o f  spec ific  nuisances, such, fo r 

exam ple, as foul and d e fec tiv e  ash- p its  and yards, and leaky 

spouting. These, when th ey  cam e to  th e  n o tice  o f th e  

au th o rities , w ere d ea lt w ith  by th e  H ealth  C om m ittee  under pow ers 

g ran ted  to  them  by s ta tu te  law. [26] A  th ird  problem  was posed by 

th e  re c e n t in troduction  o f w a te r  c losets . These, as th e  Housing 

C om m ittee  acknow ledged, w ere  a  g re a t im provem ent on th e  old pan 

sy stem ,[27] b u t they  brought d ifficu ltie s  o f th e ir  own, since 

they  w ere usually inadequate  in num ber and frequen tly  "in a  

condition o f indescribable nastiness. "[28] A fo u rth  d ifficu lty  

arose from  th e  condition o f  w hat w ere re fe rre d  to  as com m on
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lodging houses, w here th e  poo rest and m ost d e s ti tu te  c itize n s  

w ere fo rced  to  live. This m a tte r  was again  under th e  re m it o f 

th e  H ealth  C om m ittee , which, fo r exam ple, in May 1904, reso lved  

to  p ro secu te  a  to ta l  o f 11 keepers  o f lodgings "for ...no t 

causing th e  houses to  be  thoroughly c leansed  and w ell and 

su ffic ien tly  lim e- w ashed. "[29] Finally , underlying th e  e n tire  

debate  was th e  connection , which con tem poraries  took  to  be 

obvious and se lf- ev ident, be tw een  d ilap idation  and crim e. [30]

Few council houses w ere b u ilt un til a f te r  1918, and, given 

th e  im portance o f  th e  tim ing  o f decisions h ighlighted by Goodin, 

th is  needs explanation. B ut to  understand  th e  co n tex t in which 

housing decisions w ere m ade in th e  period  around 1900 we also 

need  to  ask  why, a t  th a t  tim e , any in itia tiv e s  a t  a ll w ere taken  

to  im prove th e  housing stock , given th a t  very  l i t t le  re fo rm  had 

occurred  previously. The ev idence above suggests one sign ifican t 

fac to r . People, fo r w hatever reason , f e l t  th e  need fo r re fo rm  

w ith  increasing  passion and vehem ence. The policy in itia tiv e s  o f  

th e  early  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , inadequate  as they  m ay now seem , 

w ere thus in p a r t  a  response to  h igher expec ta tio n s , and m ay be 

linked to  th a t  grow ing sen tim en t fo r social im provem ent w hich was 

shortly  to  find  renew ed expression in th e  L iberal w elfare  refo rm s 

o f 1906-14. Increased  public concern , how ever, canno t be 

ascribed  to  a  w idespread d e te rio ra tio n  o f  th e  housing stock , 

since th e re  is c le a r  ev idence th a t  conditions in B irm ingham  w ere 

no worse th an  elsew here, and, w ith  th e  possible excep tion  o f  th e  

o lder courts , w ere showing signs o f  d e fin ite  im provem ent. A
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w rite r to  th e  G a z e t te , fo r exam ple, argued  th a t  conditions in all 

th e  big c itie s  w ere bad, and th a t  B irm ingham , i f  anything, was 

b e t te r  than  London, L iverpool and Glasgow. H e a t  th e  sam e tim e, 

how ever, expressed  so lidarity  w ith th e  new spaper’s housing 

cam paign. [31] The gen era l im provem ent in conditions was po in ted  

to  o ffic ia lly  by th e  H ea lth  C o m m ittee , by th e  c o m m ittee ’s 

chairm an alderm an  Cook, and by Dr. H ill, th e  M edical O ffice r o f 

H ealth . [32] Such o ffic ia l c laim s w ere endorsed by w itnesses 

p resen ting  evidence to  th e  Housing C om m ittee , including th e  Rev. 

Thom as Bass, one o f  th e  council’s g re a te s t  c r itic s . [33]

3. Other A spects o f the D ebate on Housing.

One sign ifican t a sp ec t o f  th e  housing d eb a te  in B irm ingham  

around 1900 was undoubtedly th e  increasing  concern  over slum 

conditions sum m arised in th e  previous section . This sec tion  

looks a t  th re e  o th e r aspects: th e  housing re fo rm ers , p a rticu la rly  

those in th e  C hris tian  trad itio n ; th e  fe a r  o f  a  back lash  by th e  

ra te p ay e rs  aga inst expensive housing refo rm ; and th e  d isag reem en t 

over w hether f la ts  w ere a  desirab le  solution to  th e  problem  o f 

bad housing.

As s ta te d  above, th e  housing refo rm  m ovem ent a t  th is  tim e  

had tw o m ain sources, C h ris tian  and socia lis t. A s w ill b e  seen, 

o f th ese  tw o groups th e  so c ia lis ts  had o ffic ia l re p re sen ta tio n  on
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the  c ity  council and positions o f  fo rm al in fluence which w ere 

lacking to  C hristians, a t  le a s t when th ey  w ere ac tin g  as a  

p ressu re  group on th e  housing question. The problem , th e re fo re , 

fo r C hristians and o th e r people o f  goodwill was to  m axim ise th e ir  

p o litica l in fluence on th e  f ir s t  d im ensional decision- m aking 

processes from  outside th e  fo rm al s tru c tu re s  o f pow er. An 

in te res tin g  case  study o f  how m arg inal a c to rs  can  e ffec tiv e ly  

m obilise, in S ch a ttsch n e id e r’s phrase , such p o litic a l b ias as  is 

availab le to  them  is provided by th e  R ev. Thom as Bass. H e was 

th e  V icar o f  S t. L aurence’s parish  in B irm ingham , and he p layed  

an im p o rtan t ro le  in th e  in itia tio n  o f  an in tensified  d eb a te  on 

housing conditions a f te r  1900. [34] T ogether w ith  th e  G a z e t te , 

th e  local organ o f  th e  estab lished  church, Bass, a  local A nglican 

v icar, spearheaded  a  m ore  gen era l C hris tian  cam paign. He 

som etim es a c te d  alone. A no ther o f his favoured  m ethods, how ever, 

was to  m obilise support by p ressu re  group ac tion , although th e  

groups which he used seem  to  have been  ad  hoc and inform al. On 4 

June  1901, fo r exam ple, Bass and eleven  co- s ignato ries  sen t an 

o ffic ia l com plain t to  th e  M edical O ffice r o f H ea lth  asking him to  

in spect th e  neighbourhood around Oxygen S tre e t w ith  a  view  to  

rep resen tin g  i t  as an unhealthy  a rea . Bass’s o b jec t was to  have 

th e  d is tr ic t d ea lt w ith  as an "im provem ent area" under P a r t  1 o f 

th e  Housing o f th e  W orking C lasses A c t o f 1890. In h is re p o rt to  

th e  Housing C om m ittee , H ill, th e  M edical O ffice r o f H ealth , a f te r  

giving a  d e ta ile d  analysis o f  th e  a re a  and o f th e  d ea th  ra te s  

w ithin it , concurred  w ith  Bass’s opinion: "The evils ...can n o t be 

e ffec tu a lly  rem ed ied  o th e r th an  by an im provem ent schem e. "[35]
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In Jan u ary  1902 Bass w ro te  to  th e  Housing C o m m ittee  com plaining 

o f th e ir  slowness in tack ling  his com plain t [36] and follow ed th is  

up shortly  a fte rw ard s  w ith  an o th e r le t te r  to g e th e r  w ith  a  copy o f 

a  reso lu tion  passed  a t  a  public m ee tin g  held a t  a  local 

school. [37]

The decisional outcom e o f  Bass’s ag ita tio n , how ever, 

dem o n stra tes  once m ore th e  g re a t pow er, w ith in  th e  f ir s t  

dim ensional decision- m aking process defined  by Lukes, o f  council 

com m ittees , and o f co m m ittee  chairm en. His p le a  fo r ac tio n  under 

P a r t  1 o f th e  1890 A c t w as u n accep tab le  to  N e ttle fo ld  and th e  

Housing C om m ittee , and th ey  recom m ended th e  council to  p roceed  

in stead  under P a r t  2. As w ill be seen, th is  m obilisation  o f b ias 

was successful. I t  canno t usefully  be described , how ever, in th e  

term inology o f B achrach and B ara tz , as a  non- decision. I t  was, 

ra th e r , an ac tu a l decision to  do som eth ing  else. [38] Bass 

appears to  have acc ep ted  th a t  th is  p iece  o f  agenda se ttin g  by 

decisive p o litic a l ac to rs  w as no t reversib le , and, in acco rdance  

w ith  th e  law  o f an tic ip a ted  reac tio n s , he launched no fro n ta l 

a t ta c k  upon it .  Instead , he seem ed to  a c c e p t th e  m arg ina lity  o f 

his p o litic a l position  and th e  com para tive  d ea rth  o f p o litic a l 

resou rces a t  his disposal, and vigorously con tinued  th e  fig h t on 

th e  new b a ttle f ie ld . In N ovem ber 1902 he  and his a sso c ia tes  

again w ro te  to  th e  M edical O ffice r o f  H ea lth  about an o th e r a re a  

ad jacen t to  Oxygen S tre e t. H ill was sym p ath e tic , desp ite  a  legal 

blunder by Bass, and in sp ec ted  all th e  houses in th e  a re a  

re fe rre d  to . Bass, fo r his p a r t, g ra te fu lly  acknow ledged th a t
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some houses in th e  a re a  w ere now "being d ea lt w ith. "[39] 

A ccording to  th e  Housing C om m ittee  th e se  to ta lle d  202 by 15 

O ctober 1902.[40] Bass w as s till no t sa tisfied , how ever, and in 

A pril 1903 w ro te  again to  H ill, th is  tim e  specify ing  th e  p rec ise  

p ro p erties  com plained o f  in c o rre c t legal fashion. A gain, his 

com plain t was in v estig a ted  and a  num ber o f p ro p e rtie s  w ere 

declared  u n fit dwellings, w ith  th e  ow ners being in s tru c te d  to  p u t 

them  in o rder. [41] M eanw hile, Bass k ep t up th e  p ressu re  by 

com plaining about th e  Oxygen S tre e t a re a  to  th e  Local G overnm ent 

Board in London,[42] and opposing a  council proposal to  spend 

som e o f  th e  m oney earm ark ed  fo r th e  Oxygen S tre e t a re a  in o th e r 

p a r ts  o f th e  c ity . [43] A fte r  th e  re tire m e n t o f  H ill, Bass and 

his asso cia tes  continued  to  bom bard th e  new  M edical O ffice r o f 

H ealth , Dr. John  R obertson , w ith  fu r th e r  lis ts  o f  allegedly  u n fit 

dwellings. [44] Six y ea rs  a f te r  th e  s ta r t  o f  his cam paign, Bass 

was s till figh ting  va lian tly  on b eh a lf  o f his less fo rtu n a te  

parish ioners,[45] even en lis ting  tw o local J .P . 's  to  in te rced e  

w ith  him  on th e ir  behalf. [46] H is com plain ts con tinued  to  be 

investiga ted  and a c te d  on, and, as w ell as  th e  sym pathy  o f H ill, 

he could also count on th e  grudging adm ira tion  o f N ettle fo ld , 

who on a t  le a s t one occasion  in te rced ed  to  p rev en t " th a t som ew hat 

p ecu lia r c le r ic  from  being p u t ou t o f co u rt by his own 

m istake. "[47]

Thus, as an a t te m p t to  in fluence th e  decision- m aking 

processes subsum ed w ithin Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er, Bass’s 

cam paign was ca rr ied  ou t w ith  considerable  skill, and was
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som ething o f  an ob ject lesson in how m arginal p o litic a l a c to rs  

can m axim ise th e ir  p o te n tia l in fluence. He was a ffab le  and 

courteous w herever possible» fo r exam ple to  th e  sy m p ath e tic  Hill, 

b u t was no t a fra id  to  ra ise , o r to  th re a te n  to  ra ise , his 

g rievances w ith  h igher o r o th e r  au th o ritie s , such as th e  Local 

G overnm ent Board and th e  Ju s tic e s  o f th e  P eace , i f  th is  seem ed 

expedient. H is cam paign appears  to  have had som e success a t  th e  

m argin, bu t tw o qualifica tions need  to  be m ade. F irs tly , as 

explained above, he was ac tin g  in a  c lim a te  o f g en era l concern  a t  

bad  housing conditions and o f  sym pathy fo r his cause. Secondly, 

he lacked  th e  p o litic a l reso u rces  to  m ake a  decisive im p ac t, and 

was thus fo rced  to  w ork w ith in  th e  agenda d ic ta te d  by N ettle fo ld , 

th e  Housing C om m ittee  and th e  council.

Bass was no t th e  only C hristian  who was deeply concerned  a t  

th e  housing and living conditions o f th e  poor. As ind ica ted  

above, th is  relig ious opinion was to  a  la rg e  e x te n t co- o rd ina ted  

and expressed  through th e  colum ns o f th e  B irm ingham  G a z e t te . 

Thus any investigation  o f  th e  ro le  o f  churchm en and  o th e r 

C hristians in th e  housing re fo rm  m ovem ent would be  incom plete  

w ithout an analysis o f th e  p a r t  p layed  by th is  new spaper. 

A lthough an organ o f  the  estab lished  church, th e  G a z e tte  gained 

p ra ise  from  nonconform ists, and even from  socia lis ts , fo r its  

sp irited  s tan d  on th e  housing question. Both A.W. S till, th e  

G a z e tte 's ed ito r, and J . Cum ing W alters, th e  au th o r o f  "Scenes 

from  Slum- land", w ere inv ited  to  a  nonconform ist sym posium  on 

th e  slum s in 1901, and th e ir  "unselfish purpose" in pursuing
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th e ir  cam paign was publicly  acknow ledged. [48] Local socia lists , 

too , a d m itted  th a t  Cum ing W alter’s a r tic le s  had "m ade a  deep 

im pression on th e  public mind" and had helped  to  galvanise th e  

H ealth  C om m ittee  in to  action . [49] But th e  G a z e tte  could never 

en tire ly  shake o ff  libera l and nonconform ist suspicions " th a t a t  

th e  back  o f  i t  th e re  w as a  p o litic a l in ten tion . "[50] C redence 

w as ce rta in ly  given to  th is  view  by th e  G a z e tte ’s publication  o f 

a  confiden tia l and em barrassing  correspondence be tw een  th e  

Housing C om m ittee  and th e ir  opposite num bers in L iverpool. [51]

I t  was re in fo rced  by th e  G a z e tte ’s vigorous a t ta c k s  on th e  H ealth  

C om m ittee  and its  L iberal chairm an , a lderm an  Cook. [52] These 

a tta c k s  even tually  led  to  leng thy  libel p roceedings aga in st th e  

new spaper by Cook, and by th e  M edical O ffice r o f  H ealth ,

Hill. [53] This app aren t w illingness o f th e  G a z e t te , on 

occasions, to  use th e  housing question to  m ake p o litic a l po in ts 

on b eh a lf o f  i ts  favoured  p a rty , th e  C onservatives, m ay have 

divided and w eakened th e  un ity  o f th e  C hristian  consensus on 

housing and a lien a ted  L iberal and L iberal U nionist 

nonconform ists. L a te r  on, m oreover, as w ill be seen, th e  G a z e tte  

becam e a larm ed  a t  th e  p ro jec ted  co s t o f proposed housing 

im provem ents, and sharply  b ack track ed  on its  prev ious com m itm en t 

to  th e  cause.

F or th e  above reasons, th e  G a z e tte  new spaper, like th e  

churchm an Bass, was po litica lly  perip h e ra l to  decision- m aking on 

th e  housing question. I t gained  a  c e r ta in  cred ib ility  because  o f  

th e  increasingly  close liaison be tw een  th e  L iberal U nionist and
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C onservative p a rtie s . This liaison, da ting  from  th e  sp lit in th e  

L iberal p a r ty  over Irish  hom e ru le  in th e  1880’s, had  been  

s treng thened  a t  na tional level by th e  p resen ce  o f  Joseph  

C ham berlain  and o th e r L iberal U nionists in C onservative 

governm ents. But in a  c ity  w here nonconform ity  was strong , th e  

p ap er’s ro le  as th e  spokesm an fo r church in te re s ts  p rev en ted  i t  

from  being an in fluen tia l p o litic a l a c to r . I t  is possible, 

indeed, th a t  N e ttle fo ld  and th e  Housing C o m m ittee  gained 

p o litic a l s tren g th  from  opposition to  th e ir  po lic ies  by churchm en 

and by th e  church  new spaper. P u ttin g  th is  in to  th e  te rm s 

po s tu la ted  by S ch a ttschneider, and by B achrach  and B ara tz , church  

in te re s ts  w ere unable to  m obilise a  su ff ic ie n t am ount o f 

p o litic a l b ias to  influence, in any im p o rtan t way, th e  agenda fo r 

housing refo rm . In th is  re sp e c t, th ey  occupied  a  position 

sim ilar to  th a t  o f  th e  labour m ovem ent in B irm ingham  in th e  

period  befo re  th e  F irs t W orld War.

In opposition to  th e  C hristians, so c ia lis ts  and o th e rs  who 

w ere urging e ffe c tiv e  ac tio n  on th e  housing problem  was a  

continuing and s trong  lobby in favour o f re tre n c h m e n t and th e  

con ta inm en t o f  r a te  rises. This was an a sp ec t o f th e  local 

p o litic a l cu ltu re  in B irm ingham  which c lea rly  had an im p o rtan t 

im pact on th e  ou tcom e o f th e  f ir s t  dim ensional decision- m aking 

strugg le over housing re fo rm . In th e  ea rly  y ea rs  o f th e  cen tu ry , 

as was seen in th e  case  study  o f th e  W elsh w a te r  schem e, th e  

enorm ous co st o f  th e  E lan valley  operation  m ade th e  level o f  th e  

ra te s  a  p a rticu la rly  sensitive  p o litic a l issue.
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An in fluen tia l p o litic a l a c to r  on th e  side o f  d issa tisfied  

ra te p ay e rs  w as th e  M ail, th e  m ost popular and lowbrow o f th e  

c ity ’s th re e  daily  papers. In Ju ly  1901, fo r exam ple, th e  pap er 

published a  num ber o f ir a te  le t te r s  and reco rd ed  th a t  i t  was 

"glad to  h ea r th a t  th e  p roposal to  rev ive  th e  R a tep ay ers’ 

A ssociation  is likely to  ta k e  p ra c tic a l shape. "[54] A  se ries  o f 

ed ito ria ls  on in c reases in th e  ra te s  follow ed, in which i t  was 

claim ed  th a t  "in m any cases th e  am ounts on th e  dem and n o tes  have 

m ore than  doubled in tw en ty  years . "[55] The M ail com m ended 

N e ttle fo ld  fo r his policy o f  p a tch ing  ra th e r  th an  dem olishing th e  

slums, and s tre ssed  th e  need  to  con tain  expend itu re  because  o f 

th e  enorm ous costs  o f  th e  E lan valley  schem e. [56] In th e ir  

anx ie ty  to  appease d issa tisfied  ra te p ay e rs , th e  o th e r new spapers 

also sym path ised  w ith  th e  c ry  fo r econom y. The P o st regu larly  

p rin ted  le t te r s  from  people o f an econom ical disposition. One 

w rite r  to  th e  paper, fo r exam ple, com m ended N e ttle fo ld ’s 

"sensible way" as th e  "one b rig h t oasis in th e  d e s e r t ."[57] The 

paper fo r th e  m ost p a r t  ag reed  w ith such correspondents, and, 

like th e  M ail, linked th e  need  fo r econom y w ith  th e  expenditu re  

on th e  Welsh w a te r  schem e. [58] The G a z e tte  too  considered  th a t  

"new loans should be undertaken  w ith  th e  u tm o st caution", b u t i t  

was p repared  to  judge cases on th e ir  m e rits  and give its  approval 

in w hat i t  considered to  be  ap p ro p ria te  in stances. [59] Thus, in 

S chattschneide r’s term inology, a ll th re e  o f  th e  c i ty ’s daily
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papers, in varying degrees, helped  to  m obilise th e  p o litic a l bias 

against th e  p lacing  o f expensive housing p ro jec ts  onto  th e  

m unicipal agenda.

These econom ical sen tim en ts  appear to  have had a  decided 

influence upon po litic ians and policy m akers, w ith  even th e  local 

socia lists  asse rtin g  th a t  they  "(did) no t wish to  fu r th e r  burden 

the  sm all shopkeeper and th e  working c lasses w ith  inc rease  o f 

ra te s . "[60] The problem  was also re fe rre d  to  in th e  council 

cham ber, w ith, fo r exam ple, one speaker arguing th a t  ra te  

increases m ean t re n t rises and asse rtin g  th a t  "every co m m ittee  of 

the  Council was rack  ren tin g  th e  inhab itan ts  all th e  way 

through. "[61] The chairm an  o f th e  Housing C om m ittee , N ettle fo ld , 

appears to  have been  p a rticu la rly  sensitive to  th e  issue: "The 

enorm ous expense incurred  by th e  re fo rm a tio n  o f sm all a reas  has 

d iscred ited  Housing R eform  w ith  th e  genera l public, and driven 

the  ra te p ay ers  as a whole in to  opposition. U seful m em bers have 

lost th e ir  sea ts  by th e  econom y cry  th a t  has ... a risen  as a 

resu lt o f ex trav ag an t and unnecessary  expenditu re . "[62] In 1911 

N e ttle fo ld  published a th ir ty  page pam phlet which, in th e  f irs t 

p a r t o f its  t i t le , ca lled  fo r "a cam paign fo r low er ra te s" , 

som ething which he thought would be possible by th e  c rea tio n  o f 

th e  la rg e r ra tin g  a re a  o f G re a te r  B irm ingham .[63] N e ttle fo ld ’s 

th rif tin ess  was endorsed by his C om m ittee . In th e ir  view  "the 

burden on th e  ra te p ay e rs  ... is fa s t  becom ing m ore than  they  can 

bear. "[64] An im provem ent schem e fo r th e  Oxygen S tre e t  a re a  was 

re je c te d  p a rtly  because "the finances o f the  C ity  a re  so
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em barrassed . "[65] Likew ise, th e  B ordesley G reen Schem e was 

judged non- v iable "in th e  p re sen t s ta te  o f th e  finances o f the  

C ity. "[66] The C o m m ittee ’s penchan t fo r econom y is seen even in 

th e  sm allest o f m a tte rs . When, fo r exam ple, th ey  h eard  th a t  th e  

Public Works C om m ittee  was th inking o f w idening A dam s S tre e t they  

arranged  fo r th e  M edical O ffice r o f H ealth  to  consult w ith  th e  

C ity  Engineer so th a t  th e  condem nation o f u n fit houses th e re , 

to g e th e r w ith th e  consequent reduction  in th e  pu rchase p rices, 

p receded  any council buy- outs. [67] The C om m ittee , indeed, 

proudly boasted  o f th e  "sm all co st to  th e  C orporation" which its  

policies en ta iled . [68]

The em phasis in Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension on co n flic t is 

appropria te  to  th e  in te rp re ta tio n  o f housing policy in Birm ingham  

around 1900, since, as has been  seen, th e re  was indeed a  co n flic t 

betw een  C hristian , soc ia lis t and o th e r re fo rm ers  and councillors 

and o thers  fea rfu l o f ra te p a y e r  opposition to  costly  housing 

reform s. As in th e  o th e r case  stud ies, how ever, th e  po litica l 

analysis is com plicated , and th e  question asked throughout the  

study as to  w hether th e  app lication  o f Lukes’ approach  is w orth  

th e  trouble m ay be re - ite ra te d . H ere, one o f th e  m ain 

d ifficu lties  fo r th e  p o litic a l ana lyst is th a t  those whom one 

would expec t to  be th e  m ajo r p o litic a l ac to rs , nam ely  the  slum 

dw ellers and th e  ra te p ay ers , p layed  l i t t le  d ire c t p a r t  in 

decision- m aking, and thus m ust be presum ed to  be rep resen ted  by 

self- appointed proxies.
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W ith reg ard  to  th e  slum dw ellers, th e  m ain people purporting  

to  a c t in w hat Lukes m ight re fe r  to  as th e ir  re a l or w elfare  

in te re s ts  w ere churchm en and socialists . If  we ta k e  M orriss’s 

po in t th a t housing conditions a re  c lea rly  so v ita l to  hum an well 

being th a t w idely accep tab le , i f  co n testab le , assum ptions can  be 

m ade about them , we can reasonably  claim  th a t  th e  ad v o ca tes  o f 

housing re fo rm  w ere acc u ra te ly  re f le c tin g  th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f 

slum dw ellers. The views o f those  slum dw ellers them selves, 

how ever, w ere never c lea rly  a rtic u la te d , and i t  is a t  le a st 

possible th a t  som e o f them  p re fe rre d  th e  ex c item en t o f th e  slums, 

w ith th e ir  public houses, low life  and dev ian t subcu ltu re  to , fo r 

exam ple, a  life  o f healthy  b u t dull iso la tion  in th e  suburbs. As 

always, assertions about re a l or w elfare  in te re s ts  a re  va lue

laden and not suscep tib le  to  em pirica l v erifica tion .

W hat has been  said about the  slum - dw ellers m ay be rep e a te d  

concerning th e  ra tep ay ers , who m ounted  no co n ce rted  cam paigns 

against ac tu a l or p ro jec ted  expenditu re  on housing such, fo r 

exam ple, as th a t  organised by th e  opponents o f th e  Welsh w a te r 

schem e. They w ere fa r  m ore adequa te ly  rep re sen ted  by proxy, 

how ever, than  w ere th e  slum  dw ellers, and local po litic ians seem  

to  have assum ed th a t econom y on th e  housing question was v ita l if  

an open rev o lt was to  be av e rted . The p o litica l agenda was thus 

influenced, no t only by leading  p o litica l ac to rs , bu t w hat m ight 

be called  th e  in d irec t m obilisation  o f p o litic a l bias, nam ely  by 

public, and in p a rtic u la r  ra te p a y e r, opinion. In an e ra  when 

ra te p ay e rs  had th e  vo te  and m any non- ra te p a y e rs  did no t, th e
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an tic ip a ted  e le c to ra l backlash  against expensive m unicipal 

policies probably had a  g re a te r  influence on local p o litic ians 

than  a f te r  th e  subsequent ex tensions o f th e  franch ise . Insofar 

as i t  is reasonab le to  assum e th a t  ra te p a y e rs  w ere r ich e r  than  

non- ra tep ay ers , and enjoyed superior housing conditions, th e  

e f fe c t o f th e  m obilisations o f b ias which occu rred  w ere 

regressive  ra th e r  th an  red is trib u tiv e . I t  m ight plausibly be 

argued  th e re fo re  th a t  th e  en larged  e le c to ra te  a f te r  th e  F irs t 

World War had an e f fe c t  sim ilar to  th e  in troduction  o f  governm ent 

housing subsidies in fa c ilita tin g  th e  new policy o f m unicipal 

building. If  nothing else i t  a lm ost ce rta in ly  co n trib u ted  to  th e  

p o litica l rise  o f th e  Labour P a rty , a leading advoca te  o f council 

housing. None o f th is, how ever, a f fe c ts  th e  fa c t  th a t  p o litica l 

analysis o f the  housing question in te rm s o f Lukes’ f irs t  

dim ensional defin itional ca teg o ries  is m ade m ore com plica ted  

because im portan t p o litica l a c to rs  ex e rted  th e ir  in fluence in an 

ind irec t fashion.

The debate  on housing was, to  an e x ten t, s id e track ed  by a 

con flic t, read ily  suscep tib le  to  analysis w ithin th e  p a ram e te rs  

o f Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er, betw een  supporters and 

opponents o f th e  f la t  system . The problem  to  be solved was 

widely recognised  and ag reed  upon, nam ely th a t,  in th e  words o f a  

nonconform ist clergym an, a  num ber o f w orkers needed  to  be "housed 

close to  th e ir  work" near th e  c ity  cen tre , w here land was 

scarce[69] In the  view o f a  w itness to  th e  Housing C om m ittee , 

m any people "would never leave th e  slums" fo r th e  suburbs and,
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because o f th e ir  poverty , needed rud im en tary  accom m odation  in th e  

c e n tra l a reas  fo r no t m uch m ore than  tw o shillings p e r week, [70]

As la te  as 1939, indeed, "only 14% o f th e  te n a n ts  to  be  d isplaced 

(by slum c learan ce  schem es) w ere w illing to  a cc ep t accom m odation 

on th e  o u tsk irts  o f th e  c ity . "[71]

F la ts , how ever, w ere n o t to  prove th e  answ er, and th e re  was 

a  decisive m obilisation o f p o litic a l b ias which e ffec tiv e ly  

excluded them  from  th e  housing agenda. As w ith  th e  Welsh w a te r 

schem e, th is b ias consisted  no t only o f th e  in fluence o f 

im po rtan t p o litica l ac to rs , b u t also o f th e  s tren g th  o f th e  

argum ents advanced by th e  opponents o f th e  f la t  system . I t was 

po in ted  out, fo r exam ple, convincingly and a t  length , th a t  

w orkm en’s co ttag es  w ere bo th  cheaper and h ea lth ie r. [72] In 

Berlin, D resden and Vienna, i t  was claim ed, desp ite  th e  a lleged  

cleanliness o f th e  occupants, th e  f la t  system  was asso c ia ted  w ith 

ra te s  o f in fan t m o rta lity  even h igher than  in B irm ingham . [73] 

W orking peopie them selves w ere, fo r th e  m ost p a r t,  firm ly  opposed 

to  fla ts , [74] as w ere th e ir  soc ia lis t rep resen ta tiv e s . [75] 

In fluen tia l policy- m akers and o ffic ia ls  such as N e ttle fo ld  and 

Hill w ere likew ise e ith e r  unen thusiastic  or dow nright 

hostile , [76] and th e  building or encouragem ent o f f la ts  was 

re je c te d  as a  policy option. [77] I t  is perhaps w orth  stressing  

th a t, as in o th e r cases investiga ted , th e  fa ilu re  to  encourage 

th e  building o f f la ts  is b es t seen, no t as som e hypo the tica l non

decision taken  in Lukes’ second dim ension o f pow er, bu t as an 

ac tu a l decision, c lea rly  a r tic u la te d  in N e ttle fo ld ’s w ritings, to
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re je c t th a t p a rtic u la r  policy option. L a te r, from  1918 to  1939, 

v irtua lly  no f la ts , e ith e r  council or p riv a te , w ere bu ilt in the  

c ity . [78]

Y et, in th e  con flic t over w hether or no t f la ts  w ere 

desirab le, th e ir  co nstruc tion  was w idely advocated . Local 

supporters o f f la t  building, fo r exam ple, included th e  clergym an, 

th e  Rev. T. P ipe, and, am ong th e  councillors and alderm en . Sir J . 

Sm ith, C layton, P arkes, Cook, B ow ater and H u n t.[79] In a  series  

o f ed ito ria ls, th e  local p ress  added th e ir  endorsem ent o f the  

f la t  sy stem .[80] H owever, given th e  h o s tility  o f N e ttle fo ld  and 

his C om m ittee  to  any m unicipal building, e ith e r  o f f la ts  or o f 

houses, th e  issue was e ffec tiv e ly  excluded from  th e  local 

po litica l agenda.

4. W hat is  to  Be Done? F u rth e r  A spects  o f  th e  H ousing D ebate

in B irm ingham  A round 1900.

Housing in Birm ingham  around th e  tu rn  o f th e  cen tu ry  was a  

com plica ted  and m any sided issue. So fa r , th e  problem  o f th e  

slums has been  investiga ted , to g e th e r  w ith th e  co n flic t betw een  

re fo rm ers  and those o f an econom ical disposition over w hat should 

be done. Finally , th e  d eb a te  on th e  f la t  system  was sum m arised. 

N ext, b efo re  investigating  th e  substan tive  policy a rea s  re le v an t 

to  housing, i t  is necessary  to  sum m arise a  few  m ore asp ec ts  o f
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the  debate . These include th e  declining popu la rity  o f la issez- 

fa ire  solutions, th e  m arg inal im pact o f th e  m ovem ent tow ards 

owner occupation  on th e  housing problem  , L iberal P a r ty  proposals 

to  tax  land values, th e  d ifficu ltie s  o f finding cheap housing in 

th e  cen tra l a reas, w here land was expensive, th e  issue o f em pty  

houses, th e  link be tw een  housing re fo rm  and tran sp o rt 

im provem ents, and th e  tendency  o f som e con tem porary  observers to  

b lam e th e  slum dw ellers them selves fo r th e ir  p ligh t and to  

advocate  p a te rn a lis tic  supervision o f th e  poor.

By th e  early  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry , th e  co n tex t o f th e  deb a te  on 

housing policy, and th e  p a ra m e te rs  fo r th e  m aking o f decisions in 

Lukes’ f ir s t dim ension, w ere changing. One asp ec t o f th is, as 

has been seen, was th e  increasing  concern  about slum conditions 

m an ifes ted  in a  passionate  local d eb a te  on th e  housing question. 

A nother d iscernable tren d  was a  declining fa ith  in th e  e fficacy  

o f la issez- fa ire  solutions. For exam ple, th e  com m on n in e teen th  

cen tu ry  cry  th a t housing re fo rm  was a  m a tte r  fo r eleem osynary 

in stitu tions ra th e r  than  fo r local or c e n tra l governm ent had been 

m ore or less com plete ly  silenced. Local ch a rity  w orkers, such as 

S tead, the  highly e s teem ed  d ire c to r  o f th e  P a lm er S tre e t M ission, 

w ere p ra ised  by p ress correspondents, and clergym en such as th e  

Rev. J . O rr, who was asso c ia ted  w ith  th e  Law ley S tre e t M ission 

Buildings, c laim ed  to  be doing a ll they  could to  a llev ia te  th e  

d is tress  associa ted  w ith  p overty  and poor housing conditions. [81]

But no- one, le a s t o f all th e  c h a rity  w orkers them selves, im plied 

th a t p riv a te  b en efa c to rs  w ere alone su ffic ien t fo r th e  task .

- 415 -



This erosion o f fa ith  in th e  pow er o f c lass ica l lib e ra l non- 

in terven tion ism  to  solve social and p o litic a l problem s appears to  

have been  an increasingly  im p o rtan t p a r t  o f  th e  p o litic a l cu ltu re  

and o f th e  p revailing  p o litic a l ideology. I t was soon to  find 

national expression in th e  in te rv en tio n is t and regu la to ry  social 

policies o f th e  p re- w ar L iberal governm ents. Locally, i t  m ay 

have helped to  c re a te  an in te lle c tu a l c lim a te  favourab le to  la rge  

scale  council construc tion  a f te r  1918.

A strik ing  asp ec t o f to - day’s housing m ark e t is th e  

prevalence o f ow ner occupation . In th e  ea rly  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  

also th is  was encouraged, b u t no m unicipal housing re fo rm s w ere 

linked to  i t  and no- one could be found to  argue th a t,  even if  

they  w ere, they  would be o f any help to  th e  p oo rest s tra tu m  of 

slum dw ellers. Thus th e  in fluence o f th e  ow ner occupation  issue 

on m unicipal housing decisions was negligible or non- ex isten t.

In a rep o rt o f 1906, how ever, th e  Housing C om m ittee  m entioned  

"the desirab ility  o f enabling th e  occupiers o f sm all houses to  

gradually  acqu ire  the  houses they  live in." I t  was, they  added, 

Joseph  C ham berlain h im self who had "in troduced th e  Bill which 

resu lted  in th e  Sm all D wellings A cquisition A ct" o f 1899, and 

th e re  should be "an e f fo r t  to  encourage its  u se ."[82] N e ttle fo ld  

agreed  th a t  th e  1899 A c t "should be m ade use o f to  enable working 

m en to  buy th e ir  own houses. "[83] O wner occupation , he added, 

could be a  valuable spin o ff  from  m unicipal land purchase 

schem es. He m ade favourable  re fe re n c e  to  Ulm in G erm any w here 

th e  C orporation  was assisting  schem es fo r ow ner occupation , and
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com m ended such a policy fo r B irm ingham .[84] Such an in itia tiv e , 

how ever, had li t t le  im pact on m unicipal housing decisions in 

Lukes’ f irs t  dim ension o f pow er during th is  period. The ta sk  

was seen as p roperly  belonging to  th e  building so c ie ties  and 

o th e r financia l in stitu tions, w ith  th e  local au th o rity ’s ro le  

being ex h o rta to ry  a t  m ost.

The f ir s t  dim ensional decision- m aking co n tex t was 

influenced  even less by a  L iberal P a r ty  idea  to  im prove the  

n a tion ’s housing stock  by ra tin g  land values. A ccording to  a 

correspondent to  th e  P ost if  such a policy w ere adopted  " there  

would be no d ifficu lty  in p riv a te  en te rp rise  m ee tin g  all th e  

housing needs o f our populous cen tre s . "[85] Such a  pan acea  was a  

m a tte r  fo r na tional governm ent, how ever, and, in any case , in a  

c ity  which had tu rned  its  back  on p o litic a l L iberalism , i t  

rece ived  li t t le  discussion. The policy was also highly 

con ten tious, and, fo r exam ple, a Welsh a t te m p t to  have i t  debated  

a t  a m unicipal housing con ference  in London failed . [86]

In th e  early  years  o f th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry , housing 

re fo rm ers  w ere caught on th e  horns o f a  dilem m a. The problem  had 

tw o m ain aspects. F irs tly , housing developm ent in th e  c e n tra l 

a rea s  was m ade d ifficu lt by th e  high cost o f land. Secondly, the  

developm ent o f th e  suburbs was re s tr ic te d  by th e  lack  o f adequa te  

tran sp o rt fac ilitie s , p a rticu la rly  th e  absence o f  th e  m oto r 

omnibus.
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The f irs t  o f th ese  aspec ts, th e  high co st o f land in th e  

c ity  c e n tre  was c lea rly  a  m ajo r co n stra in t on policy- m akers and 

on th e  fo rm ulation  o f housing decisions in Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension 

o f pow er. I t  would have been  th e o re tic a lly  possible to  im prove 

slum life  by knocking down bad  housing to  build new s tre e ts , 

fac to rie s , w arehouses or o ffices. Such developm ents, how ever, 

c re a te d  a t  le a s t as m any problem s as they  solved, and no 

con tem porary  spokesm an could be found to  argue th a t  they  m ight in 

them selves abolish th e  slums. N everthe less, th e  construc tion  

through th e  slum s o f a  new road  from  M ontague S tre e t to  G arrison 

S tre e t, in th e  view o f th e  Public Works C om m ittee , "would be a 

g re a t san ita ry  im provem ent. "[87] A London spokesm an, how ever, 

saw problem s: "The com m ercia l value o f land in th e  c e n tra l 

d is tr ic ts  when c lea red  was alw ays largely  in excess o f  th e  value 

as a  s ite , th e  use o f which was re s tr ic te d  to  th e  e rec tio n  o f 

dwellings. "[88] The sam e sto ry  was heard  by a  Birm ingham  

depu ta tion  to  Hull who "were inform ed th a t  freeho lders  by pulling 

down old and d ilap idated  houses w ere able a lm ost im m ediate ly  to  

obtain  a  b e t te r  re tu rn  by th e  use o f th e ir  land fo r business 

purposes. "[89] In B irm ingham , th is  was c lea rly  one o f th e  

reasons why, accord ing  to  a  Housing C om m ittee  R ep o rt o f 1903, 

"for some y ears  p as t few  houses have been  bu ilt to  le t  a t  less 

than  5s. 6d."[90] I t also m ean t th a t landlords w ith  short 

leaseholds w ere unwilling to  com ply w ith o rders to  im prove th e ir  

p roperty  fo r fe a r  th a t the  freeho lder would e je c t them  and ra z e  

th e ir  houses.[91] And w hat g u aran tee , asked councillor Davis, 

did th e  council have th a t  m oney which i t  spen t in opening up and
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im proving co u rts  would no t be sim ilarly  w asted? [92] The 

im plications fo r council housing schem es in th e  c ity  c e n tre  w ere 

c lear. For N ettle fo ld , a m ajor ob jection  to  im provem ent schem es 

under P a r t  1 o f th e  1890 A c t was th a t  "housing accom m odation  m ust 

be provided ON THE SITE. "[93] A ccording to  th e  Housing Inquiry 

o f 1914, i t  "would involve an im m ense c ap ita l expenditure" to  

build new houses a t  th e  sam e re n t on th e  s ite s  o f th e  old back- 

to - backs, and th e  u ltim a te  re su lt would, in any case , be "far 

from  sa tisfac to ry . "[94] The soc ia lis t Fallow s was sca th ing  on 

th e  "rebuilding ... fo r o ffices  and workshops" b efo re  1900, 

arguing th a t  "the poor have been  ev ic ted , and have had to  s till 

fu rth e r  increase  th e  crow ding in th e  c e n tra l slums. "[95] On the  

o th e r hand, i t  is s ign ifican t th a t m unicipal constru c tio n  a f te r  

1918 was co n ce n tra te d  in th e  suburbs. I t would seem  th a t  b efo re  

1914 any council building in th e  c ity  c e n tre  was d ifficu lt 

because o f high land values, w hereas th e  e ffe c tiv e  developm ent o f 

th e  ou tsk irts  was lim ited  by th e  absence o f th e  m o to r omnibus.

The f irs t  o f th ese  fa c to rs  s till applied  a f te r  1918, b u t th e  

second one did not.

The high p rice  o f land in th e  c ity  cen tre , and th e  

consequent reduction  in th e  num ber o f dwellings bu ilt th e re , w ere 

linked to  ano ther a sp ec t o f the  housing debate . This ce n tre d  on 

th e  question o f em pty , or, as they  w ere re fe rre d  to  a t  th e  tim e, 

"void" houses. N e ttle fo ld  and th e  Housing C om m ittee  a tte m p te d  to  

ju s tify  th e ir  re fu sa l to  build council dw ellings by claim ing  th a t 

th e re  was p len ty  o f spare housing capac ity . This, indeed, was a
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m ajor ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r po licies o f p iecem eal refo rm . P a rtly  

because o f th e  drying up o f housing provision in th e  c ity  cen tre , 

how ever, th is  assertion  becam e widely d isc red ited  over tim e.

N ettle fo ld , how ever, launched a  brisk  propaganda cam paign 

aim ed a t  dem onstra ting  th e  superflu ity  o f em pty  p ro p erties . The 

aim  o f th is  cam paign, in te rm s  o f th e  c o n flic t over housing 

decisions in Lukes’ f irs t dim ension, was to  s tren g th en  th e  

m obilisation o f p o litica l b ias aga inst a  policy  o f council 

building, and thus to  keep th a t  policy o ff  th e  m unicipal agenda.

In th is in stance too, how ever, th e  co n flic t is b es t seen  as 

occurring, no t in som e hyp o th e tica l second dim ension o f non

decisions, bu t in th e  re a l w orld o f ac tu a l decisions. The 

surveys o f em pty  houses on b eh a lf  o f th e  Housing C om m ittee , fo r 

exam ple, w ere au thorised  by m inu ted  co m m ittee  decisions which 

w ere c learly  in tended  to  s tren g th en  th e  p o litic a l b ias again st an 

adventurous housing policy.

In p rosecu tion  o f his cam paign to  s e t th e  p o litic a l agenda 

against rad ica l housing re fo rm  N e ttle fo ld  to ld  th e  council in 

1903 th a t " there  w ere 785 void houses in th e  c ity  a t  re n ts  o f 

less than  4s. p e r week, and inspection  o f them  showed th a t  they  

w ere not un fit to  live in. "[96] L a te r, he quo ted  th e  ev idence o f 

th e  council’s A rtisan s’ D wellings Inquiry C om m ittee  o f  1884.

This he claim ed  had d iscovered  an am ple am ount o f accom m odation  

in th e  c ity  desp ite  the  dem olitions a sso c ia ted  w ith  the  

Birm ingham  Im provem ent Schem e o f 1875. C iting  Glasgow as ano ther
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exam ple N e ttle fo ld  concluded th a t  "you have assoc ia ted  w ith  tim es 

o f d isp lacem ent, tim es o f huge provision. "[97] His C o m m ittee ’s 

policy o f fo rcing  landlords to  keep th e ir  p ro p erty  in good 

repa ir, he claim ed, did not c re a te  a  "house fam ine. "[98] Indeed, 

he argued la te r , as th e  Housing C o m m ittee ’s po licies had  been 

im plem ented  an increasing  num ber o f  houses had becom e availab le , 

to  th e  chagrin  o f supporters o f m unicipal housing and ira te  

landlords a lik e .[99] N e ttle fo ld ’s claim s w ere endorsed and 

supported  by C.A. Vince, an in fluen tia l body o f council m em bers, 

and the  Birm ingham  P o s t. [1001

The m ain p ro tagon ists  o f N e ttle fo ld ’s in te rp re ta tio n , 

how ever, w ere th e  m em bers o f his Housing C om m ittee , who 

vigorously sponsored th e  view s o f  th e ir  en e rg e tic  chairm an. As 

ind icated  above, i t  was th e  Housing C om m ittee  which com m issioned 

the  enquiries in to  th e  num ber o f em pty  houses availab le  to  

B irm ingham ’s c itizens, enquiries which w ere to  provide N e ttle fo ld  

w ith m uch o f the  m a te ria l to  support his argum ents. [101] Indeed, 

the  C om m ittee  c laim ed  th a t  th e  surplus o f housing was se lf  

-ev ident, and in 1903 they  suspended fu r th e r  investigations. [102]

For th e  Housing C om m ittee  th e  policy im plication  w ere c lear. 

When, and only when, th e  ex isting  housing agenda becam e 

iden tified  w ith a  condition o f sca rc ity  should th e  construction  

o f council housing be considered. [103]
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The problem , how ever, w ith such confiden t assertions by 

N ettle fo ld , his C om m ittee , and th e ir  supporters, was th a t,  over a  

period  o f tim e, they  w ere proved to  be wrong. While opposition 

was confined to  the  local landlords, i t  could, perhaps, be 

shrugged off. [104] But from  th e  very  beginning i t  was 

convincingly argued, by co m p eten t p rofessional observers, th a t 

fam ilies o ften  had g re a t d ifficu lty  in finding housing because 

m any landlords disliked children. [105] The G a z e tte  launched a  

b roader a tta c k , pointing out, am ong o th e r things, th a t  m any o f 

the  houses rep o rted  as em pty  w ere a  considerable  d is tance  from  

th e  c ity  cen tre . [106] A co rrespondent to  th e  p aper w as even m ore 

scathing, re fe rrin g  to  th e  "game o f m usical chairs" which the  

Housing C om m ittee  seem ed  to  exp ec t a  highly m obile population to  

play in o rder to  keep a ro o f over th e ir  heads. [107] The issue o f 

em pty  houses also pu t th e  Housing C om m ittee  a t  loggerheads w ith 

th e  H ealth  C om m ittee  and th e  M edical O ffice r o f H ealth , who both  

unequivocally a sse rted  th a t  th e re  was a  housing sho rtage  in th e  

city . [108] Cook, th e  H ealth  C om m ittee  chairm an, s ta te d  in 1900 

th a t "there  w ere p rac tica lly  no sm all houses vo id ."[109] A few 

years  la te r , th e  figures reco rded  in th e  nationally  published 

Housing Handbook co rro b o ra ted  his c la im .[110] By 1914 i t  was 

palpably obvious to  council re sea rch e rs  th a t  N e ttle fo ld ’s policy 

caused "dem olition ra th e r  th a t  repair" and th a t  th is  "coupled 

w ith  th e  cessation  o f building in th e  suburbs ... has agg rava ted  

th e  shortage o f h o u se s ." [I ll]  A ccording to  th e  loca l labour 

m ovem ent, th e  short- fa ll in 1914 was "nearly 5%, or ... nearly  

2,700 houses."[112] Such figu res perhaps help to  explain th e
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vo lte  face  in m unicipal housing policy, and th e  la rg e  num ber o f 

council houses which w ere bu ilt a f te r  1918. They also show th a t  

the  o ffic ia l figures on em pty  houses w ere p ropagand istic  ra th e r  

than  sc ien tific . They w ere, on B achrach  and B a ra tz ’s 

form ulation , an a t te m p t to  influence th e  p o litic a l agenda v ia  th e  

m obilisation o f  bias, By 1911 even N e ttle fo ld  ap peared  to  have 

lost his old se lf  confidence. "We m ust not", he now argued, "go 

too fast"  in enforcing  im provem ents, o r "we m ight c re a te  a  house 

fam in e ."[113] Such doubts from  th e  o rig in a to r o f  th e  c ity ’s 

drive to  im prove th e  slum s w ere highly sign ifican t. The 

ra tio n a le  fo r his po licies w as being destroyed  by co n tra ry  

evidence and N ettle fo ld , as an ab le and in te llig en t po litic ian , 

seem ed to  recognise th is. But i t  was perhaps ex pec ting  too  m uch 

fo r him to  adm it th e  fa ls ity  o f  a  position  which he had h ith e rto  

defended so e ffec tiv e ly . The d eb a te  on em pty  houses thus 

illu s tra te s  th a t  th e  successfu l m obilisation  o f p o litic a l b ias 

cannot, in a  co n stitu tio n a l p o litic a l system , alw ays be secured  

by an exerc ise  o f will on th e  p a r t  o f pow erfu l p o litic a l ac to rs. 

A rgum ent and evidence can play a  s ign ifican t ro le. As tim e  w ent 

on N e ttle fo ld  could no t e ffe c tiv e ly  dism iss th e  incredu lity  o f 

his c ritic s , any m ore than  th e  ra te p ay e rs  opposed to  th e  Welsh 

w a te r schem e could shake th e  council’s claim  th a t  i t  was 

necessary . N e ttle fo ld  was a  m ore in fluen tia l p o litic a l a c to r  

than  they  had been, b u t even his argum ents had to  be  ad ap ted  to  

f i t  th e  fac ts .
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For re fo rm ers , th e  second horn o f th e  housing dilem m a, as 

m entioned  above, was th e  inadequacy o f th e  tra n sp o rt system . 

This, p a rticu la rly  b efo re  th e  adven t o f th e  m oto rised  omnibus 

ham pered  th e  developm ent o f new housing on th e  o u tsk irts  o f the  

c ity . In princip le, everyone ag reed  th a t  th e re  was a  link 

betw een  housing re fo rm  and tran sp o rt policy. T ransport 

fa c ilitie s  a re  an im po rtan t p a r t  o f a  c ity ’s in fra s tru c tu re , and, 

as has been  seen, M olotch and th e  th e o ris ts  o f th e  grow th  m achine 

lay g re a t s tre ss  on th e ir  developm ent by local po litic ians. W ith 

th is end in view Birm ingham ’s tram w ays w ere m unicipalised  in the  

early  tw en tie th  cen tury . One reason  w idely canvassed  a t  th e  tim e 

fo r developing th e  tran sp o rta tio n  and, in p a rtic u la r , the  

tram w ays system , was as a  way o f im proving housing conditions. 

In 1875 i t  had been no ted  th a t  "large e s ta te s  o f m odel co tta g e s  

tw o or th re e  m iles from  town" w ere im p rac tica l because  w orkers 

could no t a ffo rd  th e  tra v e l and did no t w ant to  w alk or e a t  m eals 

aw ay from  hom e. [114] In 1884 it  was argued  th a t  w orkers would 

p re fe r  the  suburbs b u t fo r th e  lack  o f "cheap locom otion to  and 

from  th e ir  work e ith e r  by tra in  o r tram . "[115] By th e  tu rn  o f 

th e  cen tury , an increasing  num ber o f people w ere calling  fo r "a 

cheap and quick serv ice  o f tram s  to  th e  suburbs", in th e  words o f 

a  speaker a t  P e rry  B arr, as one o f th e  "rem edies fo r slum- 

land."[116] Nor was th e  dem and confined to  rad ica ls . A 

correspondent to  th e  G a z e tte  vigorously denounced th e  idea o f 

m unicipal building, and supported  im proved tram w ays as an 

a lte rn a tiv e . [117] The po in t was w ell p u t by S taveley : "It is 

obvious ... th a t  tra in  and tra m  serv ices m ust be im proved, th a t
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they  m ust run a t  convenient hours, and th a t  th e  fa re s  m ust no t 

exceed  th e  d iffe ren ce  in re n t be tw een  suburb and c ity . "[118] 

Perhaps one fa c to r  was e sca la tin g  land p rices  n ea r th e  c ity  

cen tre  which pushed up th e  p rice  o f sa tis fa c to ry  housing th e re  

and m ade th e  suburbs m ore a t tr a c t iv e  desp ite  th e  tran sp o rt costs. 

R ising rea l wages a re  also p e rtin e n t, since th ese  would give 

w orkers a  g re a te r  disposable incom e to  spend on trav e l, w hether 

fo r tram  fa re s  or th e  purchase o f a  b icycle . A no ther fa c to r  was 

the  long working day o f th e  unskilled labourer. The progressive 

shortening o f th is  a f te r  1918 m ean t people w ere m ore p rep ared  to  

to le ra te  th e  addition o f tra v e l tim e. F inally, i f  th e  w orker 

w ere to  live a t  a  d istance from  his work, he m ust be p rep ared  to  

e a t his m eal aw ay from  hom e, e ith e r  by tak ing  a  packed  lunch, 

ea tin g  out, or using a  w orks can teen . The e f fe c t  o f th ese  

various fac to rs , how ever, is s till unclear. In th e  words o f  a  

re c e n t study o f "public tran sp o rt and th e  journey to  work" in 

th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry , "the d a ta  a re  too frag m en ta ry  to  w arran t 

m uch o f a  conclusion. "[119] The im pression gained  from  th e  

p resen t research , how ever, is th a t, in tw en tie th  cen tu ry  

Birm ingham , tran sp o rt links such as tram s and local railw ays w ere 

no t as flex ib le as m oto r om nibuses as a  m eans o f sy stem atica lly  

opening up th e  suburbs.

Some com m en ta to rs  s tre ssed  th e  links be tw een  tran sp o rt 

im provem ents and th e  need  fo r tow n planning. A t a  con ference  in 

1906 a t  B irm ingham , fo r exam ple, one speaker po in ted  ou t th a t  

w ithout app rop ria te  bye- law s and building plans, tran sp o rt
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im provem ents would m ere ly  c re a te  new slum s on th e  o u tsk irts  o f 

the  c ity , and th e  Bishop o f  B irm ingham  ag reed  th a t tow n planning 

was indeed "the p rio r question. "[120] A ccording to  th e  c ity ’s 

M edical O ffice r o f H ealth , th e  m ain reason  fo r th e  cam paign to  

c re a te  G re a te r  B irm ingham  in 1911 was to  enable a  w ider sp read  o f 

population to  "thin out the  c e n tra l area . "[121]

The em phasis on co n flic t in Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f  pow er 

com plica tes th e  analysis o f th e  deb a te  on tran sp o rt and housing. 

The problem  fo r th e  analyst is th a t th e  need  fo r tran sp o rt 

im provem ents was universally  endorsed, and co n flic t w as th e re fo re  

confined to  deta ils . The local labour m ovem ent, fo r exam ple, 

although vigorously opposed to  m uch o f N e ttle fo ld ’s housing 

policy, fully  endorsed his s tre ss  on tran sp o rt im provem ents. The 

d ifference  in d e ta il (adm itted ly  a sub stan tia l one) was th a t 

they  linked th is  policy to  a  dem and for m unicipal building. In 

1899 they  suggested  a  m odel suburb a t  Sparkhill linked w ith  a 

c ity - wide system  o f e le c tr ic  tra m s .[122] In 1902, th e  dem and 

fo r "m unicipal colonies" linked to  th e  c ity  c e n tre  by tram w ays 

was rep ea ted . "M unicipal tram w ays", i t  was argued, "are an 

essen tia l fe a tu re  in any schem e o f housing refo rm . "[123] Also in 

1902, th e  soc ia lis t K eegan p resen ted  a  5,000 signatu re  p e titio n  

to  the  council calling  fo r council houses and an ex tended  tram w ay 

system . [124] By 1914 th e  labour m ovem ent was arguing against 

"costly schem es o f re -  housing in th e  c e n tra l wards" on the  

grounds th a t  b e t te r  tra v e l fa c ilitie s  w ere opening up the  

suburbs, w ith  th e ir  pu rer a ir  and gardens. [125]
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While sharply disagreeing  w ith  local soc ia lis ts  over th e  

question o f m unicipal building, N e ttle fo ld  fully endorsed  th e ir  

advocacy o f b e t te r  tran sp o rt fac ilitie s . "A com plete  up- to - 

d a te  system  o f tram s" was a  v ita l ing red ien t o f  his housing 

po licies and would enable people to  live "where land is cheaper 

and the  a ir fresher."  The need  fo r th is, he added, w as "so 

universally  a d m itted  th a t  i t  is unnecessary  fo r m e to  do m ore 

th an  m ention th e  m a tte r . "[1261 N e ttle fo ld  agreed , how ever, w ith 

those  who argued  th a t  tow n planning m ust com e b efo re  tram s. [1271 

N e ttle fo ld ’s advocacy o f im proved tram w ays was endorsed  by C.A. 

V ince, ano ther firm  opponent o f council housing. [1281 The 

Housing C o m m ittee ’s views, likew ise, m irro red  those  o f its  

chairm an, a lm ost to  th e  l e t t e r . [1291 For them , "im proved m eans 

o f com m unication" would play an im po rtan t p a r t  in s tim u la ting  

p riv a te  construction , the reby  avoiding th e  need  fo r council 

schem es. [130]

T here was thus a  p o litic a l consensus th a t  th e  c i ty ’s 

tran sp o rt system s should be im proved. The problem , as th e  case 

o f th e  B ordesley G reen schem e fu r th e r  d em onstra ted , was th a t  

d iffe re n t, no t to  say co n trad ic to ry , policy  p re fe ren c es  could be 

based  upon th is  prem ise. O pponents o f th e  schem e, such as th e  

G a z e t te , argued  th a t,  if  tram w ays w ere bu ilt, council houses a t  

B ordesley G reen would no t be needed. [131] M ore fundam entally , 

scep tics  such as the  soc ia lis t, alderm an  Fallow s, argued  th a t 

th e re  w ere no tram s linking Bordesley G reen w ith th e  c ity  cen tre .
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and th a t, even if  th e re  w ere, th e  working c lasses could not 

a ffo rd  th e  fa res. [132] C ouncillor W hitall and th e  ed ito ria l 

w rite r  o f th e  P ost ag reed  w ith  him . [133] On th e  o th e r side, i t  

was argued by councillor M artineau  th a t  if  th e  council did build 

houses a t  B ordesley G reen, the  tram w ays link would sw iftly  

follow .[134] Again, i t  is perhaps w orth  rep ea tin g  th a t  the  

really  s ign ifican t technolog ical developm ent in opening up the  

suburbs o f B irm ingham  to  housing developm ent, th e  m o to r omnibus, 

p layed no d iscernab le  p a r t in th e  housing d eb a te  b efo re  1914.

A final asp ec t o f th e  d eb a te  on housing in B irm ingham  around 

1900 was th e  argum ent, frequen tly  a r ticu la ted , th a t  m any slum 

dw ellers w ere feck less, drunk and d irty , and needed  to  be 

re fo rm ed  and supervised. This brings us once again to  th e  th ird  

dim ension o f pow er, and to  th e  claim  by m iddle c lass m oralisers 

th a t they  had a  b e t te r  conception  o f th e  re a l in te re s ts  o f slum 

dw ellers than  th e  slum dw ellers them selves. A tta c k s  on 

"destructive, d irty  and degraded" te n an ts  w ere, perhaps, to  be 

expec ted  from  th e  landlords. [135] They w ere frequen tly  rep ea ted  

by w itnesses to  th e  Housing C om m ittee , how ever, who added several 

re fe ren c es  to  th e  problem  o f drink. [136] S taveley  ag reed  th a t 

"in m any cases" th e  problem  lay w ith  "the te n an ts  and no t th e  

p roperty . "[137] The M ail's opinion o f m any slum dw ellers was 

th a t they  ac tu a lly  p re fe rre d  "squalid and d isso lu te  

surroundings. " [138] Among o ffic ia l spokesm en, R obertson , H ill’s 

successor as M edical O ffice r o f H ealth , was p a rticu la rly  fo rcefu l 

about th e  "d istinctly  d irty  ... habits" o f som e o f th e
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c itizen ry . [139] N e ttle fo ld  h im se lf was a m odel o f t a c t  on th e  

subject, bu t was p repared  to  quote o th e rs  a t  leng th  when it  

su ited  his purpose to  th e  e f fe c t  th a t  "it is no t alw ays th e  

pigsty, b u t o ften  th e  pig. "[1401 In th e  opinion o f his 

C om m ittee , "drink, gam bling and im providence" w ere r ife  and m any 

te n an ts  had "dirty  habits. "[141] Indeed, even friends o f th e  

poor, such as th e  London re se a rc h e r C harles Booth and the  

Birm ingham  socia lis t K eegan, appeared  to  a cc ep t such judgm ents, 

th e  la t te r ’s assertion  th a t  th e  problem  o f th e  slum s was not 

en tire ly  due to  drink c lea rly  im plying th a t  to  som e e x te n t i t  

was. [142]

For th e  landlords, Gough saw no way to  "make a  silk  purse 

out o f a  sow’s e a r" ,[1431 b u t nearly  everyone else  was o f the  

opinion th a t th e  e f fo r t should be m ade. Some, such as th e  local 

clergym an. P ipe, and N e ttle fo ld  h im self, thought th a t  th e  slum 

dw ellers m ust be persuaded to  change th e ir  a t titu d e s  and 

life s ty le s .[1441 But v irtua lly  no- one thought th a t,  by itse lf , 

th is  nostrum  would be su ffic ien t, and a v a rie ty  o f  m ore specific  

rem edies w ere advocated . For som e it  was a m a tte r  fo r th e  

p o lice ,[1451 desp ite  th e  "ferocity" o f th e  "peaky blinder" in 

his local "th ieves’ ru n ."[1461 O thers pu t th e ir  fa ith  in th e  

san ita ry  inspecto r and th e  en fo rcem en t o f th e  h ea lth  bye- 

laws.[1471 N e ttle fo ld  advoca ted  a  school curricu lum  which 

included h ea lth  science and dom estic  econom y, and a  reduction  in 

th e  num ber o f licensed  prem ises. [1481 The m ost frequen t 

suggestion, how ever, was th a t  O ctav ia  H ill’s system  o f re n t
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co llection  by advisory fem ale  v is ito rs  should be m ore widely 

adopted. This was a poin t frequen tly  m ade by N ettle fo ld , who saw 

it  as an extension  o f th e  ex isting  system  o f H ealth  V isitors 

em ployed by th e  H ealth  C om m ittee  o f th e  council. [149] The 

Housing C om m ittee  endorsed his view as early  as 1903, and by 1906 

w ere recom m ending its  adoption fo r th e  council f la ts  a t  Milk 

S tre e t, in com pliance w ith  previously adopted  council 

policy. [150] The problem  w as th a t  th e  council owned very  few 

p ro perties , co llec ted  very  l i t t le  re n t, and thus could not 

im plem ent any w idespread schem e on its  own in itia tiv e . I ts  

advocacy o f H ill’s m ethods also m e t w ith  a  m u ted  response from  

p riv a te  landlords.

In any case , no- one was p rep ared  to  argue th a t  supervision 

alone could cu re  the  problem  of the  slums. Evidence p resen ted  

to  th e  Housing C om m ittee  suggested  th a t  " tenan ts, especially  

those who a re  re sp ec tab le  ... re se n t too  m uch in te rfe ren ce" , and 

N e ttle fo ld  h im self considered  th a t  "the driving fo rces  behind 

unsound econom ic conditions a re  fa r  too  strong  to  be a f fe c te d  to  

an appreciab le  degree ... especia lly  in th is  country  w here we se t 

so m uch s to re  by the  lib e rty  o f th e  subject. "[151]

By 1900, th e  tendency  o f th e  m iddle and upper c lasses to  

b lam e th e  poor fo r th e ir  poverty  appeared  to  be on th e  wane. One 

o f its  m ost p e rs is te n t m an ifes ta tio n s  had been  tem p eran ce  

propaganda, as endorsed by N e ttle fo ld  him self. Som etim es th e  

im plication  was drawn th a t  th e  responsib ility  fo r securing  social
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im provem ents re s te d  w ith th e  poor them selves ra th e r  than  w ith 

those who w ere e n tru s ted  w ith  th e ir  governance. Even th e  

endeavours o f well m eaning re fo rm ers  like O ctav ia  H ill w ere thus, 

on one in te rp re ta tio n , a m an ifes ta tio n  o f th e  m obilisation  o f 

b ias w hich helped to  s tav e  o ff  fundam ental social re fo rm . 

Indeed, as w ill be seen. H ill h e rse lf  was an opponent o f council 

housing. In defence o f such re fo rm ers , how ever, i t  m ust be no ted  

th a t by th e  early  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  m ost o f them  envisaged a  tw o 

pronged a t ta c k  on soc ie ty 's  problem s, w ith  se lf- im provem ent 

going hand in hand w ith p o litic a l change. They canno t th e re fo re  

be accused  o f using th e  se lf- im provem ent issue as a  hypocritica l 

a tte m p t, in B achrach and B a ra tz ’s te rm s, to  individualise the  

problem  o f th e  slums and to  keep w ider p o litica l re fo rm s o ff  the  

agenda.

5. W hat Is To Be D one? The In itia tiv e  again st The O w ners o f

U n fit H ouses.

As explained above, th e  background to  housing decisions in 

Birm ingham  around 1900 was a  grow ing public concern  over th e  

problem  o f th e  slums. This m ean t th a t th e  trad itio n a l m unicipal 

policy o f doing li t t le  or nothing about housing re fo rm  becam e 

increasingly  non- viable. N early  all s ign ifican t p o litic a l 

a c to rs  w ere ag reed  th a t  som ething m ust be done, and th is, in 

itse lf , was an im portan t change in th e  decision- m aking co n tex t
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of Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er. I t canno t be plausibly 

argued, how ever, th a t  N e ttle fo ld  and th e  Housing C om m ittee  w ere, 

in S chattsch n e id e r’s te rm s, m obilising th e ir  p o litic a l b ias to  

secure th e  adoption o f inadequate  policies in a  cyn ical a tte m p t 

to  exclude m ore rad ica l re fo rm s from  th e  m unicipal agenda. As 

his s ta tem en ts , speeches and publications ind ica te . N e ttle fo ld  

shared  a  deep concern  about the  p ligh t o f slum dw ellers. The 

problem  was his b e lie f  in c lass ica l la issez- fa ire  liberalism , an 

ideology which was unable to  accom plish  th e  im provem ents he 

desired. O f course, even if  th is  had been  th e  m otive  o f 

N e ttle fo ld  and his associa tes , i t  is b e s t ch a ra c te rise d  in te rm s 

o f a  f irs t dim ensional decision to  do som ething e lse  (im prove the  

slums) ra th e r  than  as a non- decision in som e p u ta tiv e  second 

dim ension no t to  do som ething (build council housing). Y et 

again, th e re fo re , analysis o f pow er in Lukes’ second dim ension, 

even in th is  h y p o the tica l in stance, is b e s t avoided, and, as 

th roughout th is  case study, investigation  w ithin th e  p a ra m e te rs  

o f Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension o f pow er is ca lled  for.

H ow ever, th e  em phasis on co n flic t in Lukes’ f ir s t  dim ension 

o f pow er is in som e ways inapp rop ria te  to  th e  in te rp re ta tio n  o f 

the  decisions to  p roceed  aga inst th e  ow ners o f u n fit houses. As 

will be seen, w ith  th e  excep tion  o f th e  landlord’s them selves, 

alm ost everyone ag reed  w ith  th e  policy, and th e re  was l i t t le  

con flic t betw een  sign ifican t p o litic a l ac to rs . The m ain clash 

was over w hether som ething else, nam ely  th e  co nstruc tion  o f 

council dwellings, should be done as well. Thus, y e t again, th e
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a tte m p t to  apply Lukes’ f irs t  dim ensional defin itional ca teg o ries  

to  th e  re le v an t decisions is possible, b u t proves to  be qu ite  

com plicated .

A lthough th e  cam paign again st un fit houses consisted  m ainly 

o f a  num ber o f decisions by au thorised  p o litic a l a c to rs  occurring  

w ithin Lukes’ f irs t  dim ension o f pow er, th e  u ltim a te  au th o rity  to  

m ake th ese  decisions was co n fe rred  by s ta tu te  law. P a rticu la rly  

im portan t w ere the  te rm s o f th e  Housing o f the  W orking C lasses 

A c t o f 1890, and m uch o f th e  d eb a te  on th e  housing question 

cen tred  upon w hether to  use P a r t  1 or P a r t  2 o f th a t  A c t to  

secure  im provem ents in slum conditions. Thus, N ew ton’s 

injunction to  study local h isto ry  in its  na tional co n tex t is y e t 

again re lev an t.

B riefly  sum m arised. P a r t  1 o f th e  1890 A c t s e t  out 

p rocedures fo r th e  id en tif ica tio n  and condem nation o f unhealthy 

a reas  and fo r th e  draw ing up and im plem en tation  o f im provem ent 

schem es to  dem olish and rebuild  them . P a r t  2 on th e  o th e r hand 

d ea lt no t w ith  a rea s  bu t w ith  unhealthy  dw elling houses. I t 

s tip u la ted  p rocedures by which such houses could be rep resen ted  

as u n fit fo r hum an h ab ita tio n  and, unless im proved by th e  owners, 

sub jected  to  closing orders and, in app rop ria te  cases, 

dem olished. [152]
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To some contem poraries a decision to  proceed under P a rt 1 

appeared desirable as likely to provide a more thoroughgoing and 

less piecem eal solution to the slums. In the  firs t instance, the 

Rev. Thomas Bass and his associates sought to  secure the 

representation of the Oxygen S tree t a rea  under P a rt 1, and Hill, 

the M edical O fficer of H ealth, endorsed the ir petition  and 

recommended th a t the a rea  be condemned under th a t section. [153] 

As has been seen, when the decision went against him Bass made no 

system atic a ttem p t to  challenge the mobilisation of political 

bias against his proposal and the exclusion from the political 

agenda of action under P a rt 1. But he went on to  th rea ten  "to 

ask the Local Government Board to  enforce P a rt 1 of the Act" if  

speedier progress were not made under P a rt 2.[154] In the 

council cham ber support for P a rt 1 cam e from alderm an Cook, the 

Liberal chairm an of the H ealth C om m ittee, who claim ed the 

continuing support of Hill despite the Housing C om m ittee’s 

contrary opinion. Cook also asserted  th a t estim ates of £250,000 

for a scheme under P art 1 were dubious, and th a t some of the 

worst s tree ts  a t least m ight have been dealt with under it. He 

proposed a reference back of the recom m endation to  pursue action 

under P a rt 2 so th a t the Housing Com m ittee could consider a 

scheme under P a rt 1. Councillor Stem bridge seconded. [155] Cook’s 

opinion was endorsed by the G aze tte , which denied th a t, under 

P a rt 1, com plete demolition was necessary. Staveley, too, 

considered th a t, in extrem e cases, "the demolition of insanitary 

areas" was "a public duty. "[156] Bowater, a labour movement 

representative on the Housing Com m ittee, although he did not

- 434



openly favour P a rt 1, disassociated him self from  the 

recom m endation to  deal with the Oxygen S tree t a rea  under P a rt 

2.[157] It is perhaps worth recalling th a t action  under P a rt 1 

would not have prevented other, presum ably less urgent, areas 

being dealt with under P a rt 2, and th a t no radical housing 

reform er disagreed with the application of P a rt 2 in appropriate 

cases. This facto r, as m entioned above, makes i t  ra th e r 

com plicated to analyse decision- making in a first dimension 

which, on Lukes’ definition, is characterised  by conflict.

Significant political actors, however, w ere successful, in 

the term s used by Schattschneider and by Bachrach and B aratz, in 

organising a decisive mobilisation of po litical bias against P art 

1. The Housing Com m ittee concluded th a t o ther au thorities which 

had a ttem p ted  schemes under P a rt 1 had found them  to be 

"expensive, cumbrous, and subject to  delays and hitches of all 

kinds”,[158] an opinion which was endorsed by the local authority  

a t Hull. [159] Financial considerations and the pressure to  keep 

down the ra te s  appear to  have been im portant. N ettlefold  

consistently a ttacked  P a rt 1 as overly expensive, adding tha t, 

under it, landlords were able to  deliberately  allow the ir 

properties to  run down so th a t they could m ake a large profit 

when they were bought out. [160] Because of the problems 

associated with P a rt 1, Vince considered th a t, in all likelihood, 

it would "fall into disuse",[161] while the Post estim ated  th a t 

to apply P a rt 1 to  Birmingham would probably cost about 

£500,000.[162] Even Hill was forced to  agree th a t, "as a rule".
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in reconstruction schemes under P a rt 1, "the slum dwellers 

displaced do not occupy the new houses. "[163] In 1914, the 

council’s Housing Inquiry, a f te r  a detailed  consideration of P a rt 

1 schemes in Liverpool, concluded th a t sim ilar experim ents should 

not be a ttem p ted  in Birmingham.[164]

In response, although no radical reform er argued th a t P a rt 2 

should be eschewed, it  was claim ed th a t it  was fa r from  ideal.

The G azette  disliked it, a t least when applied to  the exclusion 

of o ther approaches. [165] Needless to  say, the  landlords 

p ro tested  vigorously. According to  Gough, P a rt 2 had been used 

by Birmingham freeholders to  ignore lease- holding landlords and 

get closing orders so th a t they could put the land to  more 

profitable use. [166] Even N ettlefold  adm itted  th a t procedures 

under P a rt 2 were "rather lengthy. "[167] By 1911, in a seemingly 

damning indictm ent of his own position, he was expressing concern 

th a t, unless fa s te r progress were made, "they would all be in 

their graves before a hundredth p a rt of the work is done. "[168]

In general, however. N ettlefo ld  vigorously advocated the 

adoption of P a rt 2.[169] It had, he argued, worked well in Hull 

and its  application to  Birmingham had been endorsed, a fte r  

inspection, by both the General Purposes C om m ittee and the Royal 

Sanitary Institu te . [170] In 1907 N ettlefo ld  quoted the to ta l 

cost of P a rt 2 to  Birmingham up to  th a t tim e, and argued th a t it 

was "negligible" com pared to expenditure under P a rt l.[171] In 

P rac tical Housing N ettlefo ld  gave the longest of all his
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endorsem ents o f P a rt 2, concluding th a t it  was both e ffective  and 

cheap. [172] As usual, the chairm an’s opinion was endorsed by the 

Housing C om m ittee, whose recom m endation in 1902 to  apply P a rt 2 

to the Oxygen S tree t area  was endorsed and adopted by the 

council, [173] with both the Mail and the Post adding the ir 

support. [174]

Along the way, however, there  was a  little  b a ttle  to  be 

fought betw een the Housing Com m ittee chairm an and the  Medical 

O fficer of Health, whose previous p rac tice  had been to report 

unfit houses to  the H ealth C om m ittee for a tten tion  under the 

term s of the 1875 Public H ealth A ct. The issue culm inated in an 

acrimonious exchange of le tte rs  betw een the two men, in the 

course of which N ettlefo ld  asserted  th a t the pursuit o f this 

course by Hill was a m ajor reason for the large number of unfit 

houses which still existed in the city. [175] T hereafter, Hill, 

in compliance with council policy and the wishes of the Housing 

Com m ittee chairm an, as will be seen, represented a large number 

of houses under the term s of P a rt 2 of the 1890 A ct. [176] The 

incident shows, perhaps, th a t although expert officials were 

influential in municipal life, they were unable to  prevail over 

their political m asters in a d irec t confrontation on policy. 

However, Hill, who clearly  had more radical views on the housing 

question than N ettlefold, subsequently engaged in a  damage 

lim itation exercise. He accepted  th a t action under P a rt 1 had
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been ruled out of the political agenda by a m obilisation of bias 

against it, but he a ttem pted  to  secure the m ost e ffective  action 

possible under P a rt 2.

A fte r the council’s endorsem ent of the ir application of P a rt 

2 to  the c ity  the Housing C om m ittee’s work continued, and a large 

number of firs t dimensional decisions w ere taken to  proceed 

against the owners of unfit houses. From 1902 to  30 Septem ber 

1911, under the supervision of the energetic  Hill and his 

successor Robertson, a to ta l of 5,790 houses were represented 

under th a t section, of which 2,819 were rendered habitable and 

2,138 demolished. [177] Bass’s Oxygen S tree t a rea  received 

particu lar a tten tion , and by the beginning of 1903 202 out of a 

to ta l of 589 houses within it had been represented. [178] As 

well as the houses improved a f te r  representation , there  were a 

number of others which were voluntarily improved by the owners in 

negotiation with the Housing C om m ittee. According to  N ettlefold, 

in the period from January 1902 to  June 1905 these numbered 225 

out of the to ta l o f 785 th a t were rendered habitable. [179]

In investigating the im pact of the Housing C om m ittee’s 

decision- making in Lukes firs t dimension of power it is well to 

rem em ber the stress laid by Parry  and Morriss on the im portance 

of routines. With this stress in mind, the Housing C om m ittee’s 

procedures for dealing with unfit houses may be briefly 

described. According to Parry  and Morriss, as summarised in
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C hapter 1, there  are a t least th ree kinds o f power to  look a t 

when investigating the im pact of routines, all of them  exercised 

in what Lukes would categorise as the firs t dimension of power.

The firs t is the power to  se t the routine in motion, which. 

Parry and Morriss argue, is a key decision . In this particu lar 

case, however, the policy im perative engendered little  conflict 

except from the landlords, and was not particularly  

controversial. As has been seen, the power to  in itia te  a 

campaign against unfit houses was conferred upon the Housing 

C om m ittee by s ta tu te  law and confirm ed by resolution of the city  

council.

Parry and Morriss’s second kind of power is power used to 

m aintain a routine. This power, they add, is characterised  by 

lesser decisions often  determ ined by custom  and precedent, and by 

well worn increm ental procedures. In the case of slum properties 

this second kind of power was firs t exercised when prem ises were 

represented  as unfit for human habitation under Sections 30-31 of 

the 1890 A ct. This representation  was undertaken by an official, 

usually the M edical O fficer of H ealth, who, as Parry and Morriss 

point out, had not him self laid down the procedure and who did 

not m aterially  benefit from it. Indeed, as has been seen. Hill 

would have preferred  to  have been instructed  to  use more radical 

routines. This second kind of power, as defined by Parry  and 

Morriss^continued to be exercised when the case went before the 

Housing C om m ittee for a decision to  be made. In some cases, the
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owners were im m ediately called upon to  undertake repairs, with 

closing orders being sought if  they failed to  do so 

satisfactorily . In o ther cases, a f te r  representation, the 

Visiting Sub- C om m ittee of the Housing Com m ittee would inspect 

the properties and report on what alterations were needed. In 

all cases owners were invited to  confer with the C om m ittee and 

its  officials before money was spent, even though this was not a 

requirem ent imposed upon the Corporation by the 1890 Act. 

According to  N ettlefold, th is was to prevent w aste of money on 

unsatisfactory and inadequate work. A specification of required 

work was only supplied by the C om m ittee a f te r  a visit, usually in 

the company of the owner or his representatives. [180] In this 

second stage of the exercise of power during the operation of 

routines, as characterised  by Parry  and Morriss, o ther political 

actors also had a role to play, since to begin with, closing 

orders were granted by the m agistrates. L ater, however, by the 

Housing and Town Planning A ct of 1909, the Housing C om m ittee 

itse lf was empowered to make them. [181] This was a significant 

addition to  the C om m ittee’s powers since, as will be seen, the 

m agistrates had previously been able to  seriously thw art the 

improvement programme.

The th ird and final kind of power which, according to Parry 

and Morriss, characterises the operation of routines, is the 

power which follows from the perform ance of the routine. Here, 

as will be seen, municipal officials in general and Hill, the 

Medical O fficer of H ealth, in particu lar were vigorously
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critic ised  by landlords for the ir alleged high- handedness. To 

property owners, Hill and his professional colleagues m ust have 

appeared to be very powerful men. But, on the o ther hand, they 

were, in the time-worn justification  o f the critic ised  official, 

only obeying orders. Parry  and Morriss suggest th a t, in 

analysing this th ird type of power deriving from the operation o f 

routines, one should ask who benefits. In this case, however, no 

simple answer can be given. The slum- dwellers were the obvious 

beneficiaries, although, as will be seen, they frequently had to  

pay higher ren ts for property improvem ents undertaken by 

landlords. Moreover, in the emerging constitutional dem ocracy of 

early tw entie th  century Britain, unlike, perhaps, under political 

system s based on feudalism or dictatorship, the leading political 

actors, and groups represented  by them , appear to  have gained no 

im m ediate tangible benefit, except insofar as im provem ent o f the  

housing stock is a semi- public good which benefits everyone by 

bringing b e tte r  health, less crim e and few er m aintained paupers.

The above analysis of the Housing C om m ittee’s a tta ck  on 

unfit dwellings in term s of the th ree types of power a ttrib u ted  

by Parry  and Morriss to  the operation of routines dem onstrates 

two main things. Firstly, it  shows th a t both Bachrach and 

B aratz’s postulation of "non- decisions" in their early work, and 

Lukes’ delineation of a "second dimension" of power are  

unnecessary to the analysis of routines and of the political 

biases and hidden agendas which may be subsumed within them . The 

sensible approach, therefore , when investigating routines is, as
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Parry and Morriss say, to give prim acy to  the study of actual 

decisions. Secondly, the in terp re ta tion  above shows th a t the 

first dimensional investigation of decision- making relevan t to  

routines is y e t again somewhat convoluted, even in cases which to  

an em piricist may appear perfectly  straightforw ard. The usual 

question m ust therefore  be asked as to  w hether it  is always .

desirable to  apply to  the fac ts  of the case the sophisticated '

analytical tools of the political theorist.

The Housing C om m ittee’s M inute Books confirm  th a t much of 

the C om m ittee’s tim e was spent in pursuing the campaign against 

unfit houses. By 1914, the system  had changed slightly, since by 

then the H ealth and Housing C om m ittees had been m erged to  form 

the Public H ealth and Housing C om m ittee, and this new C om m ittee 

was working under Sections 17 and 18 of the A ct of 1909.[182]

This m erger would, of course, have been unnecessary if, in 1900, 

the powers of the H ealth Com m ittee had been expanded to  include 

the application of the 1890 A ct to  the city, and the m anagem ent 

of any council building schemes. As it  was, in the years a f te r  

1900 there existed a serious overlap of responsibilities whereby, 

for example, the H ealth Com m ittee som etim es dealt separately  with 

"nuisances." This m eant th a t properties not sufficiently  

dilapidated to be closed were re fe rred  to the H ealth C om m ittee by 

the Housing C om m ittee, who in re tu rn  were given some of the  m ore 

serious "nuisance" cases by the ir colleagues.[183] The com m ittee  

structure  established in 1900 was thus not intended to  secure 

efficiency of adm inistration, but to  prevent the introduction of
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unwanted policies of municipal construction. It possessed no 

other rationale and was la te r abandoned. In the m eantim e, as has 

been seen, unnecessary duplication and uncertain ty  about how to 

divide up the work had helped to  cause a serious clash of 

personalities betw een N ettlefold  and Hill. It is thus c lear th a t 

the m otive for the mobilisation of bias which ended in the 

establishm ent of a separate  Housing C om m ittee, and for the 

a lteration  of the political agenda which resulted  from it, had 

been to  gain the adoption of p referred  policy options ra th e r than 

to secure the effic ien t prosecution of council business. To 

politicians who w anted to avoid radical action, indeed, a little  

bureaucratic  muddle and rivalry may have been seen as tolerable. 

Certainly, his political opponents seem to have seen the creation  

of the Housing Com m ittee under a vigorous chairm an as a useful 

way of trim m ing the political sails o f alderm an Cook, the  radical 

and card carrying Liberal who chaired the H ealth C om m ittee. 

While the ploy was in operation it was, in the words of Parry  and 

Morriss, an effective  "introduction of new procedural barriers to 

change", although it was achieved by a firs t dimensional decision 

ra ther than a non- decision in the second dimension. [184] Before 

the m erger of the two com m ittees, the H ealth C om m ittee derived 

its  powers not only from the Public H ealth A ct of 1875 but also 

from certa in  provisions contained within the Birmingham 

Corporation (Consolidation) A ct of 1883. Their work was quite 

extensive. In 1913, according to  the C ity's Special Housing 

Inquiry, the recently  form ed H ealth and Housing C om m ittee dealt 

with 28,265 houses under the provisions of these two A cts
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alone. [185]

As detailed  above, opinion in the c ity  was divided on the 

respective m erits of proceeding under P a rt 1 or under P a rt 2 of 

the 1890 A ct. The same was also true  regarding the  actual 

im plem entation of the P a rt 2 policy. In his speeches and 

writings, N ettlefold  spent much of his tim e justifying his 

strategy , and highlighting its  positive features. For him, the 

"vicious circle ...o f drink- slumland- slumland- drink" could be 

broken "by mending or ending the bad houses. "[186] The "black 

spots" were "gradually being removed by steady, strenuous 

work",[187] and "things have been done th a t people think i t  

worth while to travel long distances to see. "[188] N ettlefo ld’s 

judgment was endorsed by residents of the Oxygen S tree t a rea  and 

other witnesses who presented evidence to  the Housing Com m ittee 

in 1903, as well as by the editorial w riter o f the P ost. [1891 

Furtherm ore, as m entioned above, and as N ettlefo ld  stressed, the 

policy was cheap, so th a t "every pound spent by the Corporation 

has resulted  in a t least £10 being spent by the property 

owners. "[190]

O ther observers were less convinced, however. Local 

socialists pointed out in 1905 th a t closures and dem olitions had 

forced people into overcrowded accom m odation elsew here, th a t a 

considerable amount of money had been spent in hiring ex tra  s ta f f  

to im plem ent the policy, and, more generally, th a t under this 

"policy of patches ... the housing of the people of Birmingham is
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little  or no b e tte r  than it was th ree  years ago. "[191] The 

G aze tte , too, from the o ther end of the political spectrum , 

argued th a t the additional s ta f f  were excessive and, on the point 

discussed above, duplicated those of the H ealth C om m ittee .[192] 

Moreover, the policy was associated with rises in ren ts estim ated  

by the Housing C om m ittee to be of the order o f 7d. per week. [193] 

N ettlefold  seem ed com paratively unconcerned about this, arguing 

th a t the ren t for a  good house should be higher than for a bad 

one, and noting th a t tenan ts were prepared to  pay more. [194] 

Perhaps he saw the incentive of higher ren ts as an inducem ent to  

landlords to  keep the ir properties in b e tte r  repair, or to  accep t 

forced improvements with good grace. To adapt the concept 

cen tral to  Lukes’ th ird dimension of power. N ettlefo ld  was 

prepared to assume th a t it was in the rea l or w elfare in te rests  

of slum dwellers to  pay m ore ren t for an improved property, and 

his C om m ittee agreed, as did some of the witnesses before it. It 

is always debateable, however, w hether anyone else is a good 

judge of a person’s rea l in terests, and N ettlefold’s willingness 

to countenance ren t increases cam e in for a ttack . Some witnesses 

before the Housing Com m ittee, for example, claim ed th a t, fo r a 

worker earning about £1 per week, "this increase is a serious 

m atte r. "[195] Local socialists were also concerned a t the ren t 

rises, as were Bass and Staveley. [196]

Bass also opposed the P a rt 2 policy on the grounds th a t it  

was ineffective, and a considerable amount of the Housing 

C om m ittee’s tim e was taken up in investigating his allegations
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th a t the repairs undertaken by landlords were 

unsatisfactory. [197] A more fundam ental criticism  of the  policy, 

however, hinged on the fac t, freely  adm itted  by N ettlefold , th a t 

"many houses have been demolished. "[198] As the section on empty 

houses above dem onstrates, N ettlefo ld’s assertions th a t such 

demolitions would not cause a  condition o f scarcity  in housing 

becam e thoroughly discredited over tim e. Soon the  Local 

Government Board were advising the council to  use Section 15 of 

the 1909 A ct, ra th e r than Section 17, on the grounds th a t the 

enforcem ent of the la tte r  Section caused displacem ent of people. 

The council’s Special Housing Inquiry of 1914, likewise, 

recommended the use of the  1875 and 1883 A cts for the same 

reason. [199]

The most contentious aspect o f the P a rt 2 policy, however, 

was its  enforcem ent upon landlords. Not surprisingly, local 

socialists were fully in favour of this, arguing th a t "slum 

houses m ust be repaired a t the owners’ expense, ... never a t the 

ra tepayers’ ... as has been done in the past", and asking the 

council "to insist upon the com plete renovation of insanitary 

property. "[200] One press correspondent went fu rther, calling 

for the confiscation w ithout compensation of all unfit 

dwellings. [201] More m oderate voices were also decidedly 

outspoken on the m a tte r, with Vince re- ite ra ting  th a t the 

council should "strike hard, by the strenuous employment of 

municipal powers for repairing, closing, and demolishing 

insanitary dwellings. "[202] The m ost forthright official
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spokesman of all, however, was N ettlefo ld  himself. His policy 

was, he claimed, "firm, but fa ir and friendly." However, his 

writings are litte red  with a ttack s  on "those who for many years 

have been taking as much money as they can out of the  property, 

and putting in the least possible." He added th a t such people, 

by contributing to  "the present national physical degeneration" 

were "the cause of serious national loss" and m ust be firm ly 

dealt w ith .[203] N ettlefo ld’s C om m ittee agreed th a t "the 

Corporation should ... if  necessary compel ... landlords," and 

its M inutes show it doing just th a t a t more or less every one of 

its m eetings, although, very occasionally, leniency was shown in 

cases of extrem e hardship. [204] In 1914 N ettlefo ld’s firm  stand 

was endorsed by the Special Housing Inquiry, which asserted  th a t 

"the evils complained of would all have been avoided if  owners 

had fulfilled the ir m oral obligations. "[205]

Nevertheless, the alleged evils were complained about m ost 

vociferously, despite N ettlefo ld’s assertion th a t his D epartm ent 

had "often been specially thanked by property owners for the 

trouble taken and consideration shown. "[206] These com plaints of 

property owners against the Housing D epartm ent cen tred  on th ree  

main issues: the standards demanded for repair work, which it was 

claim ed were unreasonably stringent; the consequent high cost of 

such work; and the allegedly high handed and unreasonable 

a ttitude  of D epartm ental s taff.
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With regard  to  the specifications for repair work, according 

to  Gough "a standard of efficiency was se t which scarcely a  house 

in Birmingham could comply with." This must have come as a 

nasty shock since "for ten  years" a f te r  1890 "the A ct was 

practically  a dead le tter"  in the city. [207] Indeed, the report 

of 1909 commissioned by local solicitors, auctioneers and 

arch itec ts  claim ed th a t the requirem ents exceeded the provisions 

of the 1890 A ct and were o f dubious legality. [208] The Housing 

C om m ittee stood firm , however. In particu lar. N ettlefo ld  held up 

the example o f unsupervised work done under adjournm ents granted 

by the m agistra tes which, he claimed, was of a  most 

unsatisfactory nature. [209]

As to the cost of repair work, it  should be noted th a t, 

unlike P a rt 1, P a rt 2 of the 1890 A ct made no provision for 

compensation to  landlords from  public funds. Thus, in the words 

of Vince, "Part 1 inflicts loss on the ... ratepayers, who are 

many, but im perfectly  organised. ... P a rt 2 inflicts loss on the 

owners of slum property, who are few ..., but vigilant in defence 

of the ir in terests. "[210] Indeed, as s ta ted  above, this aspect 

was seen as a positive gain for the Corporation. Thus N ettlefold  

openly boasted th a t repairs were typically carried  out "at a  cost 

to the owner varying from £200 to  £1,400 per property, w ithout 

any expenditure by the Corporation. "[211] Moreover, if  houses 

were not repaired, but pulled down, the landlord often  incurred a 

financial penalty. One p la in tiff before the Housing Com m ittee 

claim ed th a t he was losing £700 in this way. [212] Gough asserted
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th a t, in another case, the Housing C om m ittee’s requirem ents would 

have cost £1,500, five tim es as much as the  work recom m ended by 

the landlord’s arch itec t. With only 17 years of his lease le ft, 

the landlord was forced to back out and forego an income of £100 

per annum. [213]

Finally, with regard to the a ttitu d e  of the D epartm ent and 

its  officials, landlords were of the opinion th a t "the property 

owner has not ... received fa ir and reasonable tre a tm e n t."[214] 

"Local A uthorities", w rote Gough, with the ir enormous resources 

and access to  the public purse, should rem em ber th a t "it is 

excellent to  have a g iant’s strength , but tyrannous to  use it 

like a giant. "[215] Thus press correspondents complained th a t 

they were being held liable "for the negligence of the ir tenants" 

and th a t "a little  more consideration by our officials" was 

needed. [216] One landlord disliked what he considered the high 

handed legalistic approach of Hill who, instead of m erely giving 

"an intim ation or a call", had "dumped down" on him a "sheaf of 

notices" of closure.[217] Another source of friction  stem m ed 

from the fac t, alluded to above, th a t the 1890 A ct, unlike the 

A ct of 1875, did not require the D epartm ent to  specify in writing 

the details of the repairs which it  demanded, thus giving it a 

freer hand in negotiations with landlords. [218] The problem, 

however, was th a t confusions and misunderstandings could arise. 

Thus one p la in tiff before the m agistra tes argued th a t "he was led
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to believe th a t all th a t was required was the introduction of 

damp courses" but th a t "much more than this" was now being 

demanded. [219]

The M inutes of nearly every m eeting of the Housing Com m ittee 

include details of the b a ttle  betw een the D epartm ent and the 

landlords. There were also, as recorded by N ettlefold , "many 

tussles in the Birmingham Police Court betw een the Corporation 

and owners" in which "the Corporation has not always got its  own 

way. "[220] Of these, the m ost celebrated  was undoubtedly the 

Roderick case of 1904-5 in which the m agistrates, to  the disgust 

and alarm  of N ettlefold  and his Com m ittee, eventually dismissed 

the summonses against the landlord and ordered each side to  pay 

its  own costs. [221] To Gough and the landlords Roderick was a 

hero. [222] Later, N ettlefold  could dismiss the case as "merely a 

passing episode. "[223] A t the tim e, however, the Housing 

C om m ittee thought the m a tte r  sufficiently  im portant to  publish a 

verbatim  report of the proceedings as p a rt of the ir propaganda 

campaign against insanitary dwellings. [224]

The friction betw een the landlords and the Housing C om m ittee 

has been detailed  a t some length because of the light which it 

sheds upon Birmingham community power a t th a t tim e. Given the 

im portance highlighted by Goodin of the tim ing of decisions, it 

must be explained why, on Gough’s evidence detailed  above. P a rt 2 

of the 1890 A ct was largely unenforced within the c ity  for ten 

years. The reason for this would appear to be the increasing

450



public concern over housing conditions epitom ised by the 

G aze tte ’s "Scenes from Slum- land" published a t th a t tim e. 

Policy- m akers recognised th a t something needed to  be done, but, 

given the fear of a backlash from  the ratepayers, were looking 

for a cheap solution. The landlords were thus seized upon as an 

allegedly irresponsible elem ent within society whose selfishness 

had done much to  cause the problem. They should therefo re , it 

was argued, be made to  pay for repairs made necessary because of 

the ir own negligence. In a sense this is a version of the  ta c tic  

described by Parry and Morriss and discussed in C hapter 1 of 

"calling on the norms of society to  lim it demands or even render 

them  illegitim ate by regarding the control of business as outside 

the realm  of politics and as p a rt o f the free  enterprise system."

In this case, the argum ent of N ettlefold, a believer in classical 

economics, seems to  have been th a t bad housing conditions should 

not be tackled by the construction of municipal dwellings but 

th a t the local community did possess a  leg itim ate  right to  lay 

down and enforce reasonable standards on the p rivate sector. The 

campaign against the landlords can thus be seen as another aspect 

of the mobilisation of bias whereby a more interventionist 

a lternative was excluded from the political agenda.

The political helplessness of the landlords, and the 

decisive and near unanimous nature of the alliance against them , 

is also worthy of note, since it  would appear to be contrary  to  

the analysis of Molotch and the theorists of the growth machine 

which ascribes a prim acy to  landed in te rests  in municipal life.
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One possible explanation o f this, which is touched upon but not 

system atically  investigated in the p resent research scheme, is 

th a t there  was a conflict o f in te rests  betw een the freeholders 

and the lease- holding landlords in which the la tte r  were in ten t 

on maximising ren ts w hereas the form er wished to  drive ren ted  

property operations out of the  c ity  cen tre  so th a t they could r e 

possess the land and put i t  to  more profitable business use. A 

recen t summary of the question o f ground ren ts and associated 

issues a t this tim e, however, m akes no m ention of this possible 

conflict. [225] Another possibility is th a t in this particu lar 

historical case the analysis of Molotch and his followers is 

wrong.

This conflict betw een the  m unicipality and the landlords can 

be readily analysed in term s o f Lukes’ first dimension, and his 

emphasis on conflict over decision- making in th a t dimension is 

appropriate. Here, indeed, unlike in some of the trick ier 

instances discussed, there  is a classic case where, in the term s 

of Dahl and Lukes, one side (the Housing Com m ittee) exercises 

power over another side (the landlords), in a situation of 

conflict, to get them  to do som ething (improve slum properties) 

th a t they would not otherw ise have done. Even here, however, 

the process cannot accura te ly  be depicted as a zero sum gam e in 

which one side wins and the  o ther side loses. For instance, it 

was slum dwellers ra th e r than the Housing C om m ittee who directly  

benefited, so th a t the C om m ittee has, in part, to be seen as 

acting as a proxy on th e ir  behalf. Furtherm ore, as explained
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above, the landlords were, a t least to an ex ten t, com pensated 

for the ir expenditure by an increase in rents. Finally, the 

conflict over the policy, as explained above, was largely lim ited 

to  the tussle betw een the Housing C om m ittee and the  landlords. 

Virtually no- one else disagreed with what was being done, 

although some argued th a t it  was not being done effectively , or 

th a t something else, usually in the shape of a m ore radical 

program m e of reform , should be undertaken as well. Lukes’ 

emphasis on conflict over decision- making in his firs t dimension 

makes the analysis of this broad consensus quite com plicated.

6. W hat M ore is  To Be D one? The P o licy  o f  O pening Ub C o u rts .

A nother initiative by the Housing Com m ittee in its  campaign 

against the slums was the a ttem p t to  open up enclosed courtyards. 

This policy was mainly adopted and im plem ented by a series o f 

decisions in Lukes’ firs t dimension of power. It could be 

argued, a t the level of Lukes’ second dimension, however, th a t 

the policy was also p a rt of the  m ore general program m e of slum 

patching which was consciously adopted as p a rt of the 

mobilisation of bias aim ed a t securing the "non- decision" to 

exclude the construction o f council houses from the political 

agenda. This bias, however, was mobilised by a series of actual 

decisions, in Lukes’ firs t dimension, to  do something else, 

ra th e r than by a non- decision, in some supposed second
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dimension, not to im plem ent a  policy seen as undesirable. Yet 

again, therefore, it is argued th a t analysis of power in Lukes’ 

second dimension is best avoided, and th a t the heuristically 

useful concepts of mobilisation o f bias and of agenda setting  are 

best translated  to  his first dimension.

Y et again the fram ework for the making of decisions in 

Lukes’ first dimension was provided by the system  of s ta tu te  law. 

Y et again, therefore, we m ust be careful to  heed Newton’s advice 

to  place local decision- making into its national context. The 

legislation enacted by national government which empowered the 

Housing Com m ittee to  open up courts was Section 38 of the Housing 

of the Working Classes A ct o f 1890. This provided for so- called 

obstructive buildings to  be represen ted  as such by the Medical 

O fficer of Health and subsequently removed, with compensation 

being paid to the owners.[226] In Birmingham, the application of 

Section 38, according to N ettlefo ld , led to the rem oval of 338 

obstructive buildings and the  opening up to the s tre e t of 147 

courts between 1902 and 1911. Despite compensation paym ents, he 

added, the to ta l cost to the  ra tepayers, not ju st o f this 

in itia tive but of the en tire  housing policy, including 

adm inistration, was £26,085, or less than a 0.25d ra te .[227] The 

cost to  the ra tepayer of each building removed betw een 1902 and 

1908, he recorded, was £24.[228] Indeed, "in some instances", 

reported the Housing C om m ittee, "owners ... voluntarily remove 

houses without asking for compensation. "[229]
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The firs t dimensional decision- making was again 

characterised  by the operation of routines. The typical 

procedure was for the Medical O fficer of H ealth to  represent 

buildings as obstructive under Section 38 and for the Visiting 

Sub- Com m ittee of the Housing C om m ittee to  follow up his 

inspection.[230] Next, if  appropriate, the Housing C om m ittee 

resolved to  try  to  ge t the buildings removed as quickly and as 

cheaply as possible.[231] Negotiations with the owners were then 

undertaken, and if these were successful the Town Clerk drew up 

and com pleted the necessary legal agreem ents. Under these, the 

owners removed the buildings in re tu rn  for the compensation. [232] 

Sometimes the deals could be finalised beforehand, so th a t the 

M edical O fficer’s representations, the lists of properties, and 

the compensation amounts could all be endorsed by the Housing 

C om m ittee a t the same tim e, with the Corporate Seal being affixed 

to conclude the business. [233] Because of the delicate  and open 

ended nature of the negotiations, the C om m ittee succeeded in 

gaining lump sums in advance from the council to carry on the 

work. This p rac tice  encountered hostility  in the council 

chamber. The nature of the opposition, however, and the fac t 

th a t the leaders of it included the socialists Keegan and 

Stevens, indicates th a t the main objective was to  make the 

Housing C om m ittee m ore dem ocratically accountable, ra th e r than to 

save the ra tes. [234]
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W hether or not the decisions which led to the opening up of 

courts did much for the cause of housing reform  was hotly 

contested, and it is necessary to  look a t both sides of the 

argum ent in some detail. It m ust again be noted, however, th a t 

the conflict was over the policy’s effectiveness, and not over 

w hether it  should be pursued. For all the ridicule from the 

Liberal Cook, the socialist group of councillors and others, the 

policy’s g rea test c ritics  were prepared to  accept th a t it did 

little  harm, and might even do a b it of good. As with the 

campaign against unfit houses, the argum ents were th a t the policy 

should be pursued with g rea te r vigour, and/or supplem ented by 

more radical reform . Unlike the enforcem ent of improvements 

discussed above, indeed, not even the landlords launched any 

sustained a ttack  on a policy by which they were paid compensation 

for any loss which they suffered. Thus, ye t again, political 

analysis in Lukes’ term s whereby one side prevails over the 

other, in a situation o f conflict, to  do something which it would 

not otherwise have done is com plicated. Lukes’ firs t dimensional 

definitional categories can be applied, but the application is 

not straightforw ard.

Support for a policy of opening up courtyards can be dated 

back to  1842 a t least, when a House of Lords report had argued 

th a t, in Birmingham, "it would be of the g rea test advantage if  

the en tries to  courts were not covered in ... as this ... would 

afford ... a free r ven tila tion ."[235] N ettlefold, sixty years 

la te r, agreed th a t the increased "light and fresh air" was
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desirable, adding th a t opening up the courts also allowed "a 

certain  amount of supervision from the street."  Moreover, useful 

sanitary improvem ents often accom panied the work, as did the 

paving of some of the yards under the direction of the 

D epartm ent. Moreover, freeholders could on occasion be persuaded 

to extend leases, and altogether, for every £1 invested by the 

Corporation in the rem oval of obstructive buildings, landlords 

spent another £10 in associated improvements. [236] Since 

N ettlefold  wished "to encourage and assist people to  spread 

them selves out over a larger area  of land",[237] he was not even 

very worried about the demolitions. Indeed, the rem oval of 

obstructive and unfit houses did something to increase the amount 

of open space in which children might play. [238]

Throughout his writings, on this and on other aspects of the 

housing question. N ettlefold  exhibited the typical disdain of the 

m anufacturing industrialist for the small- minded and blinkered 

landlord: "There has been plenty of tim e to w rite o ff all the 

capital expenditure incurred, and in any well- m anaged business 

this would have been done long ago, but the owners of small house 

property have seldom had a sound business education, and 

therefore some allowance should be made for the ir business 

inaptitude. This necessity is recognised by Section 38. "[239]

This raises two in teresting  points. F irstly, this unequivocal 

denigration is d ifficult to  reconcile with the prestige and 

influence ascribed by Molotch and the theorists of the growth 

machine to  landed and associated in te rests  in municipal politics.
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Secondly, the th ird dimensional concept of rea l in te rests  is 

again relevant, since N ettlefo ld  clearly thought th a t he knew 

b e tte r  than the landlords them selves what was in th e ir real 

economic in terests. It would seem plausible to  argue against 

this, however, th a t landlords who feared  re- possession a f te r  the 

expiry of their leases had a rea l economic in te rest in neglecting 

the ir property while squeezing the g rea tes t amount possible from 

it.

Yet again, the Housing C om m ittee echoed the ir chairm an on 

the desirability of "letting light and a ir into crowded courts" 

and of creating  "several sm all open spaces and playgrounds in the 

poorer parts  of Birmingham. "[240] As a resu lt o f th e ir policy, 

they claimed, "courts, which readily becom e nests of disease and 

a menace to  the neighbourhood, are com pletely transform ed a t very 

little  cost. "[241] Soon, the  Com m ittee refined its policy by 

encouraging "the substitution of unclimbable iron fencing for 

high walls, which in many cases divide the courts, and prevent 

the admission of light and the  free  circulation of air. "[242] A 

few years la te r there had been "a few instances" where the 

Com m ittee had succeeded in creating  "open spaces and playgrounds 

for the children" on sites c leared  of insanitary houses. [243]

The Medical O fficer o f H ealth  agreed th a t the opening up of 

courts "cannot fail to  confer many advantages from both a 

sanitary and a moral point o f view", and the Chief Inspector a t 

the H ealth D epartm ent concurred. [244] For the Chief Constable,
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it was "a m a tte r  of the g rea tes t ... importance" since "a 

policeman risks his life by venturing into such (courts) a t 

night."[245] Similar sentim ents w ere expressed by Bass, Staveley 

and other witnesses who presented evidence to  the Housing 

Com m ittee in 1903, several of whom argued th a t opening up the 

courts would fac ilita te  a more adequate supervision of their 

inhabitants. [246] In the council cham ber. Law ley Parker, Tonks 

and Beale, among others, spoke in support of the policy, while 

Cook, the H ealth C om m ittee chairm an, adm itted  th a t i t  was a t 

least a step in the right direction. [247] For the Mail the 

policy was cheap, p rac tica l and worthwhile.[248] By 1928, 

according to one w riter on the housing question, N ettlefo ld’s 

m ethod had "become historic as a means of alleviating 

conditions. " [249]

A t the tim e, however, it  was argued, on the o ther side, th a t 

the policy, like the in itiative against unfit houses, was m ere 

tinkering. One complaint, th a t of Gough th a t the landlords were 

being given inadequate compensation, was such th a t N ettlefo ld  was 

more likely to  consider it  a compliment. [250] Most critics, 

however, claim ed tha t, although the policy did no harm , it needed 

to be supplem ented and/or replaced by more ambitious policies 

which would do more good. Progress was certain ly  slow. In the 

first six years, for example, there  were, according to the 

Housing Com m ittee, 91 courts opened and converted into te rraces, 

a ra te  of 15 per annum. [251] And yet, as N ettlefold  adm itted, 

there  were betw een 30,000 and 40,000 back- to- back houses in the
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city , a fac t which made his estim ate  of ten years for the 

completion of the work look distinctly optim istic. [2521 One 

problem was the "long and tedious" procedure whereby it  was 

"often found ... necessary to  deal with freeholder, lessee, sub

lessee and m ortgagees. " [253] Delays were also caused by 

compensation demands which the D epartm ent considered excessive, 

and by "the g rea t expense and difficulty incurred in removing 

houses without endangering the  adjoining buildings. "[254]

Thus, whenever the policy o f opening up courts cam e before 

the council. N ettlefold  was subjected to  system atic criticism  and 

ridicule. The socialist and Housing Com m ittee member, Bowater, 

for example, pointed out th a t, to com plete the policy, 10,000 

obstructive buildings would need to  be removed from 6,000 courts, 

a task  th a t they were coming no- where near to  achieving. [2551 

The P o tte r S tree t scheme, he added la te r, would have built 76 

dwellings for £160 a year to  the ra tes, but this "quack remedy" 

aimed to spend £2,000 and pull down 44. It "reminded him of ... 

the old lady (who) tried  to  sweep up the waves of the A tlantic 

with her mop. " Bowater’s fellow socialist, Stevens, wanted to 

know what was to  happen to  "the poor creatures" who would be 

unhoused, given th a t the C om m ittee "did not propose to put up 

other houses a t sim ilar rents." The socialists Keegan and 

Fallows also opposed such "half measures" on the grounds th a t 

they led to the "unhousing" o f the populace, and they were joined 

by the more m oderate M iddleton, and by councillors Walthall, 

Barrow and Kelly. [256] Again, the G azette  sided with its
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socialist opponents, and lam basted N ettlefo ld  and his policy in a 

series of scorching a ttacks. [257] The paper’s readers, judging 

from its  le tte rs  columns, were also unimpressed. [258]

An in teresting aspect of opening up the courts was its  

influence, if  any, on death ra tes. According to  councillor 

Bowater, the policy would not reduce these, but would m erely 

"enable passers- by to  see funerals s ta r t from  the houses. "[259] 

The Housing C om m ittee, however, reported  th a t "the small cost ... 

will ... be justified  by a reduction in the death r a te ."[260] 

N ettlefold added th a t his C om m ittee "had taken special care to 

see th a t the e ffec t of the ir work in the St. Laurence a rea  should 

be tested  by the death ra te  before and a fte r. Observations would 

be taken, and would be com m unicated to  the council. "[261] No 

conclusive and scientifically  w atertigh t evidence was ever 

forthcoming, however. Staveley quoted a study of m ortality  in 

back- to- backs as com pared with through houses, which found th a t 

it was lower in the la tte r. But presumably richer, c leaner and 

b e tte r  fed people would in any case have been found in the 

superior through housing. [262] In his writings. N ettlefo ld  gave 

general and com parative figures for death ra te s  in 

Birmingham.[263] But nowhere does he include figures purporting 

to prove th a t the opening up of courts had saved people’s lives. 

This, as an accomplished propagandist, he surely would have 

done if  the point could have been plausibly made. The housing 

enquiry of 1914 gave no figures of death ra tes, m erely cross- 

referring  briefly to  witnesses who had claim ed an im provem ent in
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health and morals. [264] It would seem th a t, in the ir emphasis 

on light and fresh air, many contem poraries did not sufficiently 

stress the link betw een poor health  and the lack of a  properly 

balanced diet. [265]

The final judgment on the policy of improving unfit houses 

and opening up courts, therefore , m ust be th a t it  was, for a 

tim e, a  partially  successful nostrum which helped to  reinforce 

the mobilisation of political bias aimed a t excluding more 

radical m easures from the political agenda. However, the 

verdict of E.D. Simon, whose book on How to  Abolish the Slums 

was published in 1929, would appear to  be justified. 

"Birmingham", he wrote, "... is in this question of 

reconditioning a generation behind M anchester" despite some good 

work carried  out by N ettlefold  and his Com m ittee. "But all this 

can only be regarded as a palliative. However thoroughly it  is 

done, the houses will still be unsatisfactory from a modern 

point of view, as is proved by the fac t th a t thousands of such 

reconditioned houses in M anchester are to- day condemned as unfit 

for human habitation. ... There is only one way of dealing 

effectively  with our slum areas: to  demolish them . And this can 

only be done when suitable and adequate a lternative  accommodation 

has been provided. "[266] It was to the credit of the small group 

of socialists in the council cham ber, with the ir emphasis on 

municipal building and the ir contem pt for N ettlefo ld’s policies
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of slum patching, tha t they realised this fa r more clearly  than 

the local political establishm ent. On this question, a t least, 

the ir voice may be regarded as the voice of the future.

By way of a concluding summary, it  may be added th a t the 

decisions relevant to the Housing C om m ittee’s policy of opening 

up courts occurred more or less exclusively within the  first 

dimension of power as defined by Lukes. There was, however, no 

significant a ttem p t to  reverse the policy, and most opponents 

m erely argued th a t it was inadequate. Therefore, Lukes’ 

definitions of the operation of power during the decision- making 

process, with the ir emphasis on conflict, can only be applied to 

the case with some difficulty. Finally, it may be noted th a t the 

political actors who castigated  the policy as inadequate w ere not 

particularly  influential during this period^ This was true, for 

example, of the small group of socialist councillors, o f the 

Liberal Party  m ember Cook, and of the G azette  newspaper. An 

analysis of the debate, however, dem onstrates th a t N ettlefo ld’s 

opponents were able to  make some shrewd criticism s which he found 

it d ifficult to answer. Thus, the weight of argum ent was a 

political resource which could influence the mobilisation of 

bias, a t least for the future. N ettlefold  had g rea t personal 

influence over housing policy, and in this period was able to 

secure the adoption of his p referred  policy. But he never 

successfully discredited his opponents’ case, and this may well 

have strengthened the m obilisation of political bias in favour of 

more radical m easures a f te r  1918.
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7. Building' Bye- Laws and th e  M ovem ent tow ards Town P lanning.

In the early years of the tw entie th  century, as has been 

seen, the exclusion of municipal building from the political 

agenda was reinforced by the adoption of a lternative  and less 

radical policies such as slum im provem ents and the opening up of 

courts. Birmingham was also a t the forefront of the burgeoning 

movement in favour of town planning, and this cause was likewise 

espoused, particularly  by N ettlefold  who, as Townroe records, was 

one of the firs t national leaders of the m ovem ent.[267]. 

However, a t th a t tim e the council lacked the necessary legal 

powers to undertake effective  town planning, so th a t the 

endorsement of the new fashion entailed  a fu rther m obilisation of 

political bias against radical housing solutions. For example, 

one e ffec t was to  remove the housing problem from the local 

context by stressing the need for national legislation and 

initiatives. Not surprisingly, therefore , as Thompson suggested, 

and as the record of lim ited housing achievem ent detailed  above 

indicates, the c ity  had a g rea te r claim to fam e for its  support 

of town planning than for "actual improvem ents 

accomplished. " [268]
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The issue a rea  of town planning is best seen as falling 

within Lukes’ first, or decision- making, dimension of power. 

This is because, on this issue as on all the others, it  is 

unhelpful to  conceptualise a second dimension of power as the 

realm  of the non- decision. Yet again, any "non- decisions" were 

either non- events which by their nature are not susceptible to 

em pirical enquiry, or else actual decisions, in this case, for 

example, to  adopt town planning in itiatives as p a rt o f a wider 

process of excluding radical slum clearance policies from  the 

municipal agenda. As throughout the study there  is, perhaps 

because of the nature of the research scheme, no observable 

instance of the operation of power in Lukes’ th ird dimension. In 

o ther words, there  does not appear to  have been, in the 

form ulation of Lukes as summarised in C hapter 1, "a la ten t 

conflict, which consists in a contradiction betw een the in terests  

of those exercising power and the rea l in terests  of those they 

exclude."

For these reasons, therefore, it  is necessary to  concentrate  

on an analysis of town planning decisions in Lukes’ first 

dimension, with the concepts of mobilisation of bias and of 

agenda setting  being seen as influencing actual decisions within 

th a t dimension. Here too, however, as in previous cases, the 

analysis is quite complex. For one thing, as in tim ated  above, 

Birmingham’s c ity  council before 1914 had few town planning 

powers and made no significant town planning decisions. Another 

fac to r to bear in mind is th a t the town planning in itia tive , like
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the campaigns against unfit houses and the opening up of courts, 

was com paratively uncontentious, so th a t the application of first 

dimensional definitions which stress the role of conflict is 

possible but difficult.

Town planning in Britain, according to  N ettlefold, was "an 

inspiration from Germany", and his writings, and the sta tem en ts 

of the Housing C om m ittee, contain numerous references to  the use 

in th a t country of "the town extension p lan ."[269] One of the 

first men to popularise town planning in England was T.C. 

Horsfall of M anchester, and it was M anchester which held the 

first conference of local authorities on the subject. Birmingham 

City Council, however, was the firs t to form ally approve the 

principle, on the recom m endation of the Housing C om m ittee, in 

July, 1906. L ater in 1906 N ettlefold  chaired a Midland 

Conference on the subject, under the auspices o f the National 

Housing Reform  Council, which a ttra c te d  delegates from all over 

the country.[270] Soon, a new Birmingham and D istric t Town 

Planning and Housing Association was established with Joseph 

Chamberlain as a vice- president. [271] There was also a 

Birmingham and D istrict Housing Reform  Association, linked to  the 

National Housing Reform  Council, which was set up in 1907 and 

presided over by the Lord Mayor. [272] In 1911 the C ity Council 

established a separate  Town Planning C om m ittee, under the 

chairmanship of Neville Chamberlain. [273] None of these first 

dimensional decisions, it will be noted, actually introduced town
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planning into Birmingham. They were mainly endorsem ents of the 

general principle or a ttem p ts to  sponsor th a t principle by the 

creation of new organisational structures.

In any case, even if  town plans had been im plem ented, they 

would have been mainly concerned with new construction ra ther 

than with the most urgent problem facing housing reform ers in 

Birmingham, namely the slums. Thus, in N ettlefold’s view, town 

planning was "a very im portant and urgent question" if  new slums 

were to  be p revented .[274] Without it  "land- sweating - th a t is 

the reckless overcrowding of human beings", and injury to  "the 

v ita lity  ... of large numbers of Englishmen" was inevitab le.[275]

Its first objective, he wrote, was to arrange "the constituent 

parts of a  modern town ... in such a way th a t the resu lt shall 

show an ordered harmony." As p a rt of this process, the 

authorities should reserve enough land to allow wide main roads, 

and open spaces on 10 per cent of all newly developed land. The 

number of new dwellings per acre, he added, should be restric ted , 

if  possible to an optimum number of ten. [276]

The mobilisation of political bias in favour of town 

planning thus le ft the problem of the existing slums untouched, 

and effective action against them  rem ained firm ly excluded from 

the political agenda. Nearly all of these slums had been built 

before the Public H ealth A ct of 1875 and the building bye- laws 

introduced under its provisions in 1876. [277] Thus the problem 

was, as the H ealth Com m ittee noted, "that though much ...
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property ... is below the standard of present- day requirem ents, 

its  erection was perm itted  by the then existing law. "[278] 

N ettlefold added tha t, if the current bye- laws were applied 

retrospectively to  such prem ises, it "would resu lt in many houses 

being demolished" and a "large reduction in the supply of small 

houses",[279] the very reason why the Housing Com m ittee was 

unwilling to proceed vigorously against unfit dwellings. As it 

was, the town planners had to wait until 1909 before the Housing 

and Town Planning A ct gave them  any locus standi a t all, and even 

then the law was extrem ely com plicated, and did not apply to 

built up areas but only to  construction on green field 

s ite s.[280] Simon records th a t, in 1929, the la tte r  problem had 

still not been resolved. [281]

As seen above, in the years im m ediately before 1914, 

N ettlefold’s campaigns to improve unfit dwellings and to  open up 

courts were running into difficulties. Furtherm ore, his liberal 

laissez- faire  ideology and fear of a ra tepayers’ backlash 

prevented him from advocating m ore in terventionist and expensive 

solutions. In these circum stances, it is perhaps understandable 

th a t he should seek refuge in a cause which was undoubtedly 

fashionable and progressive, but which might be expected to 

deflect the a tten tion  of him self and others from the slum areas.

It may be added in N ettlefo ld’s defence, however, th a t if  this 

was one of his m otives, there  is no evidence th a t he pursued it 

cynically. His enthusiasm for town planning appears, from his 

speeches and writings, to have been com pletely genuine.
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Even on the periphery of the town the town planning 

in itiative had a minimal im pact before 1914. According to 

Gauldie, an a ttem p t back in the 1870’s to force fac to ries  out of 

the central areas of Birmingham had been fru stra ted  by the large 

amounts of compensation claim ed by the owners. [282] To be 

effective  the planning of the outskirts would alm ost certainly  

need a system atic policy of municipal land purchase, if  only to 

see th a t the land was red istributed  to  p rivate owners in 

accordance with planning priorities. In July 1906 the 

Corporation accepted this principle as a possibility, but a t th a t 

stage needed "greater freedom  ... granted to  them  by 

Parliam ent. "[283] N ettlefold  supported the general idea,[284] 

but, in an in teresting exercise in buck passing, ascribed the 

lack of progress to a medieval monarch and his Parliam ent. He 

was, he said, "dead against the Birmingham City Council adopting 

a policy of wholesale land purchase until the S ta tu te  of 

M ortmain, passed in the reign of Edward IQ, has been 

repealed. "[285] In 1914 the Special Housing Inquiry reported  

th a t it was aw aiting ra tifica tion  of its  recom m endations before 

even considering the "powers required for the purchase and 

development of e sta tes  on town planning lines. "[286] As Vince 

reports, there were a number of town planning in itiatives 

undertaken by the council on the outskirts of the  city  

im m ediately before the F irst World War. [287] However, by 1914 

housing construction there  had virtually ceased. [288]
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Thus, as s ta ted  above, a problem of analysing town planning 

decisions in early tw entie th  century Birmingham, and of applying 

Lukes’ first dimensional concepts to them , is th a t nothing very 

much was decided. The constraints on policy- m akers, however, 

can be investigated via a consideration of the application of the 

building bye- laws. For it  was a rem arkable fea tu re  of the town 

planning movement th a t it was preceded and accom panied by a 

number of official decisions to undermine and weaken the existing 

safeguards against shoddy dwellings and in frastructu re  enshrined 

in the building bye-laws. The background to this developm ent was 

the need to  build new houses a t low rents, something which, it 

was forcibly argued, was impossible given the stringency of the 

existing regulations. L e tte rs  to  the press on the subject, for 

example, included claims th a t house building was being stopped by 

officialdom, and th a t the requirem ents of the City Surveyor’s 

D epartm ent, especially the updated regulations of 1897, were 

exorbitant and excessive. Builders, it  was alleged, were now 

having to spend 100 per cent more on the construction of roads 

and 150 per cent more on drainage systems, and it was no wonder 

th a t people found it impossible to  move out of the slums. [289]

The editorial columns of the Mail and the Post endorsed the views 

of such correspondents, as did Vince.[290] One of the objects of 

the Birmingham and D istrict Housing Reform Association was "to 

prom ote the universal adoption of ... a bye-law ... which perm its 

the local authority  to  reduce the ir requirem ent as to  the width
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of the m etalled portion of roads o ther than main roads. " This, 

it  was added, was to "allow ... the building of decent working- 

class houses a t a m oderate cost. "[291]

Such argum ents were fully accepted  by N ettlefold, and his 

writings contained numerous references to "the excessive 

stringency of some of the bye- laws, which increased the cost 

without increasing the efficiency of the houses built. "[292] 

N ettlefold also frequently linked the advancem ent of town 

planning to  the slackening of building regulations, arguing th a t 

there  needed to be a trade o ff betw een the two. In order to  get 

builders to  reduce the number of houses per acre, and to provide 

parks, concessions must be granted in the cost of e s ta te  

development. [293] As usual, the Housing Com m ittee endorsed the ir 

chairm an’s view, reporting tha t, while the bye laws did not stop 

jerry  building, they unnecessarily raised ren ts by insisting on 

extravagant road building in working class areas. [294] The 

C om m ittee’s opinion was endorsed by Parker, the C hief Inspector 

a t the Health D epartm ent. [295]

Thus, a number of decisions were taken, in Lukes’ first 

dimension, to weaken the im pact of the bye- laws. The offending 

regulations were, in N ettlefo ld’s words, "altered in accordance 

with p rac tica l common sense, "[296] and a number of o ther policy 

initiatives were taken to make life easier for the com m ercial 

builder and developer. In January 1902 the Housing C om m ittee 

resolved to request the Public Works Com m ittee to reduce the
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stipulated thickness for house walls. [297] In D ecem ber a sub

com m ittee was appointed to  investigate the building bye- laws 

for small house properties. [298] This sub- com m ittee, in July 

1903, arranged a m eeting with the Public Works C om m ittee.[299] 

By October, the bye- laws had been m odified.[300] The chairm an 

of the Public Works C om m ittee was again lobbied in 1906 with a 

view to securing a reduction in road widths, [301] and, when it 

was discovered th a t a private proposal to develop the Bordesley 

Green site  disregarded the bye- laws. N ettlefold  agreed to  try  to 

fix things with the Local Government Board. [302]

It is difficult to judge w hether com plaints about the bye- 

laws were ever justified. By 1914, however, it was reported, on 

the authority of a prom inent local builder, th a t they clearly 

were no t.[303] It would thus seem th a t the drying up of building 

activ ity  by 1914 could not be significantly a ttrib u ted  to  

official restric tions.[304] Even in 1902, the socialist Keegan 

would appear to  have been justified  in his claim  th a t private 

enterprise had failed, but th a t the bye- laws were not the 

reason. [305] A t the tim e his view was endorsed by a local 

landlord who flatly  denied th a t " high ren ts ... are  caused by 

the high cost of road making and drainage. "[306] It is likely, 

therefore, th a t the decisions taken by the Housing Com m ittee and 

others to  a lte r the bye- laws eroded building specifications, 

lowered the housing and environm ental standards of the citizens, 

and did nothing to stim ulate new building.
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The adoption of the cause of town planning by significant 

political actors in Birmingham before 1914 thus had a negligible 

e ffec t on the process of housing reform , and the w atering down of 

the building bye- laws was probably regressive. Both phenomena, 

however, have been investigated in some detail because of what 

they te ll us about the mobilisation of bias and the control of 

the local political agenda on the housing question. 

Significantly, N ettlefold was now happy to convert him self from a 

local reform er to a national spokesman for what was then a 

somewhat fu turistic  cause. Even if the necessary enabling 

legislation could have been obtained, the problem of the slums 

would not have been directly  addressed. The espousal of town 

planning was therefore  an a ttem p t partly  to  sh ift the problem 

onto national legislators and partly  to address o ther problems, 

such as the development of the suburbs, which a t th a t tim e were 

peripheral. It is possible but d ifficult to analyse the town 

planning initiative in term s of Lukes’ first dimensional 

definitional categories, since those categories stress the role 

of conflict, and, a t the tim e, virtually no- one disagreed with 

the decisions taken. Town planning may, perhaps, be said to 

have played a progressive role since 1900. But since its  

espousal in early tw entie th  century Birmingham was not 

accompanied by d ifferent and more radical in itia tives to tackle 

the slums, its  e ffec t, like the e ffec t of the campaigns to  

improve unfit houses and to  open up courts, was to  sidestep the 

main problem.
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8. The re je c tio n  o f  C ouncil Housing a s  an  Im p o rtan t Policy

O ption.

A t first sight, the failure to build significant numbers of 

council houses in early tw entie th  century Birmingham would appear 

to  be highly suitable for analysis as a non- decision taken in 

Lukes’ second dimension of power. However, in this case too, the 

concept of a non- decision as form ulated by Bachrach and Baratz 

in their early work is found to  be unhelpful. This is because, 

as in the o ther instances discussed, this seeming non- decision 

can only be em pirically investigated if it  is conceptualised as 

an actual decision to do nothing, to  do something else, or to 

change the rules and procedures governing the decision- making 

process. There were thus a number of conscious decisions, for 

example to  re jec t two specific schemes of council construction a t 

P o tte r S tree t and Bordesley Green. P articu larly  significant was 

the decision in 1900 to  adopt the ta c tic  described by Parry  and 

Morriss of changing the decision- making context. This was done 

by transferring control of housing policy from the Health 

Com m ittee, which supported council housing, to  a new Housing 

Com m ittee, which opposed it. The analysis below, therefore, 

apart from the occasional utilisation of Lukes’ third dimensional 

concept of real or w elfare in terests, is largely confined to  the 

first, or decision- making, dimension of power. As in o ther 

cases investigated, however, the concepts utilised by 

Schattschneider, by Bachrach and B aratz, and by Lukes, of the 

manipulation of bias and of the control of the political agenda
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form an im portant p a rt of the in terpreta tion , although, ye t 

again, they are seen as operating within Lukes first dimension. 

Given th a t there was a dynamic e ra  of council house building 

a fte r  1918, it is necessary to raise ye t again Goodin’s point 

about the im portance of the tim ing of decisions, and to  look a t 

why council houses were not built in significant numbers before 

the F irst World War. An a ttem p t is made to  do this below by 

investigating the nature and the ex ten t of the political bias 

against municipal housing in the years im m ediately a f te r  1900. 

There then follows an analysis of how this bias was mobilised in 

specific cases.

Most of the housing reform  policies discussed so fa r have 

been characterised  as valid but inadequate. It has also been 

argued th a t they were adopted as an a lternative  to m ore radical 

m easures. The most obvious of these was the large scale 

construction of council housing. As m entioned above, in 

Birmingham a fte r  the F irst World War there was a fast and furious 

programme of house building by the local authority. By 1930, the 

c ity’s 30,000th council house was officially opened, and the 

figures were showing th a t the amount of municipal construction in 

Birmingham, and the number of municipal houses per 1,000 of 

population, were g rea ter than in any other provincial city . [307]

By 1933 Neville Chamberlain was opening the 40,000th municipal 

house,[308] and by 1939 the 50,000th property had been 

bu ilt.[309] The present study makes no system atic a ttem p t to 

carry the analysis beyond 1914 and does not fully investigate the
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reasons for these large program m es of municipal building, or the 

role of new s ta tu te  law and of the recently  introduced government 

subsidies in stim ulating it. [310]

Clearly, therefore , before 1914, there  was a decisive 

mobilisation of political bias in Birmingham against the adoption 

of large scale schemes for municipal housing. It is also clear 

th a t council housing was being edited out o f the local political 

agenda by policy m akers in o ther provincial towns, with the 

exception of one or two such as Liverpool and Sheffield. [311] 

Thompson, a f te r  a system atic  s ta tis tica l review of the evidence, 

concluded th a t "outside London ... in 20 years little  more was 

spent" by local authorities "on housing the working classes than 

the cost of two battleships." Moreover, "about half (of) this 

was spent on slum- buying" ra th e r than on "providing new 

dwellings. "[312]

In Birmingham the bias against municipal housing was 

a rticu la ted  in the speeches and writings of N ettlefold, the 

single most influential po litical ac to r in the form ulation of 

municipal housing policy a t th is tim e. He had, he said, "very 

grave objections to this rem edy", many of them  deriving from his 

belief in classical laissez- fa ire  liberalism. Thus, he claimed, 

provision of housing by the  m unicipality severely discouraged 

private enterprise. It en ta iled  a charge upon the ra te s  which 

might keep ren ts down but did not benefit the worker because it 

was m et by a pro ra ta  reduction of wages by the capitalist. And
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it  could only provide for a very small number of favoured 

tenants, who were thus unfairly subsidised a t the expense of the 

res t of the citizenry. It was preferable, he argued, to  leave 

the field to p rivate  philanthropists, such as Ruskin in 

London,[3131 and for the council "to improve existing dwellings 

in the first instance. "[3141 L ater, in his writings. N ettlefo ld  

reaffirm ed th a t "municipal house building will hinder and not ... 

help the solution of the housing problem. "[3151 An entire  

chapter of one of his books was devoted to  a discussion of his 

"objections to municipal building. "[316] In this C hapter, 

N ettlefold added to his previous objections the argum ents th a t 

council houses did not go to those in g rea tes t need, and th a t 

"municipal purity" might be jeopardised by council tenan ts voting 

for low rents in local elections. Finally, "the rock on which 

municipal house builders have split is the  desire to  regulate  

re n t."[317] Instead of a programme o f council building 

N ettlefold advocated, as has been seen, a policy of municipal 

land purchase and the provision by the council of housing esta tes  

where the frontages were developed by private  en terprise and 

philanthropic endeavours. [318] Among local philanthropists. 

N ettlefold particularly  commended George Cadbury’s "great work" 

a t Bourn ville Village, not least because his Trust insisted upon 

a com m ercial re tu rn  of 4 per cent on all monies invested as a 

source of funds for fu rther charitable works. [319] These and 

similar sentim ents were repeated  many tim es by N ettlefo ld  during 

the course of his public life .[320]
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N ettlefold’s cen tral role in the form ulation of housing 

policy m eant th a t his opposition to  municipal building was of 

considerable political im portance. Perhaps most significant of 

all given the power of the council’s com m ittee system  was the 

fac t th a t N ettlefold’s views were echoed to  the le tte r  by the 

Housing Com m ittee. In its  reports his detailed  objections to 

council building were listed  and endorsed and his a lternative 

policies based upon municipal land purchase were vigorously 

supported. [321] But the Housing Com m ittee were not m erely 

reproducing the opinions of the ir chairman. They fu rther claim ed 

th a t their objections to  council housing were shared by a number 

of prominent national figures, including O ctavia Hill and Charles 

Booth. [322] Of the local witnesses consulted by the Housing 

Com m ittee, every one who expressed an opinion on the m a tte r 

concurred th a t municipal building was undesirable. [323] Typical 

was the view of Staveley who agreed th a t a rtific ia l ren t 

reductions m eant wage cuts[324] and th a t the votes of council 

tenants might d istort the operation of local dem ocracy.[325]

Thus, although the bias against council houses was given its 

most au thoritative expression and its  most decisive mobilisation 

by N ettlefold and the Housing Com m ittee the ir views were fa r from 

atypical, and it cannot be argued th a t they were fo isted  upon an 

unwilling city. Among the councillors, for example. Hunt saw "a 

danger of ...(council) houses being le t to  respectable artisans, 

and not to  labourers. "[326] and other fam iliar objections were 

raised by Godlee, Bates, Kenrick and Myers. [327] As for Vince,
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the need to detail "the case against municipal house- building" 

was the major m otive for the writing o f his pam phlet, as its  sub

title  and contents indicate. [328] Among the local press, the 

Mail was consistently hostile to  municipal construction, [329] 

and was followed, a f te r  some hesitation, by the Post. [330] The 

Post’s editorial hostility was endorsed in its  le tte rs  

column. [331]

The political bias against council houses in Birmingham was 

also strengthened by the fa c t th a t it  had a long and continuing 

tradition. In 1876 H eath had declared public building to  be 

undesirable, and argued instead for p rivate philanthropy.[332]

The official A rtisans’ Dwellings Inquiry o f 1884 also cam e down 

against council provision and in favour of private 

en terprise.[333] Thirty years la te r, in 1914, the c ity ’s Special 

Housing Inquiry, while endorsing council construction as a last 

resort, was "not prepared to  recom m end this course a t present", 

and favoured instead N ettlefo ld’s policy of esta te s  planned by 

the council but with plots leased to p rivate  and charitable 

builders. [334] Given this overwhelming endorsem ent of the 

virtues of private over municipal enterprise, local property 

owners saw no need for the system atic defence of the ir position 

until a f te r  the F irst World War. [335]

The general conclusion is thus clear. In Birmingham before 

1914 there  was, in Schattschneider’s terminology, an overwhelming 

bias against municipal housing schemes which effectively  removed
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them  from the political agenda. For a short while from 1889 

onwards a few small scale experim ents were a ttem pted , but when 

the H ealth Com m ittee went fu rther than this the predom inant bias 

was swiftly and effectively  mobilised to  squash its  schemes, and 

to  take control of housing policy out of its hands.

In view of the Corporation’s abrupt post- war volte face on 

the question of municipal building it m ight be enquired as to  who 

opposed the predominant bias and argued for this then 

unfashionable policy prior to 1914. Among the local press, the 

G aze tte ’s position was sym pathetic but equivocal. A t first the 

newspaper seemed overawed a t "the enormous responsibility of 

supplanting private enterprise. "[336] Soon, however, it was 

arguing "that if  insanitary areas ... are  to be cleared ... the 

Council will have to build. "[337] As its  own housing campaign 

developed the G azette  becam e ever more strident on the question, 

arguing vigorously th a t "private enterprise ... fails entirely  to 

deal with the poor labourers" and th a t municipal building schemes 

were urgently needed. [338] T hereafter the paper appeared to be 

making common cause with labour movement figures such as Keegan 

and Bowater on the question, and m ercilessly ridiculed the 

Housing Com m ittee’s "not a brick" policy, referring  to  its  main 

protagonist. N ettlefold, as "an im pertinent upstart", and to 

Birmingham as "a disgrace to  the g rea t cities o f the Empire" 

unless the council’s policies speedily changed. [339] The 

G azette ’s le tte rs  columns carried  the same message, with one 

labour movement correspondent using Birmingham’s leading organ of
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conservatism  and clericalism  to launch a withering, M arxist- 

style critique of the role o f p rivate enterprise in the field  of 

housing. [340] However, any socialist or progressive who might 

have hoped th a t the G azette  would continue to  pursue a line of 

radical conservatism  in the trad ition  of Disraeli and Randolph 

Churchill was destined to be disappointed. From the beginning 

the paper’s correspondence column was open to  opponents of 

municipal building.[341] Finally, in 1904, shaken by a report of 

the council’s Finance C om m ittee concerning the cost of the small 

number of council dwellings e rec ted  up to  th a t tim e, the G azette  

abruptly changed its  line. "Anything like a com plete system  of 

municipal housing", it  now argued, "would involve an expense to 

the ra tepayers which is quite out of the question. "[342]

As the section on the Bordesley Green schem e below 

dem onstrates, the H ealth C om m ittee and its  chairm an, alderm an 

Cook, were supporters of municipal building, and this, it  has 

been argued, was the main reason why responsibility for housing 

policy was removed from them  and placed in the hands of 

N ettlefold and the rival Housing C om m ittee. When the resu lt of 

this coup was seen to  be the re jection  of the H ealth C om m ittee’s 

proposals to  build a t Bordesley Green and P o tte r S tree t, they 

expressed "regret th a t the ir recom m endations did not receive the 

approval of the Council. "[343] As for alderm an Cook, whenever 

the housing question was debated in the council cham ber he could 

always be relied upon to  speak in support of municipal building, 

despite the fac t th a t, according to  one of his critics, he had
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him self been opposed to it  in 1874.[344] By now, however, Cook 

had lost all fa ith  in the ability of free  enterprise to tackle 

the housing problem on the grounds th a t, since 1890, the private 

builder had failed to  provide a single house a t a ren t of less 

than 5s. per week. [345] Cook’s views were shared by councillors 

Jephco tt and D. Davis. [346]

The most vigorous opponents of the prevailing bias against 

municipal housing, however, were the representatives of the 

labour movement. Early in its  life, the new Housing C om m ittee 

received a harbinger of things to  come in the shape of a 

communication in favour of council dwellings from the Workmen’s 

National Housing Council in London. [347] L ater cam e 

correspondence from Birmingham Trades Council along sim ilar 

lines. [348] Meanwhile, a  group of labour representatives, 

including Bowater, Keegan, Stevens and Fallows subjected the "not 

a brick" policy to  a sustained and vigorous a tta ck  a t council 

meetings. A t one stage, in furtherance of the campaign, Keegan 

presented a 5,000 signature petition  "appealing to  the Council to 

take im m ediate steps to  e re c t houses. " He was supported by 

Stevens, who accused N ettlefo ld  of putting p rivate enterprise 

before public health. [349] As has been seen, Bowater m anaged to 

secure nomination to  the Housing C om m ittee, or the "Unhousing 

Committee" as he p referred  to  call i t . [350] The same was true  of 

Keegan, who used his position as a p latform  from which to  dissent 

from the m ajority of his fellow members. [351] In the council 

chamber. Fallows, too, "spoke strongly in favour o f municipal
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house building",[352] and followed up his advocacy with the 

writing and co- authoring of socialist pam phlets.[353] In 1914, 

the evidence presented by the labour movem ent in Birmingham to 

the council’s Special Housing Inquiry also argued in favour of 

municipal house building, although a s ta ted  p reference for co

operative building schemes where these were viable gave an 

opportunity for the Inquiry to claim , somewhat misleadingly, th a t 

the opposite was the case .[354]

Before the F irst World War this labour movem ent agitation 

went largely unheeded. As pointed out in C hapter 1 the position 

appears to  have been sim ilar to  th a t discovered more recently  in 

Kensington and Chelsea. There Dearlove showed th a t the 

controlling Conservative P arty  exhibited a system atic  bias in 

favour of groups with which it was ideologically sym pathetic. In 

this somewhat analogous case. Housing Com m ittee m em bers appear to  

have taken little  notice of the ir ideological opponents in the 

trades union and labour movement. In contrast, from  1919 to 

1945, the views of the labour m ovem ent were well heeded but 

labour politicians were forced to  sit on the political sidelines 

and watch the ir opponents im plem ent one of the ir p e t policies.

It must be asked therefore  w hether the adoption of a massive 

municipal building program m e by the non- socialist m ajority  a fte r 

1918 was an a ttem p t to undermine the ir adversaries by what Parry 

and Morriss re fe r to  as "the technique of the pre- em ptive strike 

of stealing the Whigs’ clothing. " If it  was, it may be likened 

to a sim ilar ploy adopted by the Mayor of Baltim ore in Bachrach
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and B aratz’s study of race relations in th a t city. They describe 

it as a "direct case of non- decision- making", but as Parry  and 

Morriss point out, "if ever there  was one, here was a decision 

taken by the au thorita tive  political leader in a  constitutional 

manner." The change of direction in housing policy in 

Birmingham, if  indeed it was sim ilarly m otivated, also 

dem onstrates the difficulties of categorising and investigating 

so- called non- decisions in Lukes’ second dimension of 

power. [355]

Having thus investigated the nature o f the  predom inant bias 

against council housing before 1914, and o f the opposition to 

th a t bias, it  is now necessary to  see how these opposing 

political forces in te rac ted  to  bring about specific decisions in 

actual cases. F irst, however, it is necessary yet again to 

invoke Newton’s injunction to  see municipal politics within its 

national context, and especially, in this instance, within its 

fram ework of s ta tu te  law. This is particu larly  the case since 

much of the debate summarised above was conducted in general 

term s, and without reference  to the legal position. It should be 

noted, therefore , th a t before 1914 public housing schem es were 

allowed under both P a rt 2 and P a rt 3 of the Housing of the 

Working Classes A ct of 1890. The rejection  of schem es under P a rt 

2 has been detailed  above. In con trast to  P a rt 2, P a rt 3, in the 

words of N ettlefold, "enables Local A uthorities to  buy land and 

build houses in undeveloped d istric ts. "[356] Under it, "the 

London County Council have been very busy",[357] and the land for

- 484



Birmingham’s abortive Bordesley Green proposal was purchased 

under its  provisions. [358] Otherwise, however, P a rt 3 rem ained a 

dead le tte r  within the city, and cries from  the labour movement 

to  use it for "building on a large scale" fell on deaf ears .[359]

The specific cases to be discussed fall into two broad 

categories. On the one hand, th ree  municipal schemes, Ryder 

S tree t, Lawrence S tree t and Milk S tree t, had been constructed  by 

the early years of the century, and w ere under council 

adm inistration. On the o ther hand, two pro jected  schemes, a t 

P o tte r S tree t and Bordesley Green, were both the subject of 

vigorous verbal conflict before they were re jected .

The firs t proposal for a municipal housing scheme, for a 

block of fla ts  in Dalton S tree t, had been re jec ted  in 1885, and, 

during the course of the council discussion, the argum ents for 

and against the proposal were rem arkably sim ilar to those voiced 

fifteen  to tw enty years la te r. [360] In 1889, however, the 

council accepted a plan to  build 22 co ttages a t Ryder S tree t. In 

1891 a fu rther proposal to  add 82 co ttages in nearby Lawrence 

S tree t was endorsed, and 81 of these were subsequently 

bu ilt.[361] Both of these schemes were in itia ted  under the 

A rtisans’ and Labourers’ Dwellings Improvem ent A ct passed by 

D israeli’s Conservative adm inistration in 1875. [362] The only 

dwellings ever built in pre- 1914 Birmingham under P a rt 1 of the 

Housing of the Working Classes A ct of 1890 were the fla ts  in Milk 

S treet. [3631 The proposal to  construct these was firs t presented

- 485



to the council in 1894, but encountered fierce  opposition and was 

only finally approved in 1898. [364] By the end of 1900, 61 

tenem ents had been built and le t out. [365] All these properties 

were adm inistered by the E sta tes C om m ittee, and an a ttem p t by the 

Housing C om m ittee to  gain the m anagem ent of the Milk S tree t fla ts  

was re jected  by the council. [366]

A fter 1900 the schem es a t Ryder S tree t, Lawrence S tree t and 

Milk S tree t were all fa its  accomplis and discussion of them  had 

largely abated  except insofar as the opponents of municipal 

building pointed to  the alleged failure of these experim ents in 

an a ttem p t to  strengthen the prevailing political bias, and the 

supporters of council housing a ttem p ted  to  counter the ir 

arguments. The main point made by the opponents of public 

housing was th a t the cost was fa r too g rea t and th a t all the 

projects were running a t a  loss. Various reasons were put 

forward in explanation of this, including assertions th a t the 

land, near the city  cen tre , was too expensive, th a t slum owners 

were over- com pensated and th a t the cost of repairs was 

excessive. [367] According to N ettlefold, the E sta tes C om m ittee’s 

financial figures were incorrect because they om itted  the cost of 

land purchase, a point which was not picked up by the ir c ritics  

until 1901. [368] The resu lt, claim ed N ettlefold , was, for 

example, th a t each Milk S tree t tenem ent was costing the 

ratepayers 2 shillings a  week. [369] In reply. Fallows brought 

out a lternative figures purporting to dem onstrate th a t Birmingham 

municipal housing was "financially p ro fitab le ."[370] But no
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working class spokesman in the city , perhaps because of the  fear 

of a backlash from the ratepayers, was prepared to  argue, with a 

supporter of municipal building from Liverpool, th a t "it seem ed 

fair and right" for a local authority  to  "spend a few thousands 

in ... providing sanitary dwellings."[371] Labour spokesmen also 

made no reply to  the argum ents of the ir opponents th a t the 

council’s housing accommodation was tenan ted  by respectable 

artisans and not by ex- slum dw ellers.[372] Everyone, however, 

was agreed th a t such schemes were inconsiderable in scale and 

experim ental in nature. They proved to  Vince th a t such tinkering 

did "more harm than good",[373] and to Fallows th a t i t  was 

"hopelessly inadequate. "[374] Labour spokesmen, however, could 

draw com fort from the fac t th a t, by 1914, the c ity ’s Special 

Housing Inquiry agreed th a t "municipal housing ... to  be 

successful ... must be carried  out on a large sca le ."[375]

The history of the abortive schemes for Bordesley Green and 

P o tte r S tree t can be dated  from  a decision, in Lukes’ firs t 

dimension, of 31 July 1900. On th a t date a proposal from  the 

Health C om m ittee to  purchase land for municipal housing a t 

Bordesley Green was accepted  by the council by 46 votes to 8. 

Given the predom inant bias against municipal housing detailed  

above, this decision may appear somewhat strange. It may, 

perhaps, be partly  explained by the power of the council 

com m ittee system  and by the strong inbuilt tendency for council 

to  accept au thoritative recom m endations from its  com m ittees on 

the nod. The decision also occurred, however, a t the height of
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the agitation, spearheaded by the G aze tte , against the evils of 

"Slum- land." In the same report, the Com m ittee s ta ted  th a t 

plans were being prepared to  build two blocks of fla ts  in P o tte r 

S tree t a t an estim ated  cost of £12,900. When defin ite proposals 

to develop the two sites were presented to  the council on 18 June 

1900, however, the opponents of the H ealth C om m ittee succeeded, 

by 32 votes to  30, in securing an amendm ent by which the scheme 

was to  be referred  to  a new Housing Com m ittee to  be appointed in 

the following November. A t the same m eeting the P o tte r  S tree t 

scheme was withdrawn by Cook, the H ealth Com m ittee chairman. The 

e ffec t of the decisions taken was thus to delay both schemes and, 

more significantly, to transfer control of housing policy from a 

com m ittee which supported municipal house building to another 

com m ittee which, as has been seen, was to  oppose it. The vote 

was thus the biggest single political victory achieved in pre- 

1914 Birmingham by the opponents of council housing. As 

discussed above, the predom inant bias against council housing had 

been effectively  mobilised in two ways. Firstly, two specific 

proposals for municipal building schemes had been thw arted. 

Secondly, the mobilisation of bias had been strengthened by the 

creation of new ground rules and an ex tra  impediment to 

innovation. Finally, it is c lear from the above investigation 

th a t all this had not occurred in some second dimension of non

decision- making, even though Lukes sees the mobilisation of 

political bias and the control of the political agenda as 

operating in such a dimension. C lear and observable decisions 

had been made in Lukes’ first dimension of power.
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An in teresting  political gloss was placed upon this 

development by the local sa tirical publication, The D art, which 

stated: "It is extrem ely unfortunate th a t the leading members of 

the H ealth C om m ittee are Gladstonians ... A new com m ittee ... 

composed of Conservatives and Liberal Unionists would ... have 

g rea ter force. "[376] In the opinion of Fallows, the Bordesley 

Green scheme was "thw arted by a political ruse ."[377] This may 

be the case, but the ruse was only successful because it  had 

widespread political support.

It only rem ained for the new Housing C om m ittee, once it had 

refined its "not a brick" policy, to  knock the nails into the two 

schemes’ coffins via a number of o ther firs t dimensional 

decisions. A slight setback was sustained in March, 1902, when 

the Housing C om m ittee was instructed  by council, by 32 votes to 

27, to  bring out plans for fla ts  a t P o tte r S tree t within two 

months. Again, the reasons for this decision are somewhat 

unclear, but it seems th a t this small scale scheme for fla ts  in 

the city  cen tre  may have had more supporters than the more 

ambitious and contentious plan to  e rec t a large e s ta te  of houses 

in the outskirts a t Bordesley Green. In any event. N ettlefold  

and his supporters now had control of the relevant com m ittee, and 

were able to  use this powerful institu tional weapon to their 

advantage. They thus prepared a scheme, as instructed , but said 

they did not agree with it, and would accept no responsibility 

for i t . [378] A t the council m eeting of 3 June 1902 an am endm ent
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from Bowater to re fe r back th a t section of the Housing 

C om m ittee’s report which dealt with P o tte r  S tree t was defeated  by 

26 votes to  18, and the report was subsequently approved.[379] 

Thus, "the P o tte r S tree t scheme", as Vince reported  trium phantly 

in his official history of the Corporation, "followed the Dalton 

S tree t scheme into oblivion. " [3801

The first dimensional decision to bury the Bordesley Green 

proposals had a lengthier a fterm ath , and dem onstrated the 

weakness of the a lternative  policy of encouraging private 

enterprise as advocated by the opponents of municipal building.

In March 1902 the Housing C om m ittee’s recom m endation not to 

continue with a council scheme a t Bordesley Green, but instead to 

lease the land to the p rivate  sec to r for suitable housing 

development, was accepted  by the council. This effectively  

defeated  the protagonists of municipal building, but the question 

rem ained as to who should lease the land. It was over four years 

before the Housing Com m ittee were able to recom m end the first 

proposed deal, with a Mr. Taylor, on 4 April 1905. [381] In the 

council chamber, however, the section o f the C om m ittee’s report 

dealing with Bordesley Green was withdrawn a f te r  a fie rce  a ttack  

upon it, not only from Keegan, Stevens and the represen tatives of 

labour, but also from councillors a t the other end of the 

political spectrum  who claim ed th a t the proposed agreem ent was a 

bad business deal for the council. [3821 The next candidates for 

leasing the land were the Birmingham Mutual Sick B enefit and Old 

Age Society, whose president was alderm an Kenrick. A fte r
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pro trac ted  negotiations, however, this deal fell through. [383]

It was thus not until 15 January 1907 th a t an agreem ent with 

another charity, the Ideal B enefit Society, to  lease the land for 

the construction of workmen’s dwellings, was ra tified  by the 

council, and even then the deal had not been finalised. [384] By 

the tim e it was, it  was 25 March, 1908. [385] C learly, on this 

evidence, it would prove difficult for opponents of municipal 

house- building to  find a sufficient amount of p rivate and 

eleemosynary in itiative to  com pensate for council inaction.

The conflict over the firs t dimensional decisions to  re jec t 

the P o tte r S tree t and Bordesley Green schemes added little  th a t 

was new to the debate on municipal housing. [386] The two 

proposals were, of course, very d ifferen t, since P o tte r  S tree t 

aimed to  provide fla ts  in the c ity  cen tre  and Bordesley Green 

houses on the outskirts.

With regard to P o tte r S tree t, the most decisive opponent of 

the scheme was the Housing C om m ittee, which argued th a t every 

house would receive a subsidy of over Is. a week, th a t private 

enterprise could more fittingly  ac t in the case, th a t there  were 

already plenty of em pty houses anyway, and th a t council 

construction would undermine the C om m ittee’s policy of improving 

the slums.[387] P rivate enterprise, added N ettlefold , would 

build more fla ts  than envisaged in the municipal scheme, thereby 

increasing the housing stock. [388] Among the local press, the 

Post approved the rejection  of the P o tte r S tree t scheme on what
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it  claim ed were "sound business principles",[389] an opinion 

which was endorsed by the M ail[3901 and by various press 

correspondents. [391] It is worth noting th a t a t th a t tim e no 

im portant political actors were arguing th a t the provision of 

public goods such as libraries and parks should be self 

financing. The difference with housing was apparently th a t it 

was, in part, a private good, and th a t the benefit of any reform s 

was enjoyed largely by the tenan ts of the improved or newly 

constructed dwellings. A t the tim e, the possible public benefits 

of housing reform , such as improvem ents in health , reduction of 

crim e and few er paupers to  m aintain appear to  have had no 

significant influence on decision- m akers. On the o ther side, 

the Trades Council and the local labour movement supported the 

scheme, as did the G azette  and a number of newspaper 

correspondents. [392] However, against the decisive mobilisation 

of political bias by N ettlefo ld  and the Housing C om m ittee, as 

endorsed by council, they were helpless.

On the Bordesley Green scheme, the line up of opinion was 

similar, with, again, the Trades Council and labour movement in 

favour and the Post and the Mail against.[393] The most 

in teresting editorial com m ent was to be found in the M ail, which 

argued th a t the recen t bicycle boom had caused overproduction of 

houses a t 5s. to  6s. a week in the suburbs, many of which were 

now untenanted. Besides, continued the paper, such houses were 

a ttra c tiv e  to artisans but not to slum workers, who did not wish 

to add travel tim e to long hours o f toil, nor to slum loafers.
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who would never desert the ir local s tre e t corners and pubs. The 

Mail, however, seemed to  accept such preferences as valid, and 

did not presume, as N ettlefo ld  som etim es did, to  know the real 

in terests  of others b e tte r  than they did them selves. [394] Later, 

the Mail added th a t a fu rther disincentive was the tram  fare 

required to get from Bordesley Green to  work.[395] These, and 

o ther fam iliar objections, were endorsed by w itnesses presenting 

evidence to  the Housing Com m ittee, by speeches a t a conference of 

local nonconformist clergy, and by Staveley.[396] Among w riters 

to  the press, the scheme provoked a vigorous debate, both for and 

against.[397] Finally, the G aze tte , despite its  support for the 

P o tte r S tree t scheme, consistently opposed proposals for 

municipal building a t Bordesley Green, arguing th a t i t  was too 

far from the city  cen tre  and th a t the plans were half baked and 

poorly researched. [398] The fundam ental reason for the rejection 

of the Bordesley Green scheme, however, like the P o tte r  S tree t 

scheme before it, is not to  be found in this press debate, but in 

the mobilisation of bias against them  by N ettlefo ld  and the 

Housing Com m ittee and the ir consequent exclusion from the 

political agenda.

In summary, it may be noted th a t many council houses were 

built in Birmingham a fte r  1918. Before the F irst World War, 

however, there was a predom inant mobilisation of bias which 

effectively  thw arted  municipal construction. There were a  number 

of reasons for this, forem ost among which appears to  have been a 

belief th a t public money should only be spent on public goods.
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A t th a t tim e housing improvement (wrongly, perhaps, to  some 

extent) seems to have been considered as a p rivate  good, the 

benefits of which were enjoyed largely by private  individuals. It 

thus seems to have been assumed, although it was not o ften  s ta ted  

in such term s, th a t housing reform s should be self- financing.

In the case of the im portant political ac to r N ettlefo ld  such 

considerations were reinforced by his personal com m itm ent to the 

principles of classical laissez- faire  economics. Added to this 

was the fear of ra tepayer resentm ent described in Section 3 

above. If, as a fte r  the F irst World War, money had been made 

available from the Exchequer the policy outcomes m ight have been 

different, but the relevant counterfactuals for this, as 

explained in C hapter 1, cannot be scientifically  applied. The 

outcome, however, was clear. Since it was thought, on the 

evidence of the experim ental projects a t Milk S tree t and 

elsewhere, th a t council construction could not be made to  break 

even th a t policy was excluded from the political agenda. Instead 

a number of largely inadequate palliatives were a ttem p ted  in its 

place.

9. Conclusion.
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As in the other two case studies, the present C hapter 

a ttem p ts to  do two main things, namely to  investigate what the 

application of Lukes’ dimensional approach to  the study of power 

tells us, firstly  about community power in Birmingham around 

1900, and secondly about the validity of the approach itself.

With regard  to the firs t objective, a number of aspects of 

housing policy would appear to  be thrown into sharper re lie f by 

the application to  them  of Lukes’ dimensional perspectives. 

These include, for example, the role of churchmen such as Thomas 

Bass, of the church newspaper, the G aze tte , and of the local 

labour movement. In addition, a firs t dimensional decision

making analysis of the debate surrounding the form ulation of 

housing policy helps to  explain why housing reform s before 1914 

were largely palliatives and why the dominant policy o f the 

period a fte r  1918, namely the large scale construction of council 

houses, was eschewed. Furtherm ore, the concepts, adapted and 

used by Lukes, of m obilisation of bias and agenda control, are 

useful in explaining the decision to move control over housing 

policy from the H ealth Com m ittee, which favoured council housing, 

to a new Housing C om m ittee, which did not. This, however, is 

only to  form ulate in more specific term s the claim, periodically 

repeated  throughout the study, th a t if  any new insights a t all 

have been gained from this research  the decision- making 

methodology is to some ex ten t vindicated.
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To summarise the findings re levant to  the local history of 

Birmingham, housing policy in the city  before 1914 was acted  out 

predominantly in Lukes’ firs t, or decision- making dimension of 

power. There were two significant aspects of this policy. The 

first was the a ttem p t to  improve the slums by enforcing 

improvements on landlords and by opening up courts. The second 

was the rejection of large scale schemes of municipal housing 

construction.

The improvement of the slums was im plem ented in Lukes’ first 

dimension via a series of decisions by a council com m ittee as 

endorsed by the full council. As in the o ther case studies, the 

relevant council com m ittee, the Housing C om m ittee, was powerful 

and au thoritative and, subject to the approval of its  

recom m endations by the full council, it largely controlled 

housing policy. In addition, however, an im portant p a rt was 

played by national institutions, particularly  by the system  of 

s ta tu te  law enacted by Parliam ent.

As indicated in section 1 above, the present chapter 

endorses the judgm ent of Vince th a t in the early years of the 

tw entieth  century "no m unicipal question provoked such acute 

differences of opinion, or was discussed with so much acrimony, 

as the housing question. "[399] This acrimony arose largely from 

the dichotomy betw een a Housing C om m ittee and a c ity  council 

resolved to  pursue a lim ited policy of piecem eal reform , and a 

m inority opinion th a t more radical m easures were needed. This
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resulted  in a mobilisation of bias against rad ical reform  which 

was decisive but contentious. A t first, the  most prom inent 

advocates of reform  were churchmen such as Thomas Bass, and the 

church newspaper, the G aze tte . Their ag itation  helped to  win 

over the H ealth Com m ittee and its leader, alderm an Cook. L ater, 

however, the labour movement, which had a small but vociferous 

group of councillors to  sponsor its  views, em erged as the leading 

protagonist of change.

The debate cen tred  decisively, not upon the program m e of 

urban renewal in the slums, with which everyone except the 

property owners agreed, but upon w hether or not the council 

should construct municipal dwellings. A t this tim e, powerful 

forces inside the council cham ber, cen tred  upon councillor 

N ettlefold, were opposed to  this in itia tive and, in order to 

prevent its  adoption, transferred  control of housing policy from 

the H ealth C om m ittee to a new Housing C om m ittee, an example of 

the mobilisation of bias in which new procedural barriers to 

change were erected . The main m otives for opposition to 

municipal housing appear to  have been an unwillingness to  incur 

financial loss in the provision of p rivate  as opposed to  public 

goods, an ideological com m itm ent to  laissez- faire capitalism  and 

a desire to save the ra tes. In view of the massive program m e of 

council construction a fte r  1918, therefore , the most significant 

aspect of housing policy in the early years of the century would
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appear to be the decision (which cannot usefully be described as 

a non- decision because of its  conscious nature) to build no 

further municipal dwellings.

The second m ajor objective of this chap ter has been to 

investigate what this a ttem p ted  em pirical application te lls  us 

about the validity of Lukes’ approach to  the study of power. 

Here there  was yet again some difficulty in applying Lukes’ first 

dimensional definitional categories, with the ir emphasis on 

conflict, to  the study of decisions some of which were largely 

uncontentious. These included the decisions re levant to  the 

improvement of unfit houses and to  the opening up of courts. The 

first of these was opposed only by the landlords, and the second 

by virtually nobody. Almost no- one opposed or a ttem p ted  to 

reverse the decisions to introduce these policies. They were 

indeed criticised, but largely on the grounds th a t they were 

inadequate and were being applied with insufficient rigour. 

There are also various other problems in the stra igh t for war d 

application of Lukes’ first dimensional approach. For example, 

two groups who were directly  affected , namely the slum dwellers 

and the ratepayers, were not significant political actors, and 

their in terests  were represented by proxies. Therefore, ye t 

again, Lukes’ approach can indeed be applied, but it necessita tes 

a com plicated and somewhat convoluted political analysis which is 

arguably more trouble than it is worth.
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The present case study throws into sharp re lie f the 

shortcomings of Lukes’ second dimension of power. P articu larly  

significant here was what might seem to be a  classic "non- 

decision", in Bachrach and B aratz’s terminology, to  not build 

municipal housing. It is true th a t this resulted, in Bachrach 

and B aratz’s words, from a successful mobilisation of bias which 

excluded this particu lar policy option from  the political agenda. 

Prim a facie, therefore , this developm ent occurred in Lukes’ 

second dimension of power, the dimension of non- decisions. In 

reality , however, most of these seeming non- decisions, as 

an ticipated  in C hapter 1, were actual decisions, for example to 

do nothing, or to do som ething else, or to e rec t new procedural 

beirriers to  change. The analysis presented  here therefore  

endorses Parry and M orriss’s critique of the early work of 

Bachrach and B aratz, the leading theorists of the non- decision.

On the other hand the concepts of the mobilisation of bias and of 

the control of the political agenda, as developed by 

Schattschneider and by Bachrach and B aratz, are useful in their 

present application provided th a t they are seen as occurring 

within Lukes’ first, or decision- making, dimension of power. 

Thus, the present chapter endorses the view propounded in C hapter 

1 th a t Lukes’ second dimension of power collapses into his first 

and to a lesser ex ten t into his th ird  dimension.

With regard to  Lukes th ird dimension of power, y e t again no 

example of its operation was discovered, perhaps because of the 

nature of the research scheme. It is not d ifficult, as M orriss’s
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analysis suggests, to postulate  plausible definitions of rea l 

in terests  in an area of life so v ita l to  personal health  and 

happiness as housing. Lukes’ definition, however, specifies a 

link betw een the exercise of power in the third dimension and a 

s ta te  of false consciousness on the p a rt of the ruled. Thus 

there  is, on his definition as quoted in C hapter 1, "a la ten t 

conflict, which consists in a contradiction betw een the in terests 

of those exercising power and the rea l in terests  of those they 

exclude." In the present study, there  is no indication th a t slum 

dwellers were misled in this way, or th a t they had a false 

perception of the ir own rea l in terests. On the o ther hand. 

N ettlefold  and various o ther reform ers did presume to know b e tte r 

than the slum dweller him self where his own rea l in te rests  lay, 

and som etim es a ttem pted  to  supervise and control him for his own 

good. There were also various references to  slum loafers and the 

problem of drink which implied th a t slum dwellers had an 

incorrect appreciation of the ir own real in terests, but, as 

pointed out in C hapter 1, there  is always a subjective and 

contestable elem ent in such assessments. The present case study 

thus discovered no example of the exercise of power in Lukes’ 

third dimension, but has endorsed his third dimensional concept 

of real in terests  as heuristically  useful.
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C H A PTER S. CONCLUSION.

In this concluding summary the two main objectives rem ain 

the same as throughout the study, namely to  see what this 

application of Lukes’ approach tells us, firstly  about the local 

history of Birmingham and secondly about the validity of the 

approach itself.

With regard to the firs t objective, the claim  periodically 

made in the previous chapters is here reaffirm ed. If anything of 

value a t all has been learned about the local history of 

Birmingham, then the research scheme is to  some ex ten t 

vindicated, since without th a t scheme the research would not have 

been undertaken in its  present form in the firs t place. The 

research scheme is certain ly  unusual. In the field of British 

municipal history decision- making studies in Lukes’ firs t 

dimension are rare. More prevalent are what would probably be 

categorised in Lukes’ terminology as second dimensional 

positional studies of local e lites and of the backgrounds of 

councillors and other im portant decision- makers. In addition, 

institutional studies of local governm ental structures, of 

political parties, and of ra tepayers’ m ovements, e tc ., are  fairly 

common. The question to be addressed, therefore, is w hether this 

somewhat atypical research scheme, with its  emphasis on issues 

and decisions, yields new findings about British local history 

which are worthy of the e ffo rt expended.
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Two of the standard te s ts  of the usefulness of a research 

technique are firstly  w hether it  qualifies existing perspectives 

to be found in other secondary sources and secondly w hether it 

generates new knowledge. The decision- making approach adopted 

here, it is claimed, does both of these things, though how 

significantly is perhaps open to  debate. In isolation, it  has 

been argued, any single approach to local history is inadequate.

This was affirm ed in C hapter 1 on the authority  of Briggs, 

Morriss and others, and is here re ite ra ted . To overcome this, 

the present study has tried , as fa r as possible, to adopt an 

eclec tic  methodology. But even so all aspects cannot be 

adequately investigated simultaneously, as is seen throughout 

this study in the less than comprehensive application of the 

theories associated with M olotch’s "growth machine."

With regard  to the ways in which this research modifies 

current in terpretations, it is adm itted  th a t the study of 

decision- making in isolation may lead to  a p a rtia l and 

unbalanced understanding. But so too may the study of political 

elites if  the decision- making process is ignored. In general, 

the emphasis placed by previous scholars on positional studies of 

elites is endorsed in the present research. Throughout, for 

example, a powerful role is played by the municipal council and 

its  a ttendan t com m ittees. With the exception of the urgent issue 

of the w ater supply there  was also some scope for policy options 

and choices. In such cases, the distribution of political power 

among the members of a small e lite  may have influenced decision-
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making, as indeed may o ther fac to rs  such as social class, 

religion, the struc tu re  of municipal governm ent, and the 

intervention of political parties.

But an emphasis on the study of elites, even very powerful 

ones, can lead to difficulties. This was seen in C hapter 1 in 

the discussion of Linda Jones’s investigation of the m em bers of 

Birmingham Corporation in the la te  nineteenth  century. She 

concludes (correctly) th a t laissez- fa ire  business in te rests  were 

im portant on the council. She then (correctly) a ttem p ts  to 

calculate  the e ffec t of this on Corporation policy. But since 

she has (again correctly) confined her researches to  m anageable 

param eters she reaches conclusions which, on the evidence 

presented here, are not as reliable as the apparent correctness 

of her approach might lead one to  suppose. For, as the chapters 

above dem onstrate, the assumption of the prim acy of laissez- 

faire  doctrine on municipal policies is broadly co rrec t in the 

case of housing, but only partly  co rrec t in the case of 

e lec tric ity , and largely inapplicable in the case of the w ater 

supply.

In C hapter 2 sim ilar qualifications were made to  the 

conclusions drawn by Hennock from his study of the backgrounds of 

local councillors in Birmingham and other cities. In the same 

chapter, various institu tional and descriptive trea tm en ts  of 

ra tepayers’ revolts were discussed, and the ir in terpreta tions 

modified in the light of the ra tepayer opposition to  the
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Corporation’s decision to prom ote the 1892 W ater Bill. Likewise, 

a t various points in the study qualifications were suggested to 

some standard in terpreta tions of a  number of o ther subjects. 

These are too numerous for full recapitu lation, but a few of the 

more significant ones re la te  to  the role o f the Conservative 

Party  in local government, the  position of the official and 

expert in municipal life, and the waning of an expansive belief 

in municipal reform  a f te r  the g rea t age of Chamberlain. 

Throughout, the aim has been to  see the search for historical 

understanding as an ec lec tic  and many- sided process. In this 

process, as indeed in the study of decision- making, it  is 

neither possible nor desirable for there  to be any single 

orthodoxy.

Overlapping these qualifications to  some of the 

in terpretations in the secondary lite ra tu re  are the new insights 

into the prim ary sources which have resulted  from this 

application to  Birmingham’s local history of Lukes’ dimensional 

approach. This has two main aspects. F irstly, a  number of 

discoveries were made which were specifically re levant to  the 

three  case studies of w ater, e lec tric ity  and housing. And 

secondly, some general conclusions were arrived at.

The application of Lukes’ first dimensional perspectives to 

the conflict over Birmingham’s Welsh w ater scheme throws into 

sharper re lie f the urgent constrain ts under which the 

m unicipality was acting. It indicates th a t in such cases, where.
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in Lukes’ terminology, v ita l rea l or w elfare in te rests  are 

involved, re luctan t political actors may be constrained to  a c t by 

the force of necessity. In this case, the nature of the issue 

itse lf played a significant role in the mobilisation of political 

bias, and influenced the decision arrived a t. In this case 

indeed it is d ifficult to  see any viable policy alternatives.

When once this point is established, it  becomes possible to 

characterise  the dissentient ra tepayers as reactionary  and 

irrational, since for narrow and sectarian  reasons they a ttem p ted  

to  block a necessary reform . The emphasis placed by Dahl on 

decision- making conflict is critic ised  by Lukes but incorporated 

nonetheless into his delineation of the first or decision- making 

dimension of power. It is appropriate to  the case study of the 

w ater supply where Lukes’ firs t dimensional perspectives sharpen 

our understanding of struggle surrounding the decision to  build 

the Welsh dams. Finally, in the chapter on w ater supply, light 

is shed on a number of topics which are not directly  re la ted  to 

the perspectives of Lukes. These include a number of case 

studies of civic pride, an indication th a t a local bill from an 

im portant m inisterial caucus may have influenced the tim ing of 

the 1892 general election, and glosses on the local history of 

London and on the history o f Welsh nationalism .

The decision to  municipalise the e lec tric ity  supply 

industry, unlike the decision to  construct the Elan valley 

waterworks, could have gone e ither way, and public ownership 

resulted, in Birmingham as in m ost o ther English towns, a t the
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height of the municipal trading movem ent and for reasons which 

might not have applied in d ifferen t circum stances. Again, 

although the political analysis is som etim es com plicated, Lukes’ 

emphasis on conflict in the  firs t dimensional decision- making 

process is appropriate to  the case. It helps us to understand 

b e tte r  the fundam ental clash of in te rests  betw een the 

; m unicipalities and the p rivate  companies a t W estm inster, and the 

bargaining process in Birmingham by which the Corporation tak e 

over was effected . Again, a number of side issues, largely 

incidental to Lukes’ perspectives, were thrown up. These 

included the rudim entary technology of supply, the re s tric ted  

nature of the custom er base for the new illum inant and (perhaps 

surprisingly for Marxists) the cavalier trea tm en t by the non

socialist Corporation of p rivate cap italist in terests.

The housing issue is more d ifficult to  in te rp re t within 

Lukes’ firs t dimension for a variety  of reasons. One of these is 

the problem of investigating the seeming "non- decision" to  not 

build council houses. By altering  and rejigging Lukes’ 

definitional categories, however, (as is done throughout the 

study) a somewhat com plicated analysis is possible. Added 

insights are also provided by the application o f Lukes’ third 

dimensional concept of rea l or w elfare in terests  to  the case, 

especially if  this is linked to  the distinction, as perceived a t 

the tim e, betw een a public and a p rivate  good. Thus, an improved 

w ater supply would benefit many if  not all local people, as would 

the more effective  developm ent of the in frastructu re  of
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elec tric ity  supply which it was assumed would resu lt from 

municipalisation. Housing reform , on the other hand, was thought 

by contem poraries (rightly or wrongly) to  benefit mainly the 

private individuals to  whom it  applied. One m ight therefore  

expect support for it to  be less broadly based, and, given the 

com parative weakness of the labour movem ent a t th a t tim e, for 

radical housing reform  to be edited out of the local political 

agenda, as, indeed, in this period, it was. As in the o ther case 

studies, if  this analysis has any value, then so has the 

application of Lukes’ perspectives from which it is derived. In 

the housing case study too, a number of aspects are illum inated 

which are not directly  re la ted  to  the application of Lukes’ 

approach. These included the growing consensus in favour slum 

reform , the role of Christians and socialists within the reform  

movement, the link betw een housing reform  and transport 

improvements and the early history of the town planning movement.

As well as the findings pertinen t to the th ree  substantive 

chapters, the application of Lukes’ approach has highlighted a 

number of more general fac to rs  re levant to Birmingham local 

history around 1900. Two of these have already been alluded to. 

Firstly, there was the concentration of local political power on 

the municipal council and its  concom itant com m ittees. Secondly, 

the Corporation’s decision- making tended, to various degrees, to 

be constrained and influenced by the nature of the issue 

addressed. In addition, a third general facto r, pointed to  by 

Newton, has emerged. In all th ree  case studies it is clearly
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impossible to  study municipal decision- making in a purely local 

context. Much of the opposition to  the Elan valley proposals, 

for example, cam e from outside Birmingham. The Corporation’s 

a ttem p t to purchase the e lec tric ity  supply undertaking was 

successful partly  because of the weak bargaining position 

bequeathed to  the company by the E lectric  Lighting A cts of 1882 

and 1888. In the field of housing the legislative fram ework of 

the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes A ct exercised a powerful 

influence.

The second objective of this research  has been to  see what 

the application of Lukes approach te lls  us about its  validity.

Here it is necessary to stress th a t, within the wider eclec tic  

methodology, Lukes’ perspectives have been altered , and 

selectively utilised. For example, the study is mainly cen tred  

on Lukes’ first dimension. It is thus for the most p a rt a study 

of decision- making. The advantage of such an approach is th a t 

it means th a t p rac tica l research  plans can be designed. By 

contrast, em pirical investigations in the second and th ird 

dimensions are much more difficult. Thus, even before they were 

applied a t all, it  was found desirable to  adapt and re- in terp re t 

Lukes’ original conceptualisation of his th ree  dimensions of 

power.

With regard to the firs t or decision- making dimension of 

power Lukes’ definitional categories adequately covered all cases 

encountered. Sometimes, as with the conflict betw een the
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Corporation and the dissentient ra tepayers over the decision to 

prom ote the 1892 W ater Bill, the analysis was fairly  

straightforw ard. O ther instances, however, were less simple. 

For example, as dem onstrated in the substantive chapters, the 

opposition of the L.C.C. to  the Welsh w ater scheme and the 

indirect participation of actors such as slum dwellers and 

ratepayers in the housing debate, necessita te  an abstruse and 

com plicated analysis which, it could be argued, does not entirely  

justify  the e ffo rt expended. F irst dimensional analysis in the 

form adapted from Dahl and postulated by Lukes might also have 

become somewhat sim plistic. In the present study, therefore , an 

a ttem p t was made to incorporate into it the concepts of 

mobilisation of bias and agenda control, both of which form part 

of the conceptual trappings of Lukes’ second dimension.

It is argued th a t it  would have been b e tte r  if  Lukes had 

never postulated his second dimension, the dimension of the so- 

called "non- decision", as a separate  category. Most "non

decisions", as defined by Bachrach and Bar a t z in the ir early 

work, are, as Parry and Morriss point out, incapable of em pirical 

investigation except in cases where they can be classified as 

decisions to  do nothing, to  do something else, or to  change the 

rules and procedures of the decision- making process. Therefore, 

throughout the study, it is argued th a t Lukes’ second dimension 

collapses in to his first, or, less commonly, into his third. A 

number of ostensible "non- decisions" were investigated in the 

course of the enquiry, but these were re- classified as actual
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decisions of one sort or another. A particu larly  common category 

re la ted  to  the tim ing of decisions, and on a number of occasions 

it had to be asked, a f te r  the fashion o f Goodin, why decisions 

were not made e ither sooner or la ter. Thus the Corporation’s 

failure, for tw enty years, to  ac t on a report of 1871 

recommending the Elan valley as a source of w ater is not seen as 

some m etaphysical "non- decision" in a supposed second dimension. 

Instead it is envisaged in term s of one or m ore actual decisions, 

e ither to shelve the recom m endation and/or to  develop local 

sources of supply instead. The Corporation’s failure to  

municipalise the e lec tric ity  supply company until the la te  1890’s 

is sim ilarly characterised  as an initial decision to endorse the 

establishm ent of a private supply company and thereby rule out, 

for the tim e being, the municipal option. And the council’s 

apparent "non- decision" to  not build a large number of council 

dwellings until a f te r  the F irst World War is seen in term s of 

actual decisions, in the pre- war period, to  re je c t proposed 

municipal schemes for the ir construction.

However, two ideas developed by Schattschneider and by 

Bachrach and B aratz, and associated by Lukes with his second 

dimension of power, have been found most useful. These are the 

concepts of mobilisation of bias and of control of the political 

agenda. These are seen, however, as influencing actual decision

making within Lukes’ first dimension of power. Thus, to  give but 

one of many possible examples, in 1892 the Corporation mobilised 

an overwhelming political bias against the dissentient ra tepayers
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to  secure the endorsem ent and im plem entation of the first 

dimensional decision to prom ote the Welsh w ater scheme. Since 

the concepts o f m obilisation of bias and of agenda control are 

used here in a  way d ifferen t from th a t originally postulated, it  

has been found necessary to  adapt and refine them  to  the purpose 

in hand. For example, given the stress laid Dahl on the role of 

conflict in the decision- making process (a stress which, as 

s ta ted  above, is c ritic ised  by Lukes but incorporated 

nevertheless into his first dimensional definitional categories) 

the m obilisation of two opposing biases (for example, the 

Corporation versus the reca lc itran t ratepayers) has normally been 

postulated. This, it  was found, adapted the concept to  the fac ts  

of the case and enabled a sharper political analysis to  be 

undertaken. The power to  control the political agenda is 

likewise usually seen as the prize going to  the v ictor in a 

decision- making conflict. For example, the W ater C om m ittee’s 

victory over the Birmingham opponents enabled it to  put the 

building of the Welsh dams onto the political agenda, and the 

Housing C om m ittee’s victory over local socialists and others 

enabled it to  exclude large scale construction of municipal 

dwellings from it.

Although Lukes’ categorisation of a second dimension of 

power is re jected , discussion of th a t dimension would seem an 

appropriate tim e to  m ention the role of elites. This is because 

these are often  seen as operating a t the level of the "non

decision", usually by mobilising the ir political bias to  keep
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radical change off the agenda. As explained in C hapter 1 the 

decision- making approach was not originated by Lukes but by 

R obert Dahl and the so- called pluralist school o f political 

scientists based in the U nited S ta tes of Am erica. As has been 

seen, a new spirit of ecumenism now appears to  be influencing the 

previously b itte r  conflict in the U.S.A. betw een pluralists and 

e litists. For over tw enty years, however, Dahl's decision

making approach was widely considered to  underpin a liberal 

pluralist view of democracy and to  discredit in terpre ta tions of 

Am erican society based upon socialist theories of class. Lukes, 

however, asserts th a t the adoption of a p luralist methodology can 

lead to  non- pluralist conclusions, and his claim  is endorsed by 

the present research. In Birmingham around 1900 this decision

making study has shown th a t the power to influence political 

decisions was not spread widely among the population. In the 

cases of the w ater and e lec tric ity  supplies and of Corporation 

housing policy it  was centred  upon the municipal council and its  

attendan t com m ittees and experts. It is not, therefore , possible 

to argue, as Dahl has been represented as doing in the case of 

modern New Haven, th a t the widespread dem ocratic participation  of 

others prevented elites and small groups of decision- m akers from 

wielding effective  power. To this ex tent, as explained above, 

the emphasis which previous research has placed upon the study of 

small groups of leaders is vindicated.
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A further conclusion, frequently alluded to  in this 

research, is th a t of all the varie ties of e lite  theory on offer, 

th a t of Molotch’s growth machine seems to  be the most 

heuristically useful to the student o f British local history. In 

the case of historic Birmingham, however, it appears, prim a facie 

th a t any such local growth m achine, contrary to  the analysis of 

Molotch, was based on industrial ra th e r than on landed in terests. 

Given the in te rest which M olotch’s theories have generated  in the 

U.S.A. it seems strange th a t no o ther British local historian 

appears as y e t to  have m entioned them.

Perhaps because of the nature of the research  scheme no 

examples of the operation of power in the th ird dimension, as 

defined by Lukes and studied by Gaventa, were discovered. In 

o ther words, there appeared to be no case where politicians, by 

the manipulation of false consciousness or by other means, 

prevailed upon people to ac t against the ir own rea l in terests.

In an indirect reference to  the concept of rea l in te rests  Parry 

and Morriss point out th a t not all non- decisions can be re 

classified as decisions. A m inority, they add, m ostly those 

involving false consciousness, are of a d ifferen t kind. These, 

it is claim ed here, are best placed in Lukes’ th ird  dimension of 

power, thus com pleting the collapse of his ill- fa ted  second 

dimension. It is worth adding, perhaps, th a t no examples of such 

non- decisions were discovered in the course o f the present 

research. Thus, perhaps because of the nature o f the research 

scheme, d irect analysis of th ird  dimensional power is absent from
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this study. In the case of the Welsh w ater scheme, in fac t, 

Lukes’ scenario is neatly  stood on its  head. In th a t particu lar 

case, the Corporation forced the ir Birmingham opponents, against 

their own preferences, to  ac t in the ir own rea l or w elfare 

in terests  and to  pay higher w ater ra te s  for the benefit of their 

health ra th e r than lower ones to  the ir health’s detrim ent.

The main problem with investigating power in Lukes’ third 

dimension is th a t it necessita tes making contestable assertions 

about rea l in terests. As Morriss, and Lukes in his la te r  work, 

point out, however, with w elfare in terests, such as those 

relevant to  w ater supply and housing, widely acceptable 

assumptions about rea l in terests  can be made. D espite the 

absence of th ird  dimensional analysis, therefore , the concept of 

real in terests  was found to  be of value and was utilised as 

appropriate. For example, the irrationality  and baselessness of 

the opposition to the Welsh w ater scheme was partly  p redicated  

upon subjective judgm ents concerning the rea l or w elfare 

in terests of the dissentient ratepayers.
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The  M u n i c i p a l i z a t i o n  o f  the E l e c t r i c i t y  Suppl y I n d u s t r y  
in B i r m i n g h a m

b y  L. W. Jo n es

T h e  1 8 8 2  A c t

B etw een  18 8 2  and  1 8 8 8 , th e  legal fram e w o rk  w ith in  w h ich  
th e  d e b a te  a b o u t th e  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  o f  B irm in g h am 's  
e le c tr ic i ty  su p p ly  to o k  p lace  w as  th a t  se t u p  b y  C h am b erla in  
( th e n  a t th e  B oard  o f  T rad e ) in h is  E lec tr ic  L ig h tin g  A c t o f 
1882 . A  flu rry  o f S to ck  E xchange e x c i te m e n t h a d  fo llo w ed  
th e  p u b lic  d e m o n s tra tio n  o f  th e  u ti l i ty  o f th e  e le c tr ic  light 
a t  th e  Paris E x h ib itio n  o f  1881 and  a t  th e  S y d e n h a m  C ry sta l 
Palace in 1882 . S p ecu la tiv e  c o m p an ies  sp rang  u p  p ay in g  
large su m s fo r  p a te n t righ ts  fo r f ilam e n ts  a n d  d y n a m o s , th e  
righ t to  u se  th e se  in v en tio n s  in spec ified  a re a s  b e ing  fa rm ed  
o u t  to  subsid iary  c o n ce rn s . A t W estm inste r, th e  new ly- 
fo rm ed  c o m p an ies  d e p o s ited  n u m e ro u s  b ills  sp o n so rin g  
th e ir  p la n s  and  a c o m p lic a te d  p a tte rn  o f  c o m p e tin g  in te re s ts  
em erged , th e  e lec tr ica l p ressu re  g ro u p s  being o p p o sed  by 
p u b lic  and  p riv a te  gas c o m p a n ies  fearing  c o m p e tit io n  and  
by local c o rp o ra tio n s  d e te rm in e d  to  p rev en t in d isc rim in a te  
b reak ing  u p  o f th e ir  s tre e ts . S o m e  C o rp o ra tio n s  in to w n s  
w here  gas w as p riv a te ly  o w n ed  ap p lied  fo r legislative 
san c tio n  fo r th e ir  o w n  sch em es in an  a t te m p t  to  secure  a 
p u b lic ly  ow n ed  rival to  gas. T h e  1 8 8 2  A c t w as a n  a t te m p t  
to  im pose o rd e r  o n  th is  co n fu sed  s i tu a tio n . U n d e r  it, th e  
B oard  o f T rade  w as to  g ra n t licences n o t  ex ceed in g  seven 
y ears  fo r th e  su p p ly  o f  e le c tr ic i ty  to  local a u th o r it ie s  o r, 
w ith  local a u th o r ity  c o n sen t, to  c o m p a n ie s  o r  p riv a te  
persons. T he  B oard  co u ld  a lso  g ran t p rov isiona l o rd e rs  
n o t exceed ing  tw e n ty -o n e  y ea rs  to  local a u th o r it ie s  o r to  
c o m p a n ies  o r  p riv a te  p e rso n s  w ith o u t local a u th o r i ty  
san c tio n . No re s tr ic tio n s  w ere  im posed on  p ro fits , 
d iv id en d s  o r  th e  raising of new  cap ita l b u t local a u th o ritie s  
w ere given th e  righ t o f p u rch ase  o f th e  co m p a n ie s ' u n d e r
tak ings, a f te r  th e  e x p ira tio n  o f  th e  p ro v is io n a l o rd e rs ,a t 
th e  m a rk e t value o f th e  p la n t.

T h e  G as C o m m itte e  in B irm ingham  liad su sp en d ed  
c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  th e  p riv a te  b ills  re la tin g  to  th e  c ity  u n til  
a f te r  th e  passage o f  th e  G o v e rn m e n t's  m easu re . W ith  th e  
Bill itse lf th e y  w ere  largely  sa tisfied , re fusing  to  jo in  o th e r  
local a u th o r it ie s  in a t te m p ts  to  gain fu r th e r  co n ce ss io n s  to  
local a u th o r ity  in te re s ts  a f te r  it had  passed  th e  C o m m o n s 
S e lec t C o m m ittee . S ince  six n o tic e s  o f in te n t to  app ly  fo r 
p rov isiona l o rd e rs  to  u n d e r ta k e  e le c tr ic i ty  su p p lie s  in 
B irm ingham  w ere  so o n  lodged , how ever, an d  th e  C ouncil 
itself had  received tw o  re q u e sts  fo r san c tio n , a C ouncil 
M eeting  w as co n v en ed  fo r 3 1 s t O c to b e r , 1882 , a t  w hich  
th e  G as C o m m itte e  w as to  p re sen t a S pecial R ep o rt.

Local a u th o ritie s  all o v e r th e  c o u n try  w ere  faced  w ith  th e  
sam e p ro b lem  an d  it w as d iff ic u lt to  d e lay  th e  issue fo r 
long because  p ro m p t ac tio n  w as n eed ed  o n  p ro v is io n a l 
o rd e rs  g ran ted  to  local a u th o r it ie s  so th a t  th e y  sh o u ld  n o t 
be ab le  to  exc lu d e  th e  co m p a n ies  w h ilst ta k in g  n o  a c tio n  
them selves. M any c o rp o ra tio n s , p a rtic u la r ly  th o s e  o w n ing  
th e ir  ow n  gas u n d e rta k in g s , to o k  a la rm  a t th e  p ro sp e c t o f 
th e  c re a tio n  o f a p riv a te ly -o w n ed  an d  po ssib ly  h igh ly  
lucra tive  m o n o p o ly  w ith in  th e ir  a reas  an d  th em selv es  
a p p lied  fo r  licences. ^

In B irm ingham , th e re  w as a g roundsw ell o f  o p in io n  a d v o ca t
ing th e  sam e p o lic y .A t th e  Specia l C o uncil M eeting, 
C o u n cillo r Law son T a it re fe rred  to  'th e  to o  g rea t en th u siasm  
w hich  ex isted no w  o n  th e  q u e s tio n  o f th e  e lec tric  lig h t'am o n g

th e  local p eo p le  an d  th e  M ayor h im self, A ld e rm a n  A very , 
a d m itte d  th a t  h is  f irs t re ac tio n  w as th ^ t  an  e x p e n d itu re  o f  
£ 5 0 ,0 0 0  o r even a larger sum  w ou ld  ncrt be  a t  all to o  m u ch  
to  em p lo y  u p o n  a p rac tic a l e x p e r im e n t o f  such  m ag n itu d e  
an d  w here  th e  in te re s ts  involved so w ide ly  a ffe c te d  th e  
con v en ien ce  an d  c o m fo r t  o f  th e  c o m m u n ity . ' ^  T he  
B irm ingham  D aily  P o s t d iscerned  'a  genjeral feeling  th a t  fo r 
th e  p u rp o se  o f p rev en tin g  th e  c re a tio n  o f a n ew  m o n o p o ly  
in p riv a te  hands, to  en su re  th e  c o n tro l o f th e  s tre e ts , an d  th u s  
to  p ro m o te  p u b lic  con v en ien ce , an d  a lso  to  lim it a s  fa r as 
possib le , in ju rious  c o m p e titio n  w ith  C o rp o ra tio n  gas-lighting , 
tfie  su p p ly  o f  e le c tr ic  light o u g h t to  be  in th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  
local governing  a u th o r i ty . ' A m ong  th e  o th e r  large a u th o ritie s , 
c o n tin u e d  th e  P o s t, M an ch este r had  a lready  o b ta in e d  p o w e rs  
to  su p p ly  th e  e le c tr ic  light and  L iverpoo l in te n d e d  to  a pp ly  
fo r a p rov isiona l o rd e r . T h e  e s tim a te s  o f  th e  G as C o m m itte e  
as  to  th e  co st o f  a n  e x p e r im e n t along th e se  lines w ere  'm u c h  
to o  h ig h ' and , u n ti l  th e y  had  b e en  in vestigated  b y  e lec tr ica l 
e x p e r ts , 't h e  T o w n  C ouncil will h a rd ly  b e  in a p o s itio n  to  
decide  w h e th e r  it sh o u ld  o r  sh o u ld  n o t ask fo r  a p rov isiona l 
o rd e r  o n  a c c o u n t o f th e  to w n . ' ^

B u t th e  o p in io n s  o f  th e  T o w n  C lerk and  th e  G as C o m m itte e  
w ere  d iffe ren t. T h e  T o w n  C lerk , E dw ard  O rfo rd  S m ith , in 
h is re p o rt to  th e  G as C o m m itte e  o n  th e  q u e s tio n , c o n c lu d ed  
th a t  'i t  m ay  . . .  b e  th e  w iser co u rse  to  p e rm it sp e c u la to rs  to  
try  th e  e x p e r im e n t a t  th e ir  o w n  risk, tak in g  ca re  th a t  
s trin g en t p rov isions a re  in serted  in th e  P rovisional O rd e r 
w ith  re fe ren ce  to  th e  b reak ing  u p  o f th e  s tre e ts , th e  a rea  and 
c o n d itio n s  o f  su p p ly , and  th e  sh o rten in g  a s  fa r  a s  p ossib le  o f 
th e  p e rio d  o f 21 y e a rs  fo r  th e  c o m p u lso ry  p u rch ase  o f  th e  
u n d e rtak in g , in th e  ev en t o f its  prov ing  co m m erc ia lly  success
fu l . ' T h e  e ffe c t o f  S ec tio n  27 o f th e  A c t w as to  p lace  th e  
local a u th o r ity  in a p o s itio n  to  p u rch a se  u p o n  th e  m o s t 
fav o u rab le  te rm s, in th e  even t o f th e  su p p ly  o f  E lec tric ity  
p rov ing  a u sefu l an d  p ro f ita b le  u n d e rta k in g .' A t th a t  tim e , 
th e re  w as 'a b so lu te ly  no ev idence as to  th e  co m m erc ia l 
value of E lec tric  L igh ting ' and  eq u al u n c e r ta in ty  respec ting  
th e  re s tric tio n s  an d  o b lig a tio n s  w h ich  a Provisional O rd er 
m ight im pose .' A lth o u g h  th e  h and  o f every  im p o r ta n t local 
a u th o r ity  in th e  U n ited  K ingdom  is a t p re sen t be ing  fo rced  
by  c e r ta in  specu la tiv e  c o m p an ies  o r ind iv iduals  w h o  have 
served a p p lic a tio n s  fo r  licences and  n o tic e s  fo r  P rov isional 
O rd e rs  in a w h o lesa le  m an n e r th ro u g h o u t th e  c o u n try ',  
neverthe less  'th e re  is an  u t te r  absence  o f  all th e  in fo rm a tio n  
th a t  w o u ld  a p p ea r to  be  desirab le  in th e  case o f a m u n ic ip a l 
a u th o r ity  be fo re  em b a rk in g  u p o n  th ese  u n k n o w n  p o w ers  
and  re sp o n sib ilitie s .' ^

T he G as C o m m itte e , in th e ir  re p o rt to  th e  C ouncil, to o k  a 
s im ila r line. T h e  c lauses o f th e  n ew  A c t w ou ld  e ffec tiv e ly  
p rev en t th e  c re a tio n  o f  a p riv a te  m o n o p o ly  since, as  th e  
T ow n  C lerk had  a lrea d y  argued  m o re  tfian  o n e  u n d e r
tak ing  m ay  b e  a u th o r iz e d  in th e  sam e area', a licence co u ld  
o n ly  be  g ra n ted  w ith  local a u th o r i ty  app rova l, local 
a u th o r ity  c o n se n t also being  req u ired  to  renew  th e  licence 
a f te r  seven y ears  a n d  even a p rov isiona l o rd e r  w o u ld  o n ly  
ru n  fo r  a m ax im u m  o f  21V4 years, a f te r  w hich  th e  local 
a u th o r ity  c o u ld  p u rc h a se  'o n  fav o u rab le  te rm s .' ^ If a

Lewis W Jo n es  is S en io r L ec tu re r in H is to ry  in th e  
D ep a r tm e n t o f G o v e rn m e n t and  E co n o m ics  a t  th e  
C ity  o f  B irm ingham  P o ly tec h n ic .
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priv a te  c o m p a n y  u n d e r to o k  th e  su p p ly , s a tis fa c to ry  
a rra n g e m e n ts  c o u ld  in  a ll lik e lih o o d  b e  m ad e  b y  w h ich  
th e  local a u th o r it ie s  th e m se lv e s  w o u ld  b e  c o n tra c te d  to  
b reak  u p  th e  s tre e ts . T he  G as C o m m itte e  w ere  also 
d issuaded  fro m  adv o ca tin g  local a u th o r i ty  in itia tive  
because  o f  th e  likely  e s tim a te d  c o s t — 't h e  m in im u m  
a m o u n t o f  c ap ita l th a t  w ill be  req u ired  m u s t c o n sid e rab ly  
ex ceed  £ 4  p e r  la m p .' — an d  th e  o n e ro u sn ess  o f th e  likely  
o b lig a tio n s  and  responsibilities.®  T h e  C o m m itte e  c o n c lu d ed  
't h a t  n o  su ffic ie n t reason  c an  be show n  to  induce  th e  
C o rp o ra tio n  to  e n te r  on  a w o rk  w h ich  c a n n o t fa il to  b ring  
it an x ie ties , d ifficu ltie s , an d  a rd u o u s  lab o u rs , w ith o u t th e  
reco m p en se  o f c o n tr ib u tin g  to  th e  w e lfa re  o f th e  
c o m m u n ity  as a w ho le , a n d  w h ich  w o u ld  involve financ ia l 
re sp o n sib ilitie s  w ith  th e  u n c e r ta in ty  o f a d e q u a te , if an y , 
r e tu rn ',  espec ia lly  w hen  th e  co m p a n ies  co u ld  be  fo rce d  to  
u n d e r ta k e  th e  w o rk  o n  te rm s  ex tre m e ly  fa v o u rab le  t a  th e  
C o rp o ra tio n . T he  C o m m itte e  re c o m m en d ed  th a t  th e  
C ouncil m a k e  no  a p p lic a tio n  to  u n d e r ta k e  th e  su p p ly  b u t 
th a t, in s tead , th e  C o m m itte e  sh o u ld  b e  a u th o ris e d  to  
n eg o tia te  w ith  in te re s ted  c o m p a n ies  to  secu re  such  p o in ts  
as c o n tro l o f  th e  s tre e ts , a d eq u a te  s a fe ty  p ro v is io n s  an d  th e  
lim ita tio n  o f  th e  te rm  o f  th e  co n cessio n  a n d  th a t ,  o n  th e  
basis  o f th e se  n eg o tia tio n s , th e  C o m m itte e  sh o u ld  be  
a u th o rise d  to  su p p o rt o r  o p p o se  th e  ap p lic a tio n s  m ad e  by 
p riva te  co m p a n ie s  to  th e  B oard  o f  T rad e . ^

In C ouncil, th e re  w as u n a n im o u s  su p p o r t fo r  th e  G as 
C o m m itte e . A lde rm an  K enrick , p ro p o s in g  th e  a d o p tio n  
o f th e ir  R ep o r t, exp ressed  h im self 'ex ce ed in g ly  su rp rised  
to  fin d  th e  line o f po licy  w h ich  had  b een  p u rsu ed  b y  so 
m any  c o rp o ra tio n s ' in ap p ly in g  fo r p o w e rs  o f  su p p ly  
them selves, nam ing  L iverpoo l an d  M an ch este r as exam ples . 
He even d isce rn ed  a d is tin c t advan tage  in th e  tw o  k in d s  
o f illu m in an t being  m anaged  b y  d is tin c t b o d ie s ' since th is  
w o u ld  p ro m o te  h ea lth y  c o m p e titio n . T h e  M ayor, A ld e rm an  
A very , had  b y  now  c o n c lu d ed  th a t  'few  p eo p le  w h o  w ere  
pay ing  £ 1 0  p e r year fo r gas w ou ld  ca re  to  pay  £ 4 0  o r m o re  
fo r  th e  increased  ad v an tag es  o f e le c tr ic i ty ' and  C o u n cillo r 
H art h o p ed  th a t  th e  b rev ity  o f th e  d iscu ss io n  'w o u ld  n o t 
in a f te r  y e a rs  b e  q u o te d  as a n o th e r  e x am p le  o f  th e  ty ra n n y  
o f tfie  c au c u s .' So conv inc ing  w ere  tfie  R e p o r t 's  a rg u m en ts  
th a t  th e  re so lu tio n  a d o p tin g  it w as passed  by  54  v o te s  to  
nil. 8

These ev en ts  in th e  C ouncil C h am b er w ere  m e t, fo r th e  
m ost p a rt,  b y  silence on  th e  p a rt o f  th e  c itiz en ry . T fie re  
w os v irtu a lly  n o  c o rre sp o n d en ce  o n  th e  su b jec t in th e  
local p ress  an d  th e  new spaper e d ito ria ls  in general 
c o n cu rre d  w ith  th e  C o u n c il 's  a c tio n . A s soon  as th e  
R ep o r t o f  tfie  G as C o m m itte e  w as p u b lish ed , th e  
B irm ingham  D aily Mail co m m e n d ed  its  a u tfio rs  as being  
m ost w ise an d  d iscrim in a tin g  in th e ir  d e te rm in a tio n ' ^ 

an d , a f te r  th e  Special C ouncil M eeting, a n o th e r  M ail 
ed ito ria l descritied  th e  R ep o rt as m a s te r ly ' an d  th e  
resu lt o f tfie d iscussion  as  'c o m p le te ly  s a tis fa c to ry . '
In ad d itio n , th e  P o st had , by  now , ch an g ed  its  fo rm er 
o p in io n , an  ed ito ria l ju s t b e fo re  th e  C ouncil M eeting  
th a t  'T fiough  a t o n e  tim e  w e th o u g h t it w o u ld  be  b e t te r  
fo r th e  C o rp o ra tio n  to  o b ta in  im m ed ia te ly  c o n tro l o f tfie 
new  lig h t, w e a re  now  con v in ced  — re lu c ta n tly  con v in ced  
— th a t  it w ill b e  b e t te r  t o  try  tfie e x p e r im e n t by m ean s  o f 
littéral a rran g em en ts  w ith  . . . tfie co m p a n ie s .'

E lec tric ity  in B irm ingfiam , 1882  — 1 8 9 7

T o  a c o n te m p o ra ry , w ritin g  sh o rtly  a f te r  1882 , su b se q u e n t 
ev en ts  in th e  to w n  had  p roved  an  e n tire  ju s tif ic a tio n  o f  tfie 
w isdom  o f  tfie  C o m m itte e .' T h e  G as C o m m itte e 's  R ep o rt 
had  a lread y  h ad  a m arked  in fluence  o n  th e  a c tio n  o f  o th e r  
C o rp o ra tio n s , nearly  all o f w hom  p ro c eed ed  to  w ith d ra w  
th e ir  ap p lic a tio n s  fo r a u th o r i ty  to  su p p ly , and  to  leave th e  
fie ld  in th e  possession  o f  th e  co m p a n ies .'

In B irm ingham , o n ly  tfie  In ca n d escen t L ighting C om pany  
(L im ited ) p e rs is te d  w ith  its  ap p lic a tio n , o b ta in in g , a f te r  
ag re em e n t w ith  t h e  G as C o m m itte e , a p rov isional o rd e r  to  
ligh t th e  to w n  c e n t re  fo r  16 years, an  o rd e r  w h ich  
su b se q u e n tly  lap sed  because  o f  in ac tiv ity  o n  th e  p a r t  o f  
th e  c o m p a n y .

A t W estm in s te r, th e  1 8 8 2  A c t w as n o t th e  final se tt lem e n t 
o f th e  E lec tric ity  q u e s tio n . T h ree  bills, includ ing  o n e  
g o v e rn m e n t m easu re , w ere  all un su ccessfu lly  canvassed  in 
18 8 6  a n d , in 1 8 8 8 , t h e  E lec tric  L igh ting  A c t in tro d u ced  
im p o r ta n t new  p rov isions. Local au tfio r ity  perm ission  w as 
now  re q u ired  b e fo re  th e  g ran ting  o f  any  p rov isional o rd e r , 
fx jt th e  Local G o v e rn m e n t B oard fiad th e  rig h t to  o v erru le  
local o b je c tio n s  if it d eem ed  th e m  u n rea so n ab le . T h e  
m ax im u m  p e rio d  b e fo re  c o m p u lso ry  p u rch ase  w as e x te n d ed  
to  4 2  y ears, b u t  t h e  te rm s  o f  p u rc h a K  rem ain ed  fo r th e  
m o s t p a r t  th e  sam e  a s  th o se  o f  18 8 2 J   ̂®

In B irm ingham , th e  im m ed ia te  e f f e c tW  th e  18 8 8  A c t w as  to  
re -open  th e  w h o le ,q u e stio n  o f e lec tr ic  lighting  w ith in  th e  
to w n  fo r , a s  so o n  a s  th e  R oyal Assen^ had  b e en  received  fo r 
th e  m e asu re , th e  firm  o f  C h am b erla in  an d  H ook ham  app lied  
fo r a p ro v is io n a l o rd e r  to  u n d e rta k e  th e  B irm ingfiam  supp ly . 
T he  E lec tric  L igh ting  S u b -C o m m ittee  re p o rte d  o n  th is  
d e v e lo p m e n t t o  th e  G eneral P u rp o se  C o m m itte e  m eeting  o f 
2 8 th  J a n u a ry , 1 8 8 9 . T h ey  w ere  'o f  th e  o p in io n  th a t  it is n o t 
now  d esirab le  fo r  th e  C o rp o ra tio n  o f  B irm ingfiam , as th e  
local a u th o r ity ,  th em selv es  to  acqu ire  th e  p o w er to  supp ly  
E lec tr ic ity  w ith in  th e  c i ty . ' A ddressing  them selves  to  th e  
p re c ed e n t o f  1 8 8 2  th e y  w ere  still o f  th e  o p in io n  th a t  it 
w ou ld  b e  u n w ise  in  th e  p resen t s ta te  o f e lectrica l science to  
em b a rk  th e  m o n e y  o f  th e  ra te p a y e rs  in th e  e stab lish m e n t o f 
an  e lec tr ica l in s ta lla t io n .' Tfie S u b -C o m m ittee  a rgued  th a t ,  
a lth o u g h  th e  p ro m o te r s  had  o ffe red  th e  C o rp o ra tio n  a n  
o p tio n  to  p u rc h a se  th e  en tire  u n d e rta k in g  a fte r a lapse of 
o n ly  tw o  y ears, 't h e r e  is n o th in g  in th is  o ffe r  th a t  w ou ld  
induce  th e m  to  reco m m e n d  th e  C ouncil to  avail them selves  
of it. ' A  Mr. H enry  Lea, of th e  firm  o f  Lea and  T h o rn tie ry , 
B irm ingham , had  b e e n  co n su lted  an d  h e  had  co m e  o u t 
s tro n g ly  again st th e  likely  p ro f ita b ility  o f  a n u m b er of 
sm all s ta t io n s  sc a tte re d  th ro u g fio u t th e  to w n , such as 
C h am b erla in  an d  H o o k h am  envisaged. N o p u b lic  m o n ey  
sh ou ld  be sp e n t o n  e lec tr ic  ligh ting , he s ta ted , u n til th e  
success o f  th e  D e p tfo rd  G enerating  S ta tio n , th e n  in co u rse  
o f c o n s tru c t io n , h ad  b een  asce rta in ed . S h o u ld  th is  p ro je c t 
p rove  s u c c e ss fu l . . . th e  Local A u th o rity  o f  B irm ingham  
m ay  d o  w isely  to  give serious co n sid e ra tio n  to  th e  p ro p o sa l 
to  th em selv es  u n d e r ta k e  th e  su pp ly  o f e le c tr ic ity  from  som e 
o u tly in g  s ta t io n  w h e re  land , coal a n d  w a te r  a re  a b u n d an t 
and  ch eap , and  w h e re  noise an d  v ib ra tio n  a re  o f no m o m e n t; 
b u t u n til  a  successfu l e x p e r im e n t o f th e  k ind  in d ica ted  has  
b e en  m ade , I th in k  th a t  th e  Local A u th o r ity  shou ld  
p ro p e rly  a b s ta in  fro m  becom ing  th e ir  ow n  m a n u fa c tu re rs  
of e le c tr ic i ty . ' W ith  th is  p o w erfu l techno log ica l 
a rg u m en t to  ad d  to  th e  a rm o u ry  o f  d eb a tin g  p o in ts  s to c k 
p iled  in 18 8 2 , th e  S u b -C o m m itte e  succeed ed  in inducing  
th e  G eneral P u rp o se s  C o m m itte e  to  a d o p t th e ir  R ep o rt w o rd  
fo r w o rd , th e  M ayor p resen tin g  it to  th e  C ouncil a t th e ir  
m ee ting  o f F e b ru a ry  6 th , 1889 .

T he  bulk  o f  th e  d iscuss ion  a t th e  C ouncil M eeting w as 
c o n ce rn e d  w ith  th e  serio u s  d iffe ren ces  o f o p in io n  as to  th e  
w ord ing  o f  th e  p ro p o se d  P rovisional O rd er w h ich  had  ta k e n  
up  th e  seco n d  half o f  th e  E lec tric  L ighting  S u b -C o m m itte e 's  
R ep o rt. ^® A ld e rm an  Pow ell W illiam s, M .P., th e  G eneral 
P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e 's  m ain  c ritic , 'th o ro u g h ly  ag reed  w ith  
th e  re p o r t  th a t  it w o u ld  n o t be  d esirab le  fo r  th e  C ity  o f 
B irm ingham , o n  its  o w n  resp o n sib ility , to  e stab lish  th e  
su p p ly  o f  th e  e le c tr ic  light, b u t  he w as a t variance  w ith  th e  
c o m m itte e  in re la tio n  to  o th e r  p a rts  o f  its  re c o m m e n d a tio n s . ' 
F o r h im  th e  q u e s tio n  w as u rg e n t .'He had  read  a m em oria l 
signed by  2 2 8  sh o p k ee p e rs  in B irm ingham  w ho  w ere  w illing
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to  receive th e  ligh t, in c lud ing  M essrs. H o lliday  an d  S ons , 
C h am b erla in , King a n d  Jo n es , L lo y d s  B ank , th e  B irm ingham  
G a z e tte  C o m p a n y , th e  T h e a tre  R oyal, th e  Q u e e n 's  H o te l, 
th e  G re a t W estern  H o te l, an d  a c o n s id e rab le  n u m b e r  o f  
p riv a te  co n su m e rs , som e  o f  th e m  o u ts id e  th e  a rea  
p ro p o sed  b y  th e  c o m m itte e . ' In v iew  o f  th e se  p ro c liv itie s  
in som e o f  th e  c ity 's  largest ra te p a y e rs , he  p ro p o s e d  a n  
a m e n d m e n t (su b se q u en tly  w ith d raw n ) th a t  C h am b erla in  
and  H o o k h a m 's  ap p lic a tio n  sh ou ld  b e  ap p ro v e d , w ith  th e  
B oard  o f  T rad e  le ft t o  a rb itr a te  a s  to  th e  p rec ise  te rm s .
O n ly  C o u n c illo r B arclay , d u ring  a sp eech  u n su ccess fu lly  
a tte m p tin g  to  re fe r th e  w ho le  m a tte r  b ack  to  c o m m itte e  
to  look  a t  th e  p o s itio n  in o th e r  to w n s , h in ted  th a t  If 
th e  v e n tu re  w as like ly  to  p rove  a success w h en  u n d e r 
ta k e n  b y  a c o m p a n y , it w o u ld  be e q u a lly  like ly  to  do  so 
u n d e r  th e  m an a g em en t o f  th e  C o rp o ra tio n . ' T h e  
C o m m itte e 's  re p o rt w as carried  u n a n im o u s ly , o n ly  
A ld e rm an  Pow ell W illiam s and h is se c o n d e r  d ec lin in g  to  
v o te .

O ver th e  issue o f  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n , th e  local p ress  so lid ly  
c o n cu rre d  w ith  th e  o p in io n  o f th e  G eneral P u rp o ses  
C o m m itte e  and  o f th e  C ouncil. T h e  G a z e tte  th o u g h t th a t  
an  e x p e r im e n t in e le c tr ic  lighting  is go o d  en o u g h , p e rh ap s, 
fo r specu la tiv e  investm en t o f p riva te  cap ita l, b u t  n o t goo d  
en o u g h  t o  ju s tify  th e  risking o f  p u b lic  fu n d s .' T he  P ost 
n o te d  o n e  th in g  . . . w ith  sa tis fac tio n  — nam ely  th a t  no  
en co u rag e m e n t w as given y e s te rd a y  to  a p ro p o sa l w h ich  
d is tin c tly  p o in te d  to  th e  C o rp o ra tio n  itself u n d e rta k in g  th e  
supp ly  o f  e lec tric  light. We have a lread y  to o  m a n y  e n te r 
p rises o n  h and  to  ju s tify  even th e  th o u g h t o f a n o th e r  o f 
such  m a g n itu d e .' T he  s tro n g  c ritic ism s  levelled a t  th e  
G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e  by  b o th  th e  Mail and  th e  P o st 
w ere  c o n ce rn e d  w ith  th e  issue of u rg en cy  first ra ised  by  
A ld erm an  Pow ell W illiam s. F o r th e  M ail, 'T h e  p rov ision  
of th e  e lec tr ic  light o n  a m ore  ex te n d ed  scale is b ecom ing  
an a b so lu te  necessity  if w e a re  n o t to  a lte r  o u r  m o tto  o n  
th e  new  c o a t o f  a rm s  to  "B ackw ard " . . . T h e  sh o p k e e p e rs  
w ho  ask fo r th e  e lec tric  light do  possess a c la im  u p o n  th e  
a t te n tio n  o f th e  C ouncil, com pris ing  as th e y  d o , th e  
d ire c to rs  o f som e o f th e  m ost im p o r ta n t re ta il h o u ses  in 
B irm in g h am .' T he Post w as co n ce rn ed  T h a t sp ec u la to rs  
are  n o t like ly  to  b e  te m p te d  to  e n te r  th e  fie ld  . . .  We 
have w a ited  fo r years, an d  u n til now  n o b o d y  has co m e  
fo rw ard ; and , u n d e r  th e  c o n d itio n s  im posed  by  th e  C ouncil, 
we d o u b t if a n y b o d y  will m ake  a n o th e r  a t te m p t  in a 
h u rry .' In p rac tic e , such a rg u m en ts , like th o s e  o f 
A lde rm an  Pow ell W illiam s, im plied  a m o re  co n c ilia to ry  
a tt i tu d e  b y  th e  C ouncil to  th e  C om p an y  and  th e  desire  of 
sh o p k eep e rs  an d  businessm en  in th e  to w n  c e n tre  fo r th e  
e lec tr ic  light seem s to  have b een  o n e  o f th e  key  fa c to rs  in 
in fluenc ing  th e  G eneral P urposes C o m m itte e  to  reach  a 
co m p ro m ise  w ith  th e  C o m p an y  over th e  te rm s  o f  th e  
P rovisional O rder.

T he  u ltim a te  s e tt lem e n t of th e  d iffe ren ces  b e tw een  th e  
C ouncil and  th e  C o m p an y  over th e  te rm s  o f th e  
Provisional O rd e r w as en sh rin ed  in a bill c o n firm in g  th e  
B irm ingham  E lec tric  L ighting O rder, 1889 , w h ich  received  
th e  R oyal A ssen t on  th e  12 th  A ugust o f th a t  year. 
C h am b erla in  an d  H ookham  th e n  p ro m p tly  tra n s fe rre d  th e ir  
concession  to  M essrs. H olm es and  V au d rey  o f  L iverpool 
w ho , early  in 1890 , succeeded  in p ro m o tin g  th e  B irm ingham  
E lec tric  S u p p ly  C o m p an y  to  su p p ly  light to  th e  c ity  u n d e r  
th e  te rm s  o f th e  P rovisional O rder. 23 T h e  C o m p a n y  p u sh ed  
ah ead  a t o n c e  w ith  th e  co n s tru c tio n  o f  a cen tra l g en era tin g  
s ta t io n  w h ich  w as o ffic ia lly  o p en ed  by  th e  M ayor,
A lde rm an  C lay to n , on  A pril 2 2 n d , 1 8 9 1 . In h is speech  
on  th is  o ccasio n , th e  M ayor m ade  m e n tio n  o f th e  goodw ill 
o f th e  C o rp o ra tio n  to w a rd s  th e  new est B irm ingham  
v e n tu re ',  c la im ing th a t  th e  C ouncil 'h a d  n o t a d o p te d  an y  
so rt o f  dog-in -the-m anger p o licy  . . . T h e  new  c o m p a n y

w o u ld  p u t th e  G as D e p a r tm e n t o n  th e ir  m e ttle , a n d  th a t ,  
in its  tu rn ,  w o u ld  p u t  th e  E lec tric  L ight C o m p a n y  o n  
th e irs , an d  th u s  th e  tw o  c o n ce rn s  w o u ld  w o rk  h an d  in h an d  
fo r  th e  b e n e f it  o f  th e  to w n . ' 24 B u t th e  s te a d y  an d  
su s ta in ed  success o f  th e  new  C o m p an y  th ro u g h o u t  th e  
18 9 0 's  w as so o n  to  sh ak e  C o uncil m e m b e rs  fro m  such  
c o m p la cm e n t a tt i tu d e s .

In 189 2  and  1 8 9 3 , th e  m a in  issue b e tw een  th e  C o rp o ra tio n  
and  th e  new  C o m p a n y  w as th e  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  e x te n sio n  o f 
th e  a rea  o f su p p ly . T o w a rd s  th e  end  o f  1 892 , 
th e  E lec tric  L ighting S u b -C o m m itte e  o f  th e  G eneral P u rp o se s  
C o m m itte e  m e t w ith  a d e p u ta tio n  fro m  th e  D ire c to rs  o f  th e  
C o m p an y  w h o  ex p la in ed  th a t  th e y  in te n d e d  t o  ap p ly  fo r a 
new  Prov isiona l O rd e r ex te n d in g  th e  a rea  o f  su p p ly  to  in c lu d e  
th e  Jew e lle ry  Q u a rte r  and  th e  su b u rb  o f  E d g b as to n . 'T h e  
S u b  C o m m itte e  cam e to  th e  c o n c lu sio n  th a t  a t  p re se n t th e re  
w as n o t su ffic ien t ev idence  o f th e  com m erc ia l re su lts  o f  th e  
C o m p a n y 's  o p e ra tio n s  w ith in  th e  C ity  to  en ab le  th e  C o rp o ra t
ion to  fo rm  a re liab le  ju d g m e n t a s  to  th e  a d v isab ility  o f  
them selves  u n d e rta k in g  th e  su p p ly  o f  e le c tr ic i ty , and  as, 
pen d in g  such ju d g m e n t, it w as  m an ifes tly  u n w ise  to  allow  
th e  C o m p an y  to  a p p ro p r ia te  th e  m ost p ro f ita b le  d is tr ic ts , 
th e y  c o u ld  n o t advise  th e  C o uncil to  san c tio n  th e  C o m p a n y 's  
a p p lic a tio n  fo r a  fu r th e r  O rd e r . ' 25 T h e  G eneral P u rp o ses  
C o m m itte e  again  a d o p te d  w ho lesa le  th e  re p o rt o f  its  Sub- 
C o m m itte e  and  successfu lly  passed  it th ro u g h  th e  C ouncil 
m ee tin g  o f 6 th  D ecem ber, 1892 , w ith  h a rd ly  any  
d iscussion . A s a t th e  m ee ting  o f  F e b ru a ry  6 th , 18 8 9 , 
C o u n cillo r B arc lay 's  w as th e  so le  vo ice  raised  in fav o u r o f  
a p ossib le  C o rp o ra tio n  schem e , h e  having 'n o  d o u b t w h a t
ever th a t  if th e  C o rp o ra tio n  w o u ld  tak e  th e  m a n u fa c tu re  
o f th e  light in to  th e ir  o w n  han d s, th e y  w o u ld  be ab le  to  
charge  less th a n  o th e r  p eo p le  in c o n seq u en ce  o f th e  large 
n u m b e r o f p eo p le  w ho  w o u ld  be able  to  u se  th e  p o w er 
d u rin g  th e  d a y . ' 26 T he M ayor, A lde rm an  L aw ley P arker, 
how ever, in m oving th e  a d o p tio n  of th e  G eneral P u rp o ses  
C o m m itte e  R ep o rt, successfu lly  a rgued th e  need  fo r 
c a u t io n  u n til  th e  p ro f ita b ility  o f th e  new  illu m in an t 
b ecam e k r» w n  2 /  an d , in th e  face o f such  fo rm id a b le  
o p p o s itio n , th e  C o m p an y  w ith d re w  th e ir  ap p lic a tio n .

T he m a tte r , how ever, w as so o n  ra ised  again. In th e ir  
R ep o r t to  th e  C ouncil M eeting  o f  Ju ly  2 5 th , 18 9 3 , th e  
G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e  reco rd ed  th a t  th e y  had  
received  a n o th e r  no tic e  from  th e  C o m p an y  o f  th e ir  
in te n tio n  to  ap p ly  fo r  a P rovisional O rde r ex te n d in g  
th e ir  a rea  of su p p ly  to  c o v er th e  Jew elle ry  Q u a rte r  and  
th e  su b u rb  o f  E d g b asto n . M eanw hile  th e  E lec tric  L igh ting  
S u b -C o m m itte e  had  co lle c te d  in fo rm a tio n  on  th e  p ro g ress  
of e le c tr ic i ty  in o th e r  to w n s . F ro m  th e se  r e tu r n s . . .  
an d  fro m  an e x am in a tio n  o f  th e  ba lance  sh ee ts  o f  th e  
p rin c ip a l L o n d o n  C om panies, y o u r  C o m m itte e  fin d  th a t  
a t p re sen t, a t  all events, th e  p ro f its  m ade  fro m  th e  su p p ly  
o f e le c tr ic ity  a re  in co n sid erab le .' T he o n ly  ju s tif iab le  
m o tiv e  fo r  th w a rtin g  th e  C o m p an y  w ou ld  be th e  C o u n c il 's  
desire  to  u n d e r ta k e  th e  su p p ly  in th e  new  a reas  them selves, 
a sch em e  w h ich  w o u ld , in any  case, en ta il th e  p u rch a se  
o f th e  C o m p a n y 's  ex isting  u n d e rta k in g . T h e  su p p ly  w o u ld  
n o t c o n s ti tu te  a m o n o p o ly  an d  e le c tr ic i ty , u n lik e  w a te r , 
w as n o t a n  'a b so lu te  necessity  o f e x is ten c e .' T h e re  w ere  
su ffic ie n t safeguards again st dam age to  th e  s tre e ts  an d  
it can  scarcely  be  e x p ec te d  th a t  th e re  w ill be  an y  

e c o n o m y  in w ork ing  ex p en ses  in th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  
C o rp o ra tio n . ' In B irm ingham , e le c tr ic ity  faced  ser io u s  
c o m p e titio n  w ith  a c h ea p e r  gas s u p p ly ' an d  a C o rp o ra tio n  
schem e 'w o u ld  n ece ss ita te  a large ad d itio n  to  cap ita l 
ex p en d itu re  . . . an d  it is n o t like ly  th a t  th is  e x p e n d itu re  
w ou ld  be  h igh ly  re m u n e ra tiv e .' T he  C o m p a n y 's  a p p lic a tio n  
sh o u ld , th e re fo re , o n ly  be o p p o se d  o n  c lauses and  sh o u ld  
be re fe rred  back  to  th e  G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e  to  
act as th e y  th o u g h t fit. 28

21



In  m oving th e  a d o p tio n  of th is  re p o r t  b e fo re  th e  C ouncil, 
th e  M ayor, A ld e rm an  Law ley P ark e r, h a d  l ittle  d iff ic u lty  in 
c arry in g  th e  m a jo rity  o f th e  m e m b ers  w ith  h im . A ld e rm an  
Jo h n so n  p o in te d  t o  th e  th re e  d ra \m tacks  o f  '( 1 )  n o  p ro f it;  
(2) an im m ed ia te  large e x p e n d itu re  o f  m o n e y ; a n d  (3) an  
im m ed ia te  a d d it io n  t o  th e ir  w o rk ' a s  a rg u m e n ts  again st a 
C ouncil sch em e , w h ile  A ld e rm an  P o llack , th e  G as 
C o m m itte e  C h airm an , s u p p o rte d  h is general c o n te n t io n  
th a t  'in  co n sid e rin g  th e  q u e s tio n , th e  in te re s ts  o f  th e  G as 
D e p a r tm e n t m igh t be  le ft o u t ' w ith  so m e  fig u res  o f  gas 
c o n su m p tio n  in M arket Hall W ard w h ich  p u rp o r te d  to  
d e m o n s tra te  th a t  th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  th e  e le c tr ic  light 
th e re  had  had  lit t le  e ffe c t o n  th e  sale o f  h is  o w n  p ro d u c t. 
Y e t again . C o u n cillo r B arclay w as th e  v o ice  c ry in g  in th e  
w ilderness. 'T h e y  w ere  m ak ing  a g re a t m is tak e , a n d  . . .  
th e  lessons o f  th e  p a s t in re fe ren ce  to  th e  gas an d  w a te r  
u n d e rta k in g  sh o u ld  have ta u g h t th e m  d i f f e r e n t . . .  He 
fe lt c o n v in ced  th a t  th e  B irm ingham  C o rp o ra tio n  m ig h t 
well u n d e r ta k e  e lec tr ic  ligh ting  n o w , a n d  h e  w as q u ite  
sa tisfied  th a t  th e y  sh o u ld  n o t lose m o n e y  b y  it. G as 
d id  fK)t co m p a re  w ith  it fo r  in d o o r lig h tin g .' A t th e  en d  
o f  th e  d e b a te . C o u n cillo r B arc lay 's  h a n d  a lo n e  w as  raised 
in o p p o s itio n . ^  T h e  n e x t d ay  th e  M ail ed ito ria l, w hile  
agreeing  th a t  'M r. B arclay  i s . . .  q u ite  r ig h t in a n tic ip a tin g  
a tim e  w hen  th e  C o rp o ra tio n  w ill have to  b u y  u p  th e se  
co m p an y  rig h ts ', re a ffirm e d , a f te r  th e  u su a l a rg u m en ts , 
th a t  ‘th e  G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e  a re  a c tin g  w ith  a 
w ise c a u tio n  in refusing  to  e n te r  o n  an y  such  p ro je c t a t  
p re s e n t. ' T he  C o m p an y  th u s  o b ta in e d  san c tio n  fo r  
its  en la rged  area by  a n o th e r  O rd e r o f  1 8 9 4 , th e  C o rp o ra tio n  
o b ta in in g , a s  a c o n d itio n  o f  its  assen t, c e r ta in  re d u c tio n s  
in th e  co sts  ch arg ed  to  consum ers.

G eneral P u rp o se s  C o m m itte e  to  co n sid e r and  re p o r t as to  
th e  d e s irab ility  o r  o th e rw is e  o f  th e  co u n cil purchasing  th e  
u n d e r ta k in g  o f  th e  B irm ingham  E lec tric  S u p p ly  C o m p an y  
L im ited ; a lso  t o  a sc e rta in  a n d  re p o rt w h e th e r  a n d  u p o n  w h a t 
te rm s  th e  c o m p a n y  a re  w illing  to  tra n s fe r  th e ir  u n d e rtak in g  
to  th e  C o u n c il. ' ^  E a rly  in th e  d e b a te , th e  L ord  M ayor, 
C o u n c illo r J a m e s  S m ith , s ta te d  th a t  th e  G eneral P u rposes  
C o m m itte e  w e re  p re p a re d  t o  a d o p t Mr. F le tc h e r 's  suggestion  
a n d  h e  h o p e d  th e  C ouncil w o u ld  re fra in  fro m  fu r th e r  co n sid 
e ra tio n  u n ti l  th e y  h a d  th e  w h o le  m a tte r  fu lly  b e fo re  th e m ' 
an d , sh o r tly  a fte rw a rd s , th e  re so lu tio n  w as carried  u n an im 
o u s ly , even  C o u n c illo r H ow ard  Lane, th e  a rch -en em y  o f 
m u n ic ip a l socia lism  and  C o rp o ra tio n  trad in g , o p in ing  th a t  
‘H e d id  n o t  th in k  . . .  an y  ha rm  w o u ld  b e  d o n e  b y  m aking  
in q u ir ie s .' ^  T h e  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  C o u n cil ', acco rd in g  to  
th e  P o s t 's  in te rp re ta tio n , ‘recognised  th a t  it w ou ld  be w iser 
t o  p o s tp o n e  d iscu ss io n  u n til  a c o m p le te  s ta te m e n t o f fac ts  
a n d  a rg u m e n ts  h ad  b een  laid  b e fo re  th e m .'

M eanw hile , local p ress  o p in io n  w as u n dergo ing  a ra th e r  
sp e c ta c u la r  v o lte  fa ce ' th e  G a ze tte  now  op in in g  th a t  'W e 
adv ised  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  a t th e  o u ts e t , and  w e a re  still in 
fa v o u r o f  th e  p rin c ip le ',  w hile  th e  M ail, b reak ing  its 
s ilence  o f  1 8 8 9  w ith  regard  to  th e  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  issue, 
co n fessed  t o  a fee ling  o f  su rp rise  th a t  th e  m a tte r  has  n o t 
re a ch e d  th e  C ity  C o u n c il 's  agenda p a p e r  long b e fo re  th is .' 
O n ly  th e  P o s t seem ed  u n d e c id ed , p o in tin g  to  such  fac to rs  as 
th e  in fla te d  p ric e  o f  th e  C o m p a n y 's  shares, th e  ad v en t o f th e  
in c a n d esc en t gas m a n tle ' and  th e  fa c t th a t  'less  th a n  half o f 
th e  sh o p s  in N ew  S tree t and  High S tree t and  C o rp o ra tio n  
S tre e t are  lig h te d  w ith  e le c tr ic i ty .'

D uring  th e  n e x t few  years, th e  C o m p an y  u n d e rw e n t a 
pe rio d  o f  s tead y  ex p an s io n , p ro f its  sw elling fro m  £ 5 ,8 6 9  
in 1 8 9 5  to  £9 ,181  in 189 6  and  £ 1 2 ,9 6 2  in 1897 . 32 T o  
en ab le  th e  D irec to rs  to  u n d e rta k e  th e  su p p ly  o f light in 
th e  Jew e lle ry  Q u a rte r, a re so lu tio n  w as successfu lly  
in tro d u ce d  a t  th e  A n n u a l S h a re h o ld e rs ' M eeting o f 7 th  
M arch , 1895 , au th o riz in g  th e  issue o f  a n o th e r  £ 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  
w o rth  o f £ 5  shares and , th e re b y , increasing  th e  C o m p a n y 's  
nom inal cap ita l to  £ 2 0 0 ,0 0 0 . 33  In th e ir  R ep o r t su b m itte d  
to  S h a reh o ld e rs  o n  1 2 th  M arch, 1896 , th e  D irec to rs  w ere  
ab le  t o  re p o r t  th a t  th e  new  s ta tio n s  a t N ew hall S tree t and 
E dgbaston , b u ilt to  su p p ly  th e  tw o  n ew ly  sa n c tio n ed  areas, 
w ere  a lready  in fu ll w ork ing  o rd e r . ' In  E d g b as to n  o rd e rs  
a lread y  received a re  enco u rag in g ', w h ile  in th e  Jew e lle ry  
Q u a rte r  't f ie  d em an d  fo r c u rre n t, b o th  fo r ligh ting  and 
p o w e r p u rp o s e s , . . .  is m o s t s a tis fa c to ry . '

Every y ear b ro u g h t a d d itio n s  to  th e  C o m p a n y 's  w o rk s  an d  
th e  n u m b er o f  16 c .p . (cand le  pow er) lam p s o r tfie ir 
eq u iv a len t t o  o rd e r  increased  from  1 2 ,1 3 8  o n  D ecem ber 
3 1 st, 1894 , to  1 8 ,1 9 9  a t  th e  en d  o f 18 9 5 , to  2 5 ,8 7 6  fo r 
18 9 6  and  to  3 9 ,2 3 2  fo r  1897. In 1 896 , a m o d if ied  scale o f 
ch arg es  w as in tro d u ce d  fo r th e  use  o f  m o to rs  and , in 1897 , 
general re d u c tio n s  o f charges w ere  m a d e  w h ich , argued  th e  
D irec to rs , have b een  am ply  ju s tified  by  th e  g rea tly  increased  
d e m an d  fo r c u r re n t. ' 3^ T h is  s tead y  b o o m  in co m p a n y  
business led to  som e reappraisal o f  C o rp o ra tio n  po licy  and . 
on  th e  4 th  M ay, 1 8 9 7 , th e  e le c tr ic ity  q u e s tio n  w as raised  
o n c e  again  a t  th e  Q u a rte r ly  M eeting o f th e  C ouncil. 35

M u n ic ip a liza tio n , 1 8 9 7 —1900 .

A t th e  en d  o f  A pril, 18 9 7 , th e  m em b ers  o f  th e  G eneral 
P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e  w ere  e v id en tly  'so m e w h a t ad v erse ' to  
ra ising  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  a possib le  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  and  a 
s tro n g  feeling  u p o n  th e  p a r t  o f  o tfie r m e m b e rs  o f  th e  C ity  
C o u n c il ' ap p ea rs  t o  have b een  th e  m a in  m o tiv e  fo rce  leading 
to  a re c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  th e  m a tte r . 36 Tfie  necessary  m o tio n , 
in tro d u ce d  fief o re  th e  C ouncil by  C o u n cillo r T h o m as  
F le tc h e r, 37 p ro p o sed  'T h a t  it b e  an in s tru c tio n  to  th e

T h e  C o u n c il 's  re so lu tio n  w as co n sid e re d  by  th e  G eneral 
P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e  a t tfie ir m eeting  o n  th e  1 7 th  M ay.
1897 , w h ich  d e c id ed  to  re fe r th e  w ho le  m a tte r  to  a Sufy 
C o m m itte e  co n sis tin g  o f  th e  L ord  M ayor and  A lderm en  
C ook , Jo h n so n  an d  P o llack . T h is  new ly  c o n s ti tu te d  
E lec tric  L igh ting  S u b -C o m m itte e  held  its  first m eeting  on  
th e  2 1 st M ay, 18 9 7 , a p p o in tin g  A lde rm an  Jo h n so n  as its 
C h airm an . '*5 | t  yvas also d ec id ed  to  invite th e  C hairm an  and  
D ire c to rs  o f th e  C o m p an y  to  m ee t the. S u b -C o m m ittee  on  
tfie  3 1 s t M ay, 1897 , to  s ta te  w h e th e r  th e y  w ere p rep a red  to  
sell an d , if so, a t w h a t price.

T h e  D ire c to rs  o f  th e  C om pany  co n sid e red  th e  S u b -C o m m itte e 's  
in v ita tio n  a t  th e ir  m eeting  o f 2 7 th  M ay, 18 9 7 , w h en  it w as 
d ec id ed  th a t  M r. V au d rey , th e  M anaging D irec to r, to g e th e r  
w ith  Mr. G eorge  A lb righ t, a D irector^and.M r. P insen t, th e  
C o m p a n y 's  S o lic ito r , sh o u ld  b e  in a tte n d an c e  as  suggested 
tx jt th a t  it w as  'e ssen tia l th a t  ( th e  Sub- ) C o m m itte e  sh ou ld  
firs t n am e  th e  p ric e  w h ich  (th e ) G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e  
w ill u n a n im o u s ly  and h e a rtily  reco m m en d  C ouncil t o  p a y ' 
and  th a t  'i f  th a t  p ric e  (is) o n e  w hich  (th e ) (C om pany's share
h o ld e rs  w ill p ro b a b ly  n o t a ccep t tfien  . . .  n e g o tia tio n s  fall 
th ro u g h . ' T h e  m eeting  th e n  to o k  p lace as a rranged  o n  th e  
3 1 s t M ay, 1 8 9 7 , w h en  th e  q u e s tio n  o f m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  w as 
in fo rm a lly  d iscussed .

B etw een  th e  3 1 s t M ay, 1897, and  th e  4 th  Jan u a ry , 1898 , th e  
E lec tric  L igh ting  S ub  C o m m itte e  o f th e  G eneral Pu rposes 
C o m m itte e  d id  n o t m ee t an d  th e  T ow n  C lerk m ade u se  o f  th is  
in terval to  c o lle c t  som e figures c once rn ing  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  in 
o th e r  to w n s . A m ong  tfie se, L iverpool had  m un ic ipa lized  in
1896 , o b ta in in g  P a rliam en ta ry  sec tio n  fo r a p e rio d  o f  4 2  years  
to  rep ay  th e  n ecessary  £500,0(X ) loan  an d , by  th e  end  o f  1896 , 
fiad ^ o w n  a  p ro f i t  o f  £ 1 1 ,3 7 5  o n  th e  v e n tu re . M an ch este r had  
o b ta in e d  its  o w n  o rd e r  to  su p p ly  in 1892  and  its  c o n ce rn  fiad 
am assed  a p ro f i t  o f  £ 1 6 ,8 1 2  fo r tfie year end ing  3 1 s t M arch,
1897 . ^  E nco u rag ed  by  th e se  figures, th e  S u fy C o m m itte e  
in s tru c te d  th e  L o rd  M ayor to  o b ta in  fu r th e r  in fo rm a tio n  from  
th e  C o m p a n y  as to  th e  p o ssib ility  o f  m u n ic ip a liza tio n . ^
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T he C o m p an y  D irec to rs , fo r  th e i r  p a r t ,  a t th e ir  m ee tin g  
on J a n u a ry  2 7 th , 18 9 8 , re c o n s ti tu te d  th e i r  o w n  n eg o tia tin g  
c o m m itte e , au th o ris in g  it t o  co n c lu d e  a p re lim in a ry  
ag reem en t o n  th e  te rm s  suggested  a t  th e  m e e tin g  o f  31 s t 
M ay, 1 8 9 7 . O n  2 5 th  F e b ru a ry , 1 8 9 8 , th e  L o rd  M ayor 
w as in s tru c te d  b y  th e  E lec tric  L igh ting  S u b -C o m m itte e  to  
a sce rta in  w h e th e r  th e  C o m p a n y  D ire c to rs  w ere  w illing to  
sell o n  th e  b a sis  o f  E l 0.1 Os.Od. p e r  sh a re  su b jec t to  c e r ta in  
c o n d itio n s  an d  th e  L ord  M ayor, A ld e rm an  B eale, 
su b se q u e n tly  d e sp a tc h e d  a len g th y  le t te r  t o  th e  C o m p a n y 's  
so lic ito r.

In th is  le tte r , d a te d  th e  2 8 th  F e b ru a ry , 1 8 9 8 , th e  L ord 
M ayor s ta te d  t h a t  th e  S u b -C o m m itte e  recognise  th e  
necessity  o f tak in g  m a rk e t p ric e  as th e  basis  fo r  fix ing  th e  
p u rc h ase ' an d , as w ell a s  agreeing  to  pay  th e  10  g u in ea s  p e r  
share, o r £ 4 2 0 ,0 0 0 , fo r  th e  u n d e rta k in g , a lso o ffe re d  to  
leave th e  C o m p an y  e n o u g h  c ap ita l t o  p ay  a five  p e r  c en t 
d iv id en t fo r  18 9 7 . ^  In re tu rn , th e  L o rd  M ayor asked  fo r 
an in d e p e n d en t v a lu a tio n  o f  th e  C o m p a n y 's  p la n t an d  fo r 
th e  righ t to  w ith d ra w  fro m  th e  ba rga in  if P a rliam e n t im posed  
te rm s  u p o n  th e  C o rp o ra tio n  w h ich  it w as  u n a b le  to  a c c e p t ^  
O n th e  sam e d ay , th e  C o m p an y  so lic ito r  rep lied  o n  b eh alf o f  
th e  C o m p a n y 's  n eg o tia tin g  S u b -C o m m itte e , ag reeing  to  m o s t 
o f th e  L o rd  M ay o r's  p ro p o sa ls  an d  suggesting  th a t  
S ir F red erick  B ram w ell ^ o u l d  u n d e r ta k e  th e  in d e p e n d en t 
v a lu a tio n . B u t £ 4 2 5 ,0 0 0  w as th e  m in im u m  p ric e  w h ich  th e  
S ub  C o m m itte e  w as w illing to  re co m m en d  to  th e  full 
Board. N evertheless, th e  b ro ad  p a t te rn  o f ag reem en t 
w hich  w as beg inn ing  to  evolve w as c o n so lid a te d  b y  ex tensive  
personal d iscuss ions  b e tw ee n  th e  L ord  M ayor a n d  th e  
C om pany  re p re se n ta tiv e s  an d  th e  C o m p a n y 's  S u b -C o m m itte e  
re p o rted  to  th e  D irec to rs  a t  th e ir  m ee tin g  o f 1 0 th  M arch, 
1898 , th a t ,  a lth o u g h  th e  C ouncil, u n lik e  th e  C o m p a n y , had  
le ft them selves  an  easy  lo o p h o le  th ro u g h  w h ich  to  escape, 
th e y  w ere  n o t like ly  to  m ak e  use  o f it, even  if th e  fav o u rab le  
pe riod  o f  4 2  years, w h ich  th e  C ouncil w as asking P arliam en t 
to  san c tio n  fo r th e  re p a y m e n t o f th e  loan , co u ld  n o t be  
o b ta in e d . T h e  D ire c to rs  th e n  fu lly  d iscu ssed ' th e  re p o rt an d  
au th o rise d  th e  S u b  C o m m itte e  to  c o n tin u e  th e ir  n e g o tia tio n s  
on  c o n d itio n  th a t  th e  C o rp o ra tio n  agreed  to  rescind  th e  
ag reem en t o n ly  if th e y  co u ld  n o t o b ta in  fro m  P arliam en t 
su itab le  loan  te rm s . T o  th is, th e  E lec tric  L igh ting  Sub- 
C o m m itte e  agreed  on  th e  3 1 s t M arch, 1898 , b u t  th e y  
rem ained  a d am a n t th a t  th e  p u rch a se  m o n e y  sfiou ld  rem ain  
a t E lO .IO sO d . pe r share . T h is  dec isio n  w as rea ffirm ed  b y  
th e  Lord  M ayor in a le t te r  to  th e  C o m p a n y 's  S o lic ito r d a ted  
April 1st, 18 9 8 , ^  a n d  b y  th e  full S u b -C o m m itte e  a t tfie ir 
m ee ting  o f  1 8 th  A pril, 1898 . ^  T he  C o m p a n y  D irec to rs  
discussed  th e  m a tte r  a t len g th  th e  sam e d ay  and  fina lly  
agreed, w ith  Mr. J .F . A lb rig h t as th e  so le  d is se n tie n t, to  
accep t a p rice  o f  £ 4 2 0 ,0 0 0 . ^0

N o t all th e  C o m p a n y 's  sh areh o ld e rs  w ere  h ap p y  a t th e  
decision  o f th e ir  B oard  an d  th e re  w ere  several le t te rs  o f 
p ro te s t in th e  B irm ingham  P o s t  T he  n a tu re  o f  th e  
ob jec tio n s, how ever, revealed  th a t  h o s tility  w as likely  to  be 
re s tric te d  to  a m in o r ity  o f sm allh o ld ers  w h o  had  b o u g h t 
shares a f te r  th e  early  ta lk  o f  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  in M ay, 1897, 
a t p rices of u p  to  £ 1 2  each . It w as th e  o p in io n  o f  'S h a re 
h o ld e r', fo r  ex am p le , th a t ,  in selling a t te n  guineas, th e  
d ire c to rs  w ou ld  s im p ly  be th ro w in g  o v er th e  sm all h o ld e rs  
in th e  pub lic  in te res t, le t u s  say , o r  p e rh ap s , w h a t is w orse, 
in th e  in te res t o f  th e  large ho lders . T h e  large h o ld e rs  m ay  
see a p ro f it  no w  a fte r  having  had  a c h an c e  to  u n lo a d  som e 
o f th e ir  sh ares  a t h igher p ric e s.' M eanw hile , D issatisfied  
had  'a lso  p u rch ased  . . . shares a t a h ig h e r p ric e  th a n  th a t  
o ffe red ',  w hile  'F a irn e ss ' th o u g h t th a t  th e  p ric e  suggested  
co m p a re s  m ost u n fa v o u ra b ly  w ith  th e  p rices  p a id  by  
M anchester an d  S h eff ie ld  C o rpo ra tions ',® ^  'B o u g h t and  
S o ld ', echo ing  'D issa tis fied ', w ro te  ru e fu lly  th a t  'a b o u t  
f if te en  m o n th s  ago I w as induced  to  b u y  sh ares  in th e  
co m p an y  a t a b o u t £ 1 2 .'

B u t su ch  o b je c tio n s  w ere  d e s tin ed  t o  go  un fieed ed . T h e  
in d e p e n d en t en g in eers; B ram w ell a n d  H arris; re p o rte d  on  
th e  2 0 th  M ay, 1 8 9 8 , t h a t  't h e  C o rp o ra tio n  o f  B irm ingham , 
in a cqu iring  th e  U n d e rta k in g  o f  th e  E lec tric  S u p p ly  C o m p an y  
o f  th a t  C ity , a re  exercising  a  d isc r im in a tin g  an d  w ise  ju d g 
m e n t . . .  th e y  w ill o b ta in  a  m o s t s a tis fa c to ry  m ean s  o f  
g en era tin g  an d  su p p ly in g  e lec trica l en erg y  to  th e  c itiz en s  
fo r  all p u rp o se s  f o r  w h ich  such  en erg y  c an  be  u s e d . '
O n  th e  2 5 th  M ay, 1 8 9 8 , th e  G eneral P u rp o se s  C o m m itte e  
a cc e p te d  a re p o r t  o f  th e  E lec tric  L ighting  S u b -C o m m itte e  
in c o rp o ra tin g  th e  p rov isional a g reem en t w ith  th e  C o m p an y  
an d  dec id ed  to  re c o m m en d  th e  C ouncil to  p u rch ase  o n  th e  
te rm s  s t i te d .

T h e  ra tif ic a tio n  o f  th e  p rov isional a g re em en t by  th e  tw o  
co n firm in g  b o d ie s  w as  s m o o th ly  ach ieved . A t th e  C ouncil 
M eeting  o f  th e  1 4 th  J u n e , 1 898 , th e  L ord  M ayor w as tfie  
o n ly  sp ea k e r  to  re fe r  to  th e  p ro p o se d  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n  a t  
leng th , Alluding in h is  op en in g  rem ark s  to  'th e  to ta l  absence  
o f  advei^se c r itic is m ' an d  going o n  to  o u tl in e  all th e  well- 
w o rn  a rg u m e n ts  in fa v o u r o f  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n , add ing  th e  
im p o r ta n t  p o in t  th a t  fieavy ad d itio n a l c ap ita l e x p e n d itu re  
in th e  n ear fu tu re  w ou ld  n o t b e  necessary , since p la n t in 
co u rse  o f  c o n s tru c t io n  a t  W ater S tre e t  w ou ld  a llow  th e m  to  
d o u b le  th e  p re s e n t o u tp u t .  ®®Even C o u n c illo r H ow ard  L ane  
co n fin ed  h im se lf to  suggesting th a t  su ch  an  u n d e rta k in g , 
like m a tr im o n y , s h o u ld  n o t b e  ligh tly  a p p ro a c h e d ' and  to  
h in tin g  th a t  th e  loss in th e  first y ea r m ig h t be  o v e r £ 8 ,0 0 0 , 
ra th e r  th a n  th e  £ 4 ,0 0 0  suggested  by  th e  Lord  M ayor. T he  
necessary  re so lu tio n  w as passed  w ith  no  o p p o s in g  v o tes. 
C o u n cillo r L ane  a n d  fo u r  S h a re h o ld e rs  o f  th e  C o m p an y  
absta in ing .

T h ree  d ay s  la te r, th e  S h a re h o ld e rs  o f  th e  C o m p an y  held 
an  E x tra o rd in a ry  M eeting, a t w h ich  th e y  w ere  add ressed  
b y  th e ir  C h airm an , M r. H enry  B uck ley . In his speech , he 
s ta ted  th a t  if w e  possessed  a m o n o p o ly  o f e le c tr ic  lighting  
in th e  th re e  a reas  vyhich we have, w e never sh o u ld  have 
so ld .' B u t u lt im a te ly ,  if th e  p rov is iona l ag reem en t fell 
th ro u g h , tfie  C o rp o ra tio n  w o u ld  ap p ly  fo r th e ir  o w n  
O rd er. "The q u e s tio n  in o u r  m in d  w as, if such  an  o rd e r  
w as ap p lied  fo r , co u ld  w e successfu lly  re s ist i t?  We w ere 
o f  tfie o p in io n  tf ia t w e  c o u ld  n o t . ' T h e  p re sen t a t t i tu d e  
o f th e  B oard  o f  T rad e  had  t>een illu s tra te d , h e  a d d ed , b y  
th e  P rovisional O rd e rs  fo r B erm o n d sey  an d  M ary letx ine  
no w  b e fo re  P a rliam en t, w here  th e  B oard  had sa n c tio n ed  
a p p lic a tio n s  b y  th o s e  tw o  local a u th o r it ie s  to  su p p ly  
e le c tr ic ity  in c o m p e tit io n  w ith  c o m p a n ies  an d  h ad  le ft to  
P a rliam en t tfie  ta sk  o f  d ec id in g  w fie th e r th a t  s a n c tio n  
sh ou ld  b e  a llo w ed  to  s tan d . ®® M r. J .E . W ilson a d d ed  
th a t ,  fo r  h im , tfie  n eg o tia tio n  . . .  is an e m in e n tly  w ise 
an d  p ra c tic ab le  o n e  th a t  c e r ta in ly  all o f  u s  w h o  have held 
tfie ir shares fo r a co n sid e rab le  tim e  o u g h t to  c o n sid e r is 
a reaso n ab le  o n e  fo r  o u rse lv es ' ®® and  th e  m o tio n  
app rov ing  th e  p ro v is io n a l ag re em en t w as  carried  w ith  o n ly  
th re e  d issen ting  v o te s . 'S e ld o m ', w ro te  th e  M ail, has  . 
tfiere  tieen a m o re  fia rm o n io u s  m ee tin g  o f sh a reh o ld e rs .'

R a tific a tio n  by th e  C ouncil and  th e  C o m p a n y 's  S h a re h o ld e rs  
of the  p rov isional a g re em en t e ffec tiv e ly  se tt led  th e  issue 
o f  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n . O n  N ovem ber 2 2 n d , 1898 , th e  C ouncil 
app roved  a d ra f t  Bill em tx idy ing  th e  p ro p o sa ls  fo r  p u rch a se , 
tfie  L ord  M ayor a t  o n e  p o in t giving tfie  enco u rag in g  new s 
th a t  sales w ere  5 4  p e r c e n t u p  o n  th e  p rev io u s  y e a r  and 
th a t  th e  c o n c e rn  c o u ld  th u s  b e  ta k e n  o v e r  o n  a se lf-su p p o rtin g  
basis. A t th e  P u b lic  M eeting  o f  th e  R a te p a p e rs o n  
N o v em b er 2 6 th ,  1 8 9 8 , th e  p ro ce ed in g s  w ere  p u re ly  
fo rm al in c h a ra c te r . ' F ew er th a n  tw e n ty  R a tep ap e rs  
a t te n d e d . T h e re  w as  no  d issen t o r  c ritic ism  an d  th e  re so lu tio n  
ap p rov ing  th e  p u rc h a se  w as ca rrie d  u n a n im o u s ly . T h e  
w ay  w as th u s  c le a r  fo r  th e  E lec tric  L ighting  S u b -C o m m itte e , 
ch arg ed  w ith  th e  ta sk  o f  spon so rin g  th e  ap p lic a tio n  to
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P arliam en t. to  ta k e  th e  necessary  legal and  ad m in is tra tiv e  
m easu res. T h e  B irm ingham  C o rp o ra tio n  Bill received  its  
f irs t read ing  in th e  C o m m o n s  o n  F e b ru a ry  1 4 th , 18 9 9 , ^  
its  seco n d  o n  F e b ru a ry  2 0 th , 1899 , ^  a n d  its  th ird  (a fte r 
c o m m itte e  s tage  an d  a m e n d m en ts ) o n  1 6 th  M ay, 1899 .
O n J u n e  1st, 1 8 9 9 , th e  Bill as in tro d u c e d  in to  th e  H ouse of 
L ords, w as  fo rm a lly  ra tif ied  b y  th e  C om p an y  S h a reh o ld e rs  
an d , o n  J u ly  1 1 th , th e  L o rd s  th em se lv e s  ap p ro v ed  th e  
m easu re . ^  T h e  fin a ld  d ra f t  o b ta in e d  th e  R oyal A ssen t o n  
A ugust 1st, 1899 , and , o n  th e  9 th  N o vem ber, 18 9 9 , th e  
fiast E lec tric  S u p p ly  C o m m itte e  o f th e  C ouncil w as 
c o n s ti tu te d  a n d  a p p o in te d . O n  J an u a ry  1st, 19 0 0 , a sm all 
fina l c e rem o n y  to o k  p lace  a t th e  M idland B ank, N ew  S tree t, 
w h en  C .H . C lare, th e  acting  C ity  T reasu re r, h a n d ed  over a 
qheque  fo r  £ 4 2 0 ,0 0 0  to  th e  C o m p an y  rep re sen ta tiv e s  and  
(È.V. H iley , th e  D e p u ty  T o w n  C lerk , received fro m  th em  
m e  co n v ey an ce  a n d  t i t le  deeds .

A fte r  M u n ic ip a liz a tio n

T he  g ro w th  an d  d e v e lo p m en t o f th e  e le c tr ic i ty  su p p ly  in 
B irm ingham  b e tw ee n  1 9 0 0  an d  1 9 1 4  gave am p le  ev idence 
o f th e  w isdom  o f  m u n ic ip a liz a tio n , th e  n u m b er o f  e lectrical 
u n its  so ld  fo r  ligh ting  a n d  p o w er p u rp o se s  rising fro m  rough ly  
th re e  m illion  in 1 9 0 0 -0 1  to  over n in e  m illion  in 1 9 0 7 -8  and  
to  m o re  th a n  f if ty -e ig h t m illion  in 1 9 1 4 -1 5 . In ad d itio n , 
e le c tr ic  t r a c tio n  w as  u sed  fo r  tra m w a y  p u rp o se s  from  1 9 0 6 -7  
o n w ard s , th e  to ta l  a m o u n t co n su m ed  fo r  tra c tio n  rising from  
nearly  fo u r m illio n  u n its  in th a t  y e a r to  over tw e n ty -fo u r  
m illion  in 1 9 1 4 -1 5 . T h is g rea t e x p an s io n  necessita ted  
su b stan tia l a d d itio n s  to  c ap ita l w o rk s  and . on  th e  10 th  
O c to b er . 19 0 6 , th e  L ord  M ayor o p en ed  th e  new  p o w er s ta tio n  
a t S u m m er Lane, w h ich  co v ered  fo u r  acres, c o s t over a q u a rte r  
of a m illion  p o u n d s  to  b u ild  a n d  had  a n  in itia l c ap a c ity  o f 
8 ,5 0 0  k ilo w a tts . A series  o f su b -s ta tio n s  w as set up  to  
d is tr ib u te  p o w e r fro m  th e  g e n e ra to rs  an d , th ro u g h o u t th e  
p e rio d , p la n t w as b e ing  c o n s ta n tly  e x te n d ed  and  rep laced , 
th e  to ta l  c ap ita l e x p e n d itu re  o n  c ap ita l a cc o u n t rising from  
just u n d e r  ha lf a m illio n  p o u n d s  in 1 8 9 9 -1 9 0 0  to  over tw o  
and  a q u a r te r  m illion  in 1 9 1 3 -1 4 . M eanw hile, techn ica l 
im p ro v em en ts  an d  e c o n o m ies  o f scale en ab led  th e  C o m m itte e  
to  reduce  th e  average p rice  p e r u n it  fro m  4 .3 7 d . in 1900-01  
to  1 .1 2 5 d . in 1 9 1 4 -1 5 . 86

N o te s  an d  R efe ren c e s

1. See J o h n  T h ack e ray  B unce. H is to ry  o f th e  C o rp o ra tio n  
of B irm ingham . V o lu m e  II. (B irm ingham , 1885). 3 8 1 -6 .

2. B o th  fro m  A ris 's  B irm ingham  G aze tte , N o v em b er 1 st, 
1 882 . 6.

3. B irm ingham  D aily  P o s t, O c to b er 23 rd , 1882. 4.

4 . 'R e p o r t  o f  th e  T o w n  C lerk . , . (e tc .) . . . ',  1882 ,
R ef; 1 3 0 4 9 1 . In  th e se  fo o tn o te s  th e  ab rév ia tio n  R ef:' 
p reced es  th e  access ion  n u m b e r o f th e  so u rce  q u o te d  in 
th e  C ity  o f  B irm in g h am 's  C en tra l R eference  L ibrary. 
S uch  accession  n u m b e rs  a re  c ite d  o n  th e  first occasion  
o n ly  o n  w hich  a  so u rce  is q u o te d . A ccession  n u m b ers  
fo r n ew spapers  an d  fo r  th e  v o lu m es  o f th e  H is to ry  o f 
th e  C o rp o ra tio n  o f  B irm ingham  by  J .T . B unce and  
C .A . V in ce  a re  n o t q u o te d . In o th e r  cases (e x c ep t fo r 
P a rliam en ta ry  a n d  P ub lic  R eco rd  O ffice  sou rces), w here  
no accession  n u m b e r is q u o te d , th e  so u rce  is in th e  
possession  o f  th e  B irm ingham  D istric t C ouncil.

5. It is d o u b tfu l if th is  sangu ine  a t t i tu d e  w as fu lly  
ju s tif ied . S o o n  a fte rw a rd s  C ham berla in  him self, 
add ressing  a d e le g a tio n  o f  local a u th o r it ie s  fro m  th e  
M idlands, e x c lu d in g  B irm ingham , at th e  B oard  o f 
T rade , s ta ted  th a t  't h e  B oard  o f T rad e  co u ld  issue 
m o re  th a n  o n e  p rov isional o rd e r  for th e  sam e area, b u t

it w as n o t  p ro b a b le  th a t  th e y  w o u ld . . . .  In  th e  even t 
o f a seco n d  ap p lic a tio n , th e  B oard  w o u ld  see ho w  far 
th e  ex istin g  u n d e r ta k e rs  h ad  p e rfo rm ed  th e ir  o b lig a t
ions, an d  if it w a s  fourrd  th a t  th e y  h a d  fa ith fu lly  
p e rfo rm ed  th e m  an d  ex p en d e d  a large sum  o f  m oney , 
th e ir  in te re s ts  w o u ld  n o t b e  o v e rlo o k e d .' — G a ze tte .
N o v em b er 2 n d , 1882 . 6 .

6 . F o r e x am p le , b y  S e c tio n  19  o f  th e  A ct, i t  m ay  be 
c o n te n d e d  th a t  th e  U n d e rta k e rs  will be  u n d e r  an  
o b lig a tio n  to  su p p ly  e le c tr ic i ty  in any  p a r t  o f  th e  
selec ted  a rea ', an  o b lig a tio n  w h ich  co u ld  involve 
th e  lay ing  o f  c o n d u c to rs  over th e  w h o le  a rea  fo r  a 
v e ry  lim ited  c o n su m p tio n .' T h e re  w as also  th e  
p ro b le m  o f  find ing  a 'p rac tic a l self-regulating  
E lec tric  M ete r.'

7. R e p o r t o f  th e  G as C o m m itte e  . . .  ( e t c . ) . . . ' ,
1882 , R ef: 1 3 0 4 9 0 .

8. G a ze tte , N o v em b er 1st, 1882 . 6.

9. O c to b e r  23 rd , 1882 . 2.

10. N o v em b er 1st, 1882 . 2.

11. O c to b e r  3 1 s t, 1882. 4.

12. B unce, o p .c it .  3 8 5 -6 .

13. C harles A n th o n y  V ince, H is to ry  o f th e  C o rp o ra tio n  
o f  B irm in g h am , V o lu m e  III , (B irm ingham , 1902).
2 8 3 -4 . V in ce  a lso p o in ts  o u t th a t  th e  n eed  fo r an 
e x te n s io n  o f th e  leng th  o f co ncessions  had  b een  
v igo rously  argued  by th e  c om pan ies . It had  also b een  
em p iric a lly  d e m o n s tra te d  a f te r  1882  b y  th e  c o m p a ra t
ively slow  p ro g ress  m ad e  b y  co m p an ies  lab o u rin g  
u n d e r  th e  o n e ro u s  c o n d itio n s  of th e  A ct.

14. G en era l P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e , M inu te  N o. 6 3 6 7 .

15. G en era l P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e , M inu tes Nos. 6 3 7 4  
an d  6 3 7 6 .

16. T he  issue of th e  te rm s  o f  th e  p ro p o sed  concession
to  th e  c o m p a n y  is rx>t to ta lly  d ivo rced  from  th e  issue 
of m u n ic ip a liz a tio n . T h e  d isp u te  had  tw o  asp ec ts: th e  
p ro p o se d  c ap ita l a n d  th e  p ro p o sed  area. T h e  C ouncil 
w a n te d  to  tie  th e  C o m p an y  to  raising £ 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  to  
ligh t a sm all a rea  o f  th e  to w n  c en tre , w h ile  th e  C om pany  
in s isted  o n  ha lf o f th a t  c ap ita l to  light a su b s tan tia lly  
larger d is tric t. — G a ze tte , F e b ru a ry  1st, 1889 . 4. 
A lth o u g h  th e  C ouncil w as u ltim a te ly  fo rced  to  agree  to  
a c ap ita l o f £ 5 0 ,0 0 0 , th e y  succeeded  in co n fin in g  th e  
co m p a n y  to  th e  sm aller area, th e re b y  p rev en tin g  th e m , 
for th e  m o m e n t, from  a p p ro p ria tin g  all th e  m o st 
p ro f ita b le  a reas  a n d  so  p re jud ic ing  th e  success o f  a 
p o ssib le  C ouncil e x p e r im e n t la ter. — V ince, o p .c it.
285 .

17. G a ze tte , F e b ru a ry  6 th , 1889 . 6.

18. F e b ru a ry  1st, 1889 . 4.

19. F e b ru a ry  6 th , 1889 . 4.

20. F e b ru a ry  6 th , 1889 . 2. B irm in g h am 's  real m o tto ,  o f
co u rse , is F o rw a rd '.

21 . F e b ru a ry  6 th ,  1889 . 4.

22. See n o te  16 above. A  resu lt o f 'th e  g ran tin g  o f  th e  
P rovisional O rde r, o f  co u rse , w as th a t  th e  C ouncil 
co u ld  n o t w a it u n til  th e  su c c e ss o r  o th e rw ise  o f th e  
e le c tr ic  light had  b e en  d e m o n s tra ted  b y  o th e r  to w n s  
b e fo re  decid ing  w h e th e r  o r  rx)t to  a p p ly  fo r  a 
P rov isional O rd e r them selves.

23 . V ince, o p . c it. 2 8 5 -6 .
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24 . J .C . V au d rey , A  F ew  N o te s  o n  th e  P u b lic  S u p p ly  o f  
E lec tric ity  in B irm in g h am  t o  1 8 9 9 , (1 8 9 9 ),
R ef: 1 5 7 7 8 5 .5 . T h e  a rg u m en t th a t  th e  G as C o m m itte e  
w ere  s tro n g  o p p o n e n ts  o f  th e  In tro d u c t io n  o f  e le c tr ic i ty  
c a n n o t be  s u b s ta n tia te d . T h e  G eneral P u rp o ses  
C o m m itte e  w fiich re jec ted  C h am b erla in  a n d  H o o k h a m 's  
o rig inal schem e  c o n ta in e d  o n ly  tw o  m em b ers  o f  th e  G as 
C o m m itte e , G a ze tte , F e b ru a ry  6 th ,  1 8 8 9 .6 . -  an d  
A lde rm an  P o llack , th e  G as C o m m itte e  C hairm an , had  
b lan d ly  asse rted  a t th e  C ouncil M eeting  o f  F e b ru a ry  5 th , 
1889 , th a t ,  a lth o u g h  'th e  e le c tr ic  light m ig h t . . .  a t 
som e fu tu re  p e rio d  in te rfe re  w ith  th e  c o n su m p tio n  o f 
gas', neverthe less , th e  sch em e  o f M essrs. C h am b erla in  
an d  H o o k h am  had  no  d an g ers  fo r  th e  G as C o m m itte e ' 
since th e y  w ere  ta lk in g  in te rm s  o f  2 ,0 0 0  ligh ts o r  a 
c o n su m p tio n  o f  5 0  m illion  cu b ic  fe e t o f  gas, o u t  o f  a 
to ta l  su p p lied  b y  th e  G as C o m m itte e  o f  3 ,5 0 0  m illio n .
-  Idem . A t th e  tim e  th e  s tro n g e st c h arg e  levelled a t  
th e  Gas C o m m itte e  w as th a t  't h e y  th in k  a little  to o  
fo n d ly  o f th e ir  gas' an d  th a t  th e ir  lack o f  a h e a lth y  
self-critical fa c u lty  m ad e  th e m  ra th e r  to o  in d iffe ren t 
a s  to  w h e th e r  e le c tr ic i ty  w as in tro d u ce d  o r  no t.
M ail. F eb ru a ry  6 th ,  1889. 2.

25 . G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e , M inu te  N o . 6 877 .

26 . G aze tte , D ecem ber 7 th , 1892. 8. N o ex p la n a tio n  
of th e  seco n d  half o f th e  s en te n c e  is given.

27 . Idem .

28. G eneral Pu p ro se s  C o m m itte e , M inu te  6 9 4 8 .

29 . G aze tte , J u ly  2 6 th , 1893 . 8.

30 . Mail, Ju ly  2 6 th , 1893 .2 .

31 . V ince, o p .c it .  286-7 .

32. Idem .

33 . D irec to rs ' M inu tes, R ef: 4 1 8 5 2 5 . R ep o r t in te rleaved  
b e tw een  pp . 2 2 7  and  228 . F o r 1 0 ,0 0 0  o f th e se  shares  
th e re  w as a to ta l  ap p lic a tio n  o f  2 1 ,1 7 6 . Idem . M in u te  79 
729.

34 . S h a reh o ld e rs ' M inu tes, R ef: 4 1 8 5 2 6 . R e p o r ts  in te rleaved  
b e tw een  pp. 2 5  an d  40.

35. V ince, o p .c it .  2 8 7 .

36. Mail, A pril 2 7 th ,  1897. 3.

37 . N ot a m em b er o f th e  G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e . It
is u n c e r ta in , how ever, w h e th e r  th e  G en era l P u rp o ses  
C o m m itte e  w as g en u in e ly  lu k e w a rm  o r  w h e th e r  th e y  
m ere ly  p re fe rred  to  seem  so to  s tre n g th e n  th e ir  b a rg a in 
ing s tan ce  w ith  th e  C om pany .

38. G aze tte , A pril 3 0 th , 1897, 6.

39 . G a ze tte . M ay 5 th ,  1897. 8.

40 . 5 th  M ay, 1897 . 5. In fac t, th e  G eneral P u rposes
C o m m itte e 's  su b se q u e n t re p o rt co n sis ted  o f  m uch  
m ore  th a n  th a t ,  em b o d y in g  n o th in g  less th a n  a 
d e ta iled  and  co m p reh e n siv e  se t o f  te rm s  fo r  th e  tra n s fe r  
o f th e  u n d e rta k in g  to  th e  C o rp o ra tio n . C o uncillo r 
F le tcher- h im self seem ed  m u c h  m o re  aw are  o f  th e  
sharp  edge to  h is  m o tio n  th a n  d id  C o u n cillo r H ow ard
Lane o r  th e  P o st. T h ro u g h o u t th is  speech , he w as carefu l
n o t to  give th e  C o m p an y  a m m u n itio n  fo r th e  com ing  
n eg o tia tio n s, s ta t in g  th a t  th e  b usiness  o f th e  E lec tric  
S u p p ly  had  n o t, judged fro m  financ ia l resu lts, b een  a 
g reat success ' an d  th a t  'h is  p ro p o sa l, if carried  o u t  o n

re a so n ab le  te rm s , e m b o d ie d  a co m m erc ia l u n d e rta k in g  
n o t  o n ly  o f g re a t p u b lic  u ti l i ty ,  b u t  also  possib ly  
y ie ld ing  su ffic ien t p ro f it  to  ju s tify  th e  e x p e n d itu re . '
— G a ze tte , M ay 5 th , 18 9 7 . 8, e m p h ases  a d d ed . T he  
desire  n o t  to  p re ju d ice  th e  C o u n c il 's  case  in  th e  
com ing  n eg o tia tio n s  a lso  seem s t o  have b e en  an 
im p o r ta n t reason  fo r  c u ttin g  C o uncil d iscussion  sh o rt.
-  See th e  M ail e d ito ria l. M ay 5 th ,  1 8 9 7 . 2.

4 1 . A pril 2 8 th , 1897 . 4. Cf. N o te  18  above.

42 . A pril 2 7 th , 1897 . 3.

43 . M ay 6 th ,  1897. 5. T h e  read er, how ever, w as le ft to  
d raw  h is  o w n  c o n c lu sio n  fro m  th is  and  a m ass  o f  
o th e r  d a ta  a n d  th e re  w as n o  adverse  ed ito ria l c o m m e n t. 
It is po ssib le , o f  co u rse , th a t  th e  P o s t , to o ,  p re fe rred  
to  a p p ea r lu k e w a rm  so as n o t to  harm  th e  C o u n c il 's  
b argain ing  s tan ce . See  N o te s  37  and  4 0  above.

4 4 . G eneral P u rp o ses  C o m m itte e , M inu te  7 3 8 9 .

45 . E lec tric  L ighting  S u b  C o m m itte e , M inu te  2.

46 . Idem , M inu te  4 .

47 . D ire c to rs 'M in u te s . 3 2 9 -3 0 .

48 . E lec tric  L ighting  S u b  C o m m itte e , M inu te  5.

49 . Idem , M inu te  9.

50. Idem , M inu te  10.

51. D irec to rs ' M inu tes, p. 3 4 9 . Precisely w h a t te rm s  had  
been  p ro v is io n a lly  a rranged  th e  p rev io u s  M ay is n o t 
know n . T h e  c o m p le te  lull in n e g o tia tio n s  b e tw een  
M ay, 1 8 9 7 , and  J a n u a ry , 18 9 8 , is also so m ew h a t 
puzzling  b u t m ay  have b een  re la te d  to  th e  S to ck  
E xchange  sp ecu la tio n  in th e  C o m p a n y 's  shares.
— See t»elow. B ut th e  C o m p an y  D irec to rs  now  
s tip u la te d  th a t  any  p rov isiona l a rra n g e m e n t m u s t b e  
agreed  b y  15 th  M ay, 1898 . — Idem ,

52. E lec tric  L ighting S u b  C o m m itte e , M inu te  13.

53. D ire c to rs 'M in u te s , p. 361 .

54 . Idem , p. 3 6 2 . T he  C o rp o ra tio n  w as p a rticu la rly  
an x io u s  to  o b ta in  42  years  fo r th e  re p a y m e n t o f 
th e  n ecessary  loan , as in th e  case  o f L iverpool.
See below .

55. Idem , p. 363.

56 . Idem , p p . 365-6 .

57 . E lec tric  L ighting  S ub  C o m m itte e , M inu te  15.
O n 11 th  M arch , th e  C om pany  S o lic ito r , P insen t, 
had a tte m p te d  to  raise th e  p ric e  again to  £ 4 2 7 ,5 0 0  
in o rd e r  to  fin an ce  g ifts  to  th e  C o m p a n y 's  D irec to rs  
and  em p lo y ees . See M inu te  14, le tte r  b e fo re  above 
re so lu tio n .

58. Idem , M inu te  17. He also s ta te d  th a t  an y  c o m p e n sa tio n  
o r g ra tu itie s  m u s t com e o u t  o f  th e  p u rc h a se  m o n ey .

59. Idem , M inu tes 18 an d  19. T he  S u b -C o m m itte e  also 
re fu sed  to  a c c e p t a suggestion  o f th e  C o m p an y  th a t  
th e  C o rp o ra tio n  sh o u ld  p ro v id e  £ 3 ,0 0 0  c o m p en sa tio n  
fo r V au d rey , th e  C o m p a n y 's  M anaging D irec to r.

6 0 . D ire c to rs ' M inu tes, p . 3 7 2 . T hey  also  ag reed  to  pay
V a u d re y 's c o m p e n s a t io n  them selves.

61 . May 2 3 rd , 1898 . 7.

6 2 . M ay 2 4 th , 1898 . 7.

63 . May 2 6 th , 1898 . 8.
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6 4 . T h e  B irm ingham  E le c tr ic  S u p p ly  C o . L td . a n d  th e  
B irm ingham  C o rp o ra tio n . R e p o r t  o f  M essrs. 
B ram w ell a n d  H arris , (1 8 9 8 ) R ef: 6 6 2 1 0 0  LF 
4 9 .2 2 . p .7 .

6 5 . G eneral P u rp o se s  C o m m itte e , M in u te  7 5 0 7 . F o r  fu ll 
c o n d itio n s  o f  p u rch ase , see th e  R e p o r t above  th is  
M inute.

6 6 . G a ze tte , J u n e  1 5 th , 1898 . 8 . T h e  L ord  M ayor seem s 
to  have b een  m o re  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  p laca tin g  th e  
fo r th co m in g  S h a re h o ld e rs ' M eeting  th a n  w ith  
conv inc ing  h is o w n  C h am ber, s ta t in g , fo r  e x am p le , 
th a t  p e rso n a lly  he co u ld  n o t  ju s tify  te n  g u in eas  o n  
any  ca lcu la tio n  o f  w h a t th e  c o n ce rn  w as  w o rth  
in tr in s ic a lly ' a n d  th a t  'th e y  w ere  n o t  b u y in g  a gold  
m ine, o r a n y th in g  like  i t . ' C f. N o te s  3 7 , 4 0  an d  4 3  
above. T h e  sh a res  w ere , o f co u rse , o rig in a lly  priced  
a t  £ 5 . each . — S ee  t e x t  b e fo re  N o te  3 3  above.

6 7 . Idem . T h e  S h a re h o ld e rs  w ere  A ld e rm an  C la y to n  
and C o u n c illo rs  G od lee, J o h n s to n e  an d  T o n k s.

6 8 . V au d rey , o p .c it .  8 - 9 .  V au d rey  a d d s  th a t  th e  Bill 
re la ting  to  B erm o n d sey  and  M ary leb o n e  w as 
s u b seq u en tly  th ro w n  o u t  in c o m m itte e  an d  it is 
d iff ic u lt to  judge  w h e th e r  th e  C h a irm an 's  a rg u m en t 
w as m o tiv a te d  by  g en u in e  c o n ce rn  o r  b y  th e  desire  
to  m ak e  an  e ffec tiv e  d eb a tin g  p o in t.

69 . Idem . 11. W ilson desc rib es  h im self a s  having 
‘alw ays  been  a p re t ty  large sh a re h o ld e r . ' Cf. th e  
P o st co rre sp o n d en c e  o f  th e  m a lc o n te n ts  above.

70 . S h a re h o ld e rs ' M inu tes, M inu te  71 .

71 . J u n e  1 8 th , 18 9 8 . 2. T h e  M ail a d d s  t h a t 'T h e  ra te 
p ay ers  m ay  c o n g ra tu la te  th em selv es  u p o n  th e  
a cq u isitio n  o f a h igh ly  p ro f ita b le  u n d e r ta k in g ' and  
ed ito ria l c o m m e n t in th e  o th e r  p ap ers  w as by  now  
un iversally  in fa v o u r o f m u n ic ip a liz a tio n . See, fo r 
e x am ple. G a z e tte , Ju n e  1 5 th , 1898 . 4. an d  P ost, 
J u n e  7 th , 18 9 8 . 4.

72 . G a ze tte , N o v em b er 23 rd , 1898. 6. A t th is  m eeting , 
how ever. C o u n cillo r H ow ard  L ane again  p roved  
tro u b leso m e , o b ta in in g  th e  s u p p o rt o f A lde rm an  
F a llow s and  C ouncillo r R andall to  d iscuss th e
Bill c lause  by  c lause . B ut h e  co u ld  o n ly , fo r 
ex am p le , find  o n e  o th e r  s u p p o r te r  fo r  h is  am e n d 
m e n t to  red u ce  th e  p u rc h a se  t o  £ 2 5 0 ,0 0 0  p lu s  a 
2 5  p e r c en t b o n u s .

73 . N ecessary  u n d e r  S ec tio n  2 8 8  o f  th e  B irm ingham  
C o rp o ra tio n  (C o n so lid a tio n ) A c t, 18 8 3 . S ee  
C ouncil M inu te  17 ,7 4 8 , q u o te d  abo v e  G eneral 
Pu rposes C o m m itte e  M inu te  75 6 5 .

7 4 . G aze tte . N ov em b er 2 8 th ,  1898 . 7. Tfie figure  of 
2 0  o m its  O ffic ia ls  and  m o s t C o u n cillo rs  b u t  
p resu m ab ly  in c lu d es  Messrs. R andall and  L ane w ho  
p re fe rred  to  m ing le  w ith  th e  p u b lic  ra th e r  th a n
sit w ith  th e ir  co lleagues. B u t th e y  ra ised  no  voice  
o f  p ro te s t.

75 . E lec tric  L ighting S u b -C o m m itte e , M inu te  33 .

76 . Jo u rn a ls  o f th e  H ouse  o f C o m m o n s , V o lu m e  154, 
(1 8 9 9 ). 35 .

7 7 . Idem . 48.

7 8 . Idem . 196  an d  207 .

7 9 . S h a re h o ld e rs ' M inu tes, M inu te  82 .

8 0 . L ords Jo u rn a ls . 1 3 1 .6 2  V iet. 6 3  V ie t., p .2 9 5 .

8 1 . P o s t  A u g u st 2 n d , 1899 . 4 . T h e  4 2  y e a r  p e rio d  fo r 
th e  re p a y m e n t o f  th e  necessary  C o rp o ra tio n  lo an  w as 
s u c c e ^ u l ly  o b ta in e d  — (62  an d  6 3  V ie t.,)
B irm ingham  C o rp o ra tio n  A c t, 1899. (Ch. c lx ix .)
P ub lic  R eco rd  O ffice , B T 3 1 /4 6 1 6 /3 0 2 9 6 . C lause 2 5 -(1 ).

8 2 . V ince, o p . c i t  p . 2 8 8 . A lco  C .A . V ince, H is to ry  o f  th e  
C o rp o ra tio n  o f  B irm ingham , V o lu m e  IV ,(B irm ingham , 
1 9 2 3 ). 4 1 6 , fo o tn o te .  T h e  M inu tes o f  th is  C o m m itte e  
have a p p a ren tly  been  lost.

83 . G aze tte , J a n u a ry  2 n d , 1900 . 6 . C o u n cillo r Jo h n so n  w as 
th e  first C hairm an  o f th e  E lec tric  L ighting C o m m itte e  
an d  J .C . V au d re y , fo rm er ly  th e  C o m p a n y 's  M anaging 
D irec to r, b ecam e  th e  C ity  E lec trica l E ngineer.

84 . V ince, o p . c i t  V o lu m e  IV, 4 1 7 . N o te  also th e  re m a rk 
ab le  increase  in th e  use  o f  e le c tr ic ity  to  drive  m o to rs, 
as  illu s tra ted  in  th e  last c o lu m n  o f  t h e  s ta tis tic a l tab le .

85 . Idem . 4 2 0 -1 . S ee  a lso C ity  o f B irm ingham  E lec tric  
S u p p ly  D e p a r tm e n t. O ffic ia l o p en in g  o f  S u m m er L ane 
G en era tin g  S ta tio n , O c to b e r , 1 9 0 6  . . .  (e tc .) . . .  ’, 
(1 9 0 6 ), R ef: 19 9 5 3 9 .

86 . Idem . 4 1 8 -3 0 , See th e  la te r v o lu m es  o f  th e  H is to ry  
o f tfie  C o rp o ra tio n  o f  B irm ingham , fo r th e  s to ry  o f 
e le c tr ic ity  in th e  c ity  from  1914 to  th e  n a tio n a liz a tio n  
o f 1948.'

A c k n o w led g e m en ts

P articu la r th a n k s  a re  due  to : D r. C h arlo tte  E rickson , m y  
research  superv isor w hilst I w as a n  in te rn a l s tu d e n t a t th e  
L o n d o n  S choo l of E conom ics; to  m y fo rm er co lleague a t 
th e  C ity  o f B irm ingham  P o ly tech n ic , Mr. R ich ard  C o n d o n , 
w ho  read  th e  p ro o fs  so th o ro u g h ly  tfia t an y  e rro rs  w hich  
rem ain  have a lm o s t ce r ta in ly  c re p t in su b seq u e n tly ; to  
m any  lib rarians  in several lib raries, especially  to  th e  s ta ff 
of th e  C ity  o f B irm ingham  R eference  L ib ra ry ; to  
Mr. H.V. Ho nick w ho , in th e  la te  1960 's , w as th e  D ep u ty  
S e c re ta ry  o f th e  M idlands E lec tric ity  B oard  (B irm ingham  
A rea  O ffice); to  Mr. T .H . P a rk in so n , th e  T o w n  C lerk of 
B irm ingham  in th e  late 1 9 6 0 's ; an d  to  m any  o th e r  
em p lo y ees  o f th e  C ity  o f  B irm ingham  a t th a t  tim e  w ho  
also gave m e assistance.
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