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This contribution is a recruitment study which seeks to show which occupational groups 
and social classes were active in Leicester's official political system in the period 1861-193 l. 
Hopefully it will be possible to identify which groups in Leicester society ruled or exerted 
'influence' over the town's affairs. It will certainly be possible to show how the patterns 
of recruitment to the major offices changed as the town's economic structure changed and 
became more diversified. 

The first task of a recruitment study concerning local government offices is to assess how 
many participated in the system. In most cases this is probably very difficult to answer with 
any great precision. Such a qualification is as true of Leicester as it is of any other town. 
What is possible is to calculate the number of places or offices that were available I In 
Leicester's case - as far as the town council, magistracy and poor law are concerned -
the number of places gradually increased over the period under discussion. At the begin
ning of the period there were some 106 places. By 1890-92 this had risen to 126 and by 
1911 to 161 places. The expansion in the number of available offices in 1890-92 was due 
to town boundary extension in 1891 which increased the number of places on the Town 
Council and the Board of Guardians. Towards the end of the 1890s there was also a marked 
expansion in the magistracy. In 1892 the number of magistrates totalled 32. By 1902 this 
number had increased to 49 (Table 1) . 

Although the number of places available on the Council, Guardians and Bench increased 
gradually between 1861 and the First World War, the number of people who participated 
in the system was never as great as the number of places available. This was due to the fact 
that there were many individuals who held more than one office simultaneously. There was 
a considerable overlap of membership between the Town Council and the Magistrates' 
Bench and this tendency towards overlapping membership increased over time. Thus in 
1861 8.2% of the members of the Council were also magistrates. By 1901 this had increased 
to 21.3% although by 1921 it had fallen back to 14.5%. There were also some individuals 
who fulfilled the offices of town councillor and poor law guardian simultaneously. Thus in 
1867 nine men on the guardians had also been on the Town Council within the previous 
three years. In 1875, seven guardians were also town councillors. Overlap in membership 
in the case of the Council and the guardians seems to have declined sharply aftr 1890 so 
that by 1911 there were only two guardians who were also involved in council work. Clearly 
when examining the political and magisterial offices of Leicester in the latter half of the 
nineteenth and the early part of the twentieth centuries, the number of individuals under 
scrutiny is not great. In the 1860s we are probably talking about less than 100 men. By the 
First World War we are probably talking of 130 individuals and certainly no more (Table 
II a and b). 

What were the qualifications required by an individual seeking one of the three offices 
during the period under discussion? Beginning with the Town Council it should be 
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observed that the terms of the Municipal Corporations Act stipulated that a candidate in 
a municipal election should be on the role of burgesses and be a property owner. 2 The 
burgess role was a list of qualified voters in a municipal election. The burgesses were 
occupiers of rateable property within the borough or men who resided within seven miles 
of the borough. This was important in Leicester's case since a number of potential social 
and political leaders resided beyond the town's boundaries in the outlying districts of 
Knighton and Stoneygate. Perhaps the most important point to bear in mind is that town 
councillors were expected to serve unpaid and did not receive expenses or compensation 
for the time lost to their business, trade or work. Obviously the number of men who 
qualified was limited by legal and economic restraints. There were certain changes to these 
qualifications, so that in 1869 the seven mile limit was extended to fifteen miles and in 1882 
the property qualification was abolished except for those living in the outer ring, between 
seven and fifteen miles. Clearly the basic intention of the Municipal Corporations Act of 
1835 was to secure the representation or participation in local affairs of men who were 
respectable and more specifically men of substance, intelligence and enterprise. 3 In 
Leicester, this would seem to have been the case. The 1835 Municipal Corporations Act 
facilitated a political revolution that brought to power the dissenting businessmen of the 
town, a development which has already been well documented. 4 I wish to focus on the 
period after mid-century simply because I see no case for replicating the work of Patterson 
nor as yet for fundamentally revising his conclusions. Secondly, it is useful to start post 
mid-century since by that time the uncertainties of the hosiery industry had been removed. 
Leicester was now progressing from a narrow industrial base to a more diversified 
economy. 5 This diversification becomes increasingly reflected in the patterns of recruit
ment discernable on the Town Council (Table IV). 

At the beginning of the period under discussion the Council was dominated by the larger 
manufacturers, a considerable number being recruited from the hosiery industry. By 1881 
however, shoe manufacturers have a greater representation on the Council than hosiery 
manufacturers. More significantly, the larger manufacturers were conceding ground to 
smaller businessmen. In part this was due to the abolition of the property qualification in 
1882. There may also have been a conscious policy of withdrawal on the part of the larger 
manufacturers. Such a conclusion is consistent with the trends prevalent elsewhere, demon
strated in studies of Salford, Birmingham, Leeds and Cheshire. 6 That is to say that social 
leaders gave way to men with the backing of a party. Thus party replaced status as the key 
factor in gaining office. However, at the beginning of the period Town Council politics was 
dominated by men leaving substantial fortunes . An examination of the wills of the mayor 
and aldermen in 1861 shows that slightly less than half of them left wills in excess of £40,000 
and two left sums in excess of £70,000 (Table V). 

Consequently during the early part of the period under review those men who gained 
membership of the Town Council and more especially the Magistrates Bench were men of 
considerable wealth. In order to appreciate whether the Town Council and the magistracy 
were exclusive it is necessary to ascertain whether the acquisition of wealth and status was 
an easy or difficult task. As yet I have not been able to deal with this in any certain statistical 
way. Contemporaries would seem to have subscribed to the view that there was at least 
opportunity for advancement. For example, Doctor John Barclay, writing of Leicester in 
1864 observed: 'Many, who when I first knew them twenty years ago were in a very 
subordinate situation, have by their own enterprise and steady perseverance raised them
selves to be employers of labour' . 7 Studies of the hosiery trade in other towns have shown 
that the amounts of capital required to start in the hosiery trade were not large and many 
hosiers were recruited from the ranks of skilled workers and bag hosiers. 8 It would be 
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necessary, however, to carry out an extensive study of social mobility before the claims of 
Leicester's successful entrepreneurs could be judged discerningly. For instance, Sir 
Edward Wood, who held the mayoralty on three occasions, and was a director of Freeman, 
Hardy and Willis, claimed, 'The present basis of business is a personal one ... Today the 
populace gives honour to him whom they regard as a successful wealth-getter.' 9 

The local press was certainly enthusiastic about Wood: 'From apprentice in the market 
place to Mayor of the Borough' was how the Wyvern newspaper described Wood's progress. 
A similar description was applied to Orson Wright who was known as the 'Plough boy 
capitalist'. Apparently Wright had begun work at the age of eight scaring crows but had 
managed to become a 'business giant' . 10 Success stories must nevertheless be handled with 
caution since it is very difficult to assess how far successful men make their own mythology. 

Great personal wealth and success in business was not always a guarantee of holding 
public office. It was nevertheless a powerful advantage. Those who had not acquired the 
considerable personal wealth of the larger businessmen but who were still able to gain repre
sentation on the Council, before the proletarian and lower middle class representatives 
became prominent~ were the professional men. Of course some of the professional men 
were wealthy and some of them left personal fortunes which were in excess of those left 
by the smaller businessmen. Sir Thomas Wright, a lawyer, for example, left £42,000 11 

which was a personal fortune comparable to that of the larger businessmen. John Sidney 
Crossley, a town councillor and civic engineer, left £35,000. Crossley, given the nature of 
his profession, was probably acutely aware of business opportunities. In many ways it 
would be difficult to separate Crossley from the more broad entrepreneurial category: an 
examination of his will shows that he had considerable investments in India and other 
colonies. He also owned over 180 acres of land in the country. 12 Other professionals, such 
as George Stevenson, left £30,000; George Foxton, a surveyor with the Grand Union Canal 
Company and mayor in 1872, left £18,000; and George Clifton, a physician, left £10,000. 13 

By nineteenth standards then, the professionals were also men of means. Professional repre
sentation rose steadily between 1871 and 1911 although there was a slight regression in 
1901. Such a trend is similar to that found in Leeds and Birmingham. 14 Like Leeds and 
Birmingham, the traditional professions - the solicitors and medical men - decline while 
the growing professions of surveyors and accountants increase. Professional men, especially 
solicitors, may have been seen by provincial society as ideal office holders: they serviced 
the business interest in their daily professional lives and their education and experience with 
documentation gave them special skills for council business. Significantly, when the 
Leicester Corporation sought to extend the town boundary in the 1880s, the Chairman 
elected to the Committee of Enquiry was the prominent solicitor Sir Thomas Wright. 15 

In addition to the possession of personal wealth, nineteenth century provincial society 
expected its civic leaders to display conspicious generosity. Such an expectation was 
consistent with the belief that the holding of office was a duty that at times could be quite 
onerous. Mayors especially, were certainly expected to display some public goodwill by way 
of ' treating': 'I should think there is not a town in the Kingdom of the size of Leicester, 
where so much meanness in office has been displayed. The last mayor ... had not so much 
as given a cup of tea officially ' . 16 So wrote an irritated voter to the Leicester Chronicle. It 
was necessary, however, in a town of enthusiastic temperance organisation to steer a middle 
course. Thus one letter writer to the local press complained of 'wine-bibbing' during the 
mayoralty of Thomas Hodges, a prominent elastic webb manufacturer. Those mayors, who 
displayed public generosity were ideal. One such mayor was Sir Israel Hart, who left one 
of the largest personal fortunes of all Leicester's social leaders, and was praised in the local 
press for putting his hand 'quietly into his pocket' . 17 
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The mayoralty was an extreme in terms of expense but of course all public office holders 
had to dip into their own pockets or forgo earning time to carry out their public duties. 
James Thompson, editor of the Liberal Leicester Chronicle, wrote that the office of town 
councillor was 'no sinecure' and that 'it involved attention to duties which would withdraw 
one from the more quiet pursuits and from the fireside - it was by no means a task for 
anyone to covet if he had any right sense of the duties and obligations attached to the 
possession of the office.' 18 Time was obviously an important question for all those who took 
up public office as the charts of meeting attendances in the local press at election time attest. 
The most active aldermen and councillors might find themselves attending more than 100 
meetings a year. Naturally enough, public activity was the prerogative of the wealthy and 
the leisured although the local press did observe a reluctance on the part of some of the 
wealthy businessmen to come forward: 'But surely if men of 'wealth and leisure' cannot 
be found for this patriotic work, there are others who may be somewhat lower in the social 
scale, but who possess at least an average amount of intelligence and familiarity with 
municipal necessities of our borough, and who will come forward.' 19 

It may have been that businessmen did not pursue the irksome tasks of public office until 
such time as their businesses were well developed and could run themselves. It may have 
been that they were constrained by the rigours of an entrepreneurial property cycle that 
involved risk taking and debt incurrence at its earlier stages but greater leisure facilitated 
by the accumulation of capital at later stages. In other words the pursuit of office coincided 
with the businessmen passing from active entrepreneur to rentier. This point cannot be 
demonstrated with any statistical certainty although the careers of George Oliver 
(1845-1914) and Stephen Hilton may serve to exemplify the point. 20 Both men were 
prominent shoe manufacturers and Oliver's will reveals meticulously the details of property 
accumulations which were used to provide an income from rents, partly for himself and 
partly for two daughters. An assured and steady income from rents was much less risky 
than pushful entrepreneurism and no doubt afforded him greater time for public activity. 
Hilton's career is revealing in the same respect since it passed through a distinct phase of 
active to passive entrepreneur. Such a development may have been made possible because 
Hilton's daughter married Richard Hallam, a former apprentice 'clicker' in Hilton's shoe 
factory. Hilton turned to retailing which was rather more secure given the growing 
industrial unrest in the shoe trade in the 1890s, the time that he entered public life. He 
was first elected to the Town Council in 1894. By this date the affairs of the factory had 
been taken over by his son-in-law. It would be unwise, however, to read too much into the 
case of Hilton. Some businessmen sought public office as a means of enhancing their social 
credentials. Armed with funds of social capital accumulated in public life they hoped to 
pursue their businesses with more success. 

If such a tactic were employed it had to be done skilfully. Those men who sought office 
too overtly were sometimes reproached. James Green who attempted to gain the Liberal 
candidature for St Margaret's was accused of having 'connived' to gain office. 21 A more 
successful candidature would seem to have been based on a public demeanour akin to that 
of a shy bride. This observation can be illustrated by a Mr Warner who became a candidate 
in East St Margaret's in 1875 with the backing of Israel Hart. Warner claimed to be 
'reluctant' and he said that he 'presented himself ... for municipal honour not because he 
desired to acquire fame, but because he had been told that it was his duty to come 
forward . ' 22 

There was also the matter of personal gain accruing from public office. Whilst in many 
ways the authors of the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 thought it quite legitimate that 
private entrepreneurial skills should be imported into the area of public office holding there 
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was always the danger of corruption. Town Council candidates were always likely to be 
closely scrutinised and tackled by voters. For instance, in the Municipal Elections of 1897, 
Arthur Wakerley, the successful builder, was asked at a public meeting whether his holding 
of office had enabled him to make a personal profit in the area of property transactions. 
The vehemence of Wakerley's denial would seem to exemplify well the need to be seen to 
be publicly beyond reproach. Wakerley maintained that any suggestion of profiteering was 
a 'black and cruel falsehood'. 23 

The task of gaining the office of town councillor was not easy. It was necessary to have 
the requisite property qualification, to have time, to be seen to be publicly generous, and 
at the same time not appear to be self seeking. Further, elections were often hotly contested 
affairs. The fact that Leicester was nominally a Liberal town did not eliminate the 
possibility of sharp divisions within the community over a wide range of issues. The 
intensity of conflicts was a fair indication of the importance which was attached to public 
office. An indication of the intensity with which public office was sought may be revealed 
by considering the turnover in membership. The average triennial flux of new members 
after the extension of the town boundary in 1891 until 1930 was slightly more than 27%. 
However, if the period is divided using the war as a watershed, the flux in membership 
pre 1915 was more than 7% greater than in the period after 1915 (see Table VI). 

Fluctuations in membership seem to coincide with particularly intense periods of political 
activity. For instance, the high turnover in membership in the period 1891-94 coincides 
with the new boundary extension, conflict in the shoe trade, the founding of a local 
Independent Labour Party branch and the decision of the Trades Council to put forward 
its own parliamentary candidate to challenge the official Liberal and Labour candidate 
Henry Broadhurst. 24 Again, the period immediately after 1918 saw an upsurge in political 
activity although much of this amounted to hostility towards Ramsay MacDonald. Never
theless, interest in municipal activity after the War was probably much less than in the 
period before. Ironically, it was after 1918 that organised Labour made its breakthrough 
into municipal politics only to find that its policies - nationalisation of land for example 
- were beyond the scope of local government. The decline in interest in municipal activity 
was observed by the Leicester Daily Post claiming that 'the vote is not nearly the powerful 
thing which its champions claimed it to be in the early struggles for the franchise. ' 25 

Becoming a magistrate was probably the most difficult task for a public person in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Attempts to make the magistracy more open at 
the time of the Municipal Corporations Act in 1835 were blocked. Lord Melbourne wrote 
to Lord Russell in the following terms: 

It is certainly true that I always admitted a man's being a Trader to be an objection 
to his becoming a magistrate, and I believe it is on this principal that the commissions 
have been constituted generally and particularly in the manufacturing Counties. The 
notion was that Manufacturers would not be considered impartial Judges in cases 
between workmen and their employers. You may certainly say the same with respect 
to country gentlemen in disputes between farmers and their men, and also upon the 
Game Laws, but after all country gentlemen have held, and do not hold, a higher 
character than Master Manufacturers .. . 26 

Not only were magistrates invariably wealthy and leisured but they had to show 
exceptional character. The office of magistrate was certainly the most coveted prize in 
provincial society. In the Boroughs, magistrates were nominated by the Lord Chancellor 
in consultation with M.P.s and sometimes with local councils. Because the magistracy was 
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almost exclusively dominated by the gentry in the counties those businessmen who aspired 
to aristocratic ideals of public service invested in the magistracy a lofty value. Magistracies 
in fact became part of a complex system of patronage that bound local civic leaders to 
central government. The magistracy normally came at the end of the political career and 
was a reward for service and possibly even for votes delivered. As John Vincent has so aptly 
put it: 'Magistracies became the small change in which debts between the notables and the 
national party were adjusted.' 27 The businessmen were satisfied in gaining the 'shadow of 
social position'. 28 An indication of the extent to which magistracies were political appoint
ments is revealed by the fact that Liberal appointments to the bench declined nationally, 
between 1886 and 1906 which was a period of Tory domination at Westminster. Not 
surprisingly in the period immediately after 1906 when the Liberals had swept into office 
there were attempts to transfer the appointment of magistracies from the Lord Chancellor's 
department to the County or Municipal Councils. 29 

An examination of the recruitment pattern of Leicester's magistracy reveals that it was 
the wealthier businessmen and the professional or educated classes who were most success
ful in gaining representation on the bench (Table VII). 

In the case of the magistracy there was also a higher incidence of men of independent 
means or men who were described as gentlemen in the local directories. This was certainly 
so at the beginning of the period under discussion and it was probably even more likely 
before 1861. Apart from the business interest which clearly remained quite a substantial 
grouping on the bench, the other occupational group which maintained a significant repre
sentation were the professional men. Professionals were well represented at the beginning 
of the period (25% in 1861) although their representation did begin to fall away in the 
1870s. Their position was recovered however by 1880 and their share of seats on the bench 
rose steadily until immediately before the war (29.6% in 1911). Shopkeepers, whilst 
relatively successful in pursuing the offices of town councillor and poor law guardian (see 
below), seem to have been remarkably unsuccessful in acquiring magistracies. Here again 
the influence of Party is at hand. Labour representation on the bench coincides with 
increased Labour representation at Westminster and at Municipal level. Small businessmen 
seem to have done quite well before boundary extension in 1891-92 whilst the position of 
the larger businessmen seems to have declined in the 1880s. However, after 1892 when the 
larger businessmen seem to have withdrawn from the Town Council their representation 
on the magistrates bench increases quite dramatically. It is difficult to speculate why this 
should have been so. Perhaps it marks the retirement of one political generation from active 
municipal life and that a larger number of magistracies were created as rewards. Obviously 
the number of magistracies would have increased as the size of the borough increased. 
Nevertheless, big business seems to have been able to increase its stake proportionately to 
smaller businesses. Perhaps the acquisition of magistracies for the wealthy classes was 
consistent with an attempt to break into county society in which case being a magistrate 
was regarded as a social distinction that could open many doors? Perhaps, too, the increased 
representation of larger businessmen on the bench was the consequence of the Home Rule 
split of 1886 which had reverberated throughout provincial politics. In Leicester, leading 
Liberals - Fielding Johnson and the Faire brothers - defected to the Unionist camp. They 
formed a caucus that became more and more closely allied with Toryism. 30 Given that the 
period 1886 to 1905 was one of Tory domination and that the decline of Liberalism can 
in part be associated with a defection of the larger businessmen in terms of representation 
on the bench may be partly explained (Table VII). 

If the appointment of magistrates was a concern for party leaders and eminent local 
worthies, the competition for a place on the Board of Guardians was the concern of small 
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businessmen, tradesmen and shopkeepers. The larger businessmen would seem to have 
wasted little time on the Guardians - their representation never rose much above 5% 
(Table VIII) . Few men pursued town councillorships and guardianships and those who did 
were for the most part small businessmen, shopkeepers or representatives of organised 
Labour. Perhaps the comment of George Green (1816-1911) a shoe manufacturer, town 
councillor, alderman and magistrate but not a guardian is appropriate here. In 1900 Green 
was interviewed by a reporter of the Leicester Guardian who asked whether the 'best' man 
had been secured for public service. Green's answer, laden with notions of Christianity and 
Social Darwinism, revealed much: 

Selection of the fittest is less a human than a Divine Task ... Duty is different in 
distinct classes, and the best men in each class are the men who neglect no incumbent 
duty. 31 

Presumably, Green believed that he had done his duty, but he had not concerned himself 
with the Poor Law. That was a concern more 'fitted' to other classes - to shopkeepers 
perhaps? Shopkeeper representation on the Guardians was certainly considerable up to 
1890 but thereafter shopkeepers found it difficult to maintain their position in public life. 
This was probably a reflection of the organisation of their business commitments. 
Admittedly some of the larger shopkeepers, usually wholesale merchants such as John 
Stafford, a cheese factor, and Joseph Herbert Marshall, a music dealer, even became 
mayors. However, they were exceptional - Stafford left £50,000 in his will and Marshall 
£47,000. These were sums often larger than the sums left by manufacturing mayors. 32 

Obviously, by any standards, Marshall and Stafford were men of substance. This was the 
key to the highest public offices. Shopkeeper politicians were acutely aware of the weakness 
of their position. For instance, in the 1919 municipal election, a Mr Laxton standing in 
Wyggeston Ward, claimed that he represented the interests of the 'neglected' 
shopkeepers. 33 

The first observation concerning the cohesion of the office holders is that the three main 
offices under discussion were recruited very much from different socio-economic groups. 
The domination of the magistracy by the larger businessmen from 1861 (45%) until 1920 
(40.8%) has in part been explained. The Town Council displayed the most marked change. 
At the beginning of the period the larger businessmen and professionals seem to represent 
one coherent group - professionals were significantly represented on the bench along with 
the larger businessmen - that was distinct from the small business, shopkeeper, builder 
and drink interest group. By the end of the period Town Council politics is dominated by 
a conflict between the smaller businessmen and shopkeepers on the one hand and organised 
Labour on the other. The Board of Guardians however is dominated from the beginning 
by small businessmen and shopkeepers. These two groups managed to maintain their repre
sentation quite effectively, there is some decline, but they faced increasing competition 
from lower social groups. (Of the increasingly large number of unidentifiable persons on 
the Guardians after 1890 it is probably fair to say that considerable numbers of them were 
from the lower end of the social scale. This would effectively mean therefore that the 
working class and clerical worker categories should probably show greater representations). 

While it is not possible to observe conflict within the magistrates bench, it is possible to 
see considerable conflict on the Town Council. Even during the period when Leicester was 
nominally Liberal there were deep rifts within the elected circle. A good example of such 
a division was the conflict over the building of a new and improved cattle market away from 
the centre of the town. Those in favour were for the most part the leading businessmen 
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and professional men whereas those who opposed the move were largely shopkeepers and 
publicans who saw the removal of the cattle market to the outskirts of the town as a danger 
to their livelihoods. 34 Such divisions often became generalised so that those who advocated 
increased civic expenditure in the pursuit of a new enterprise, such as the purchase of the 
Waterworks in 1875, were attacked as the 'tyrannical... Purchase Party' by those who 
regarded themselves as the 'friends of prudence and economy.' 35 Such dichotomies were 
echoes of earlier conflicts between Whetstone and the Biggses which had centred on a rift 
between 'economy' and 'improvement'. Often the improvers, certainly before the 1890s, 
had been for the most part the more wealthy manufacturers. Small businessmen, publicans, 
and shopkeepers were often regarded as myopic and the enemies of progress by those who 
saw themselves as Liberal and forward-looking. 

There was probably an element of this belief still lingering in the 1897 municipal election 
when the Leicester Chronicle and Mercury anxiously questioned whether the government of 
the town was to be placed in the hands of 'the publican and builder party'. 36 

If the conflicts of the nineteenth century saw a division between those who sought to 
increase the scope of municipal responsibility and those who opposed it then a glance at 
local politics in Leicester in the 1920s would seem to have suggested that little had changed. 
The play and the plot remained largely the same. All that had changed were the actors and 
their costumes. This is perhaps a simplification but just as small businessmen and shop
keepers had opposed the grand schemes of the great entrepreneurs in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, so in the decade immediately after the First World War the small 
independent men opposed Labour schemes for greater municipal responsibility and 
spending. The arguments changed. In fact the small businessmen and shopkeepers could 
claim that their business acumen fitted them for public office. The Labour Party on the 
other hand was dubbed as being hopelessly idealistic and lacking in real business know
ledge. For instance, in the 1919 municipal election a Unionist candidate in Aylestone Ward 
claimed that he would lead the 'moderates' against the 'mad hatters'. Such a stand received 
support from the President of the Aylestone Liberal Association who said that he was 
against 'the theoretical, visionary and quixotic methods of the Labour Party'. 37 

The final, though by no means the least important matter, that needs to be considered, 
is the question of decision making. A study of decision making should in part reveal what 
individuals, groups of individuals or even classes exercise power. This is not easy since one 
of the fundamental assumptions about class is that power is exercised by virtue of the 
inequalities of the class system. In other words the discovery and identification of the 
exercise of power in a class based society will not necessarily be found by studying the 
institutions of government. This is because power is essentially inert. 

The observations that will be made here however, confine themselves to the identification 
of institutional power. As far as the three offices in Leicester are concerned, the first point 
to be made is that their responsibilities were clearly demarcated. The Poor Law Guardians 
had very specific responsibilities and these reponsibilities were limited and defined in the 
Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. The responsibilities of the Town Council on the other 
hand were quite extensive and the clash between the ideologies of 'improvement' on the 
one hand and 'economy' on the other reveal a sharp disagreement about how powerful the 
Council should be. This point can be illustrated by examining the campaign to extend the 
town boundary in the 1880s. A boundary extension would obviously increase the 
geographical area over which municipal authority could be exercised as well as increase the 
municipality's income. The process of seeking an extension to the town boundary also 
reveals the degree to which the Leicester Corporation was subject to pressures and 
restraints from other institutions. Leicester's Boundary Extension Committee, first set up 
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in May 1880 38 , made extensive enqumes and collected evidence and opm1on on the 
question of boundary extension. In this respect the Leicester Corporation sought guidance 
and support from the Association of Municipal Corporations. Such guidance was not forth
coming and consequently Wright's Committee petitioned the Home Office for a Royal 
Commission on the matter. At this point, the President of the Local Government Board 
intervened rejecting the need for a Royal Commission. Further, the Municipal 
Corporations and Borough Funds Act of 1872 required that borough extensions should be 
subject to a vote by property owners and ratepayers. The result of this vote which took 
place on the 3rd February 1886, that is six years after the initial move, produced a consider
able majority in favour of extension. 39 Despite local approval, however, the bill to extend 
the boundary finally faltered before a Select Committee of the House of Commons. The 
reasons for the rejection of the Bill are not relevant here. What needs to be recognised is 
the constraint placed on the Leicester Corporations, the Home Office, the Local Govern
ment Board and Parliament itself. 40 

Decision making has been regarded by many social scientists of a liberal disposition as 
the essence of power. An examination of institutional decision making does not take 
account of extra-institution power. Even within the institutional sphere it is often difficult 
to locate what individuals or groups had the initiative on decision making. Such difficulties 
become more and more acute as the affairs of the Council become more complex and 
business was increasingly hived off into committees. This was recognised by contem
poraries. In 1896 Councillor Edward Yearby moved that councillors should be able to 
question sub-committee chairmen at full council meetings. The motion was lost. 41 The 
political centre of gravity then, may have been located in the sub-committees. Such an 
assertion might be affirmed by citing a further example when in 1898 Councillor George 
Banton, an I.L.P. councillor, attempted to persuade the council to apply for a provisional 
order through the Local Government Board for the purposes of widening the High Street. 
Apparently Banton hoped that such a procedure would allow the question of street 
improvement to be discussed in the full council. His hope was checked by Sir Thomas 
Wright and Samuel Lennard who argued that street improvement could adequately be 
discussed by the Highway and Sewerage Committee. 42 Banton was unsuccessful. 

This study has not taken account of the power and influence over decision making that 
was exerted by the paid full-time officials of the Corporations. The influence of the full-time 
official - town clerk, medical officer, borough surveyor - probably became more 
significant in the later part of the period when the business of the Council became more 
technical and complex. It is certainly a matter that has been considered elsewhere. This 
survey has been concerned with institutional politics and not with the broader social context 
within which the institutions of local government were operating. The activity of pressure 
groups and the Trades Council as well as the activity of those men of wealth and power 
who chose not to pursue public office but were nonetheless influential in shaping the 
making of the local environment especially at the beginning of the period has not been 
considered. For example those men who concerned themselves with philanthropic 
activities. There is also the question of the ideas that motivated those who participated in 
local politics. Perhaps, though, historians of the nineteenth century will be able to explain 
questions of ideology more cogently if they can refer to detailed social profiles of those who 
participated in the political system. 
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TABLE I 
The number of Public Offices including the Town Council, the Board of Guardians 

and the Magistrates Bench 
% 1861-67 

106 
1871-75 

113 
*Extension of the Town Boundary 

1880-84 1890-92 
118 126* 

TABLE II 

1901-02 
158 

1911 
161 

Overlapping Membership between the Town Council and the Magistrates Bench 
a) Town Councillors who were simultaneously magistrates 

1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 
% 8.2 8.3 13.5 15.4 21.3 21.1 
Sample size 48 48 52 57 61 59 

b) Magistrates who were or had been town councillors 
1861-67 1871-75 1880-81 1891-92 1901-02 

60.0 51.7 58.6 50.0 53.1 
Sample 20 29 29 32 49 
size 

TABLE III 

1911 
50.0 
54 

1921 
14.5 
62 Total Number 

on Council 

1920-21 
49.0 
49 Total No. of 

Magistrates 

Poor Law Guardians who were or had been Town Councillors 
1867-71 1875-81 1884-91 1901-02 1911 

% 23.7 19.4 5.4 0 4.2 
Sample size 38 36 37 48 48 Total Number 

of Guardians 

TABLE IV 
The Social Composition of Leicester's Town Council (Percentage Distribution) 

(Figures calculated to one place of decimals) 

1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 1921 1931 

Sample size 48 48 52 57 61 59 62 62 

Hosiery Manufacturers 25.0 18.8 9.6 3.5 1.6 1.7 4.8 4.8 
Boot and Shoe 
Manufacturers 2.1 6.3 17.3 17.5 18.1 11.9 11.3 6.5 
Others e.g. Elastic Webb, 
Builders 27.1 31.3 36.5 36.8 32.7 32.2 32.3 24.2 
Builders ( 2.1) (10.4) ( 9.3) ( 3.5) ( 1.6) ( 1. 7) ( 3.2) ( 6.5) 
Large Business (33 .3) (25.0) (32. 7) (22.8) (18.0) (16.9) (11.2) ( 4.8) 
Small Business (20.8) (31.3) (30.8) (35.0) (29.5) (28 .8) (37.1) (30.6) 

Total Business 54.2 56.3 63.5 57.8 47.5 45.7 48.4 35.5 

Other Men of Means 10.4 8.3 5.8 7.0 8.2 5.1 6.5 1.6 

Professionals 6.3 6.3 9.6 15 .8 14.8 18.6 16.1 12.9 
Solicitors ( 4.2) ( 0 ) ( 7.7) ( 3.5) ( 3.3) ( 3.3) ( 4.8) ( 4.8) 
Medical men ( 0. ) ( 2.1) ( 1.9) ( 7.0) ( 6.6) ( 6.8) ( 1.7) ( 0 ) 
Others including surveyors 
and accountants ( 2.1) ( 4.2) ( 0. ) ( 5.3) ( 4.9) 8.4) ( 9.6) ( 8.1) 

Shopkeepers 12.4 14.6 7.7 3.5 8.2 6.8 4.8 12.9 
Drink interest 16.7 6.3 11.5 8.8 4.9 1.7 0 1.6 
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Clerical workers and public 
employees 0 6.3 1.9 1.8 4.9 6.8 
Working class including 
T .U. officials 0 2.0 0 5.3 11.5 15.3 
Women 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(Figures in brackets are subdivisions of the figures in the categories immediately above) 

For methods and criteria of classification see: 

6.5 8.1 

17.7 21.0 
0 6.5 

FOSTER, J., Class Strnggle and the Industrial Revolution (1974), pp.161-162 . Uses an estate of £25,000 at death 
to distinguish between large capitalists and smaller businessmen. For a critique of Foster see G. Steadman Jones' 
review article in New Left Review, March 1975, pp.35-71. I have used £25,000 as a means of distinguishing 
between large and small businessmen. Other works that have been helpful in compiling the tables include: 
HENNOCK, E.P., Fit and Proper Persons (1973), pp.361-365, suggests classification of businessmen by 
ascertaining numbers employed; size of works; amount of capital involved; size of estate at death; rateable value 
of business premises; or by generic classification i.e. judging size of business by that 'normal ' to the industry 
concerned. 
MORRIS, R.J., ' In search of the Middle Class in Leeds' Urban History Yearbook, (1976). 
RUBINSTEIN, W.D., 'The Victorian Middle Classes: Wealth, Occupation and Geography', Economic History 
Review vol XXX No 4 Nov 1977: 'Wealth, Elites and the Class Structure of Modern Britain' , Past and Present, 
No 76, 1977: and 'Men of Property: some aspects of occupation, inheritances and power among top British wealth 
holders', in GIDDENS, A. and STANWORTH, P. (eds) Elites and Power in British Society, (1974). 
For shopkeepers it is advisable to consult NOSSITOR, T .J., 'Shopkeeper Radicalism in the Nineteenth Century', 
in NOSSITER, T.J ., Imagination and Precision in the Social Sciences (1972) and his article in DRAKE, M., Applied 
Historical Studies. See also HOWKINS, A and VIGNE, T., 'The small shopkeeper in Industrial and Market 
Towns', in CROSSICK, G. (ed) The Lower Middle Class in Britain (1977); and more generally MAYER, A., 'The 
Lower Middle Class as a Historical Problem' , Journal of Modem History, Vol 47, 1975. 

TABLE V 
The Probate Valuations of Leicester's Aldermen 

1861 
E.S. Ellis £90,000 
J.D. Harris £45,000 
J. Biggs £ 1,000 
R. Harris £70,000 
J. Whetstone £50,000 
W. Biggs 
J. Collier £ 3,000 
R. Ellis 
S. Viccars £ 6,217 

1871 
J. Stafford £50,589 
S. Viccars £ 6,217 
J. Baines £25,000 
J. Swain 
T .W. Hodges £80,000 
C. Harding £ 3,000 
G. Baines 
E.S. Ellis £90,000 
R. Harris £70,000 

1881 
J. Bennett £58,876 
W. Winterton £64,959 
W. Barfoot £34,033 
J. Stafford £50,589 



W. Kempson 
G. Anderton 
T. Paget 
C. Stretton 
T. Windley 
H.T. Chambers 
G. Stevenson 
S. Wheeler 
H. Norman 
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TABLE VI 

£ 2,618 

£ 9,600 

£ 9,112 
£30,043 

Triennial Flux of Membership of the Town Council 

1891-1894 
1894-1897 
1897-1900 
1900-1903 
1903-1906 
1906-1909 
1909-1912 
1912-1915 
1915-1918 
1918-1921 
1921-1924 
1924-1927 
1927-1930 
1930-1933 

% 
43.8 
33.3 
37.6 
31.3 
22.9 
35.4 
18.8 
18.8Mean for period 1891-1915 - 30.2% 
12.5 
45.8 
41.6 
22.6 
6.3 
8.3Mean for period 1915-1933 - 22.9% 

TABLE VII 
The Social Composition of the Leicester Magistrates' Bench (Percentage Distribution) 

(Figures calculated to one place of decimals) 
1861 1875 1880 1892 1902 1911 1920 

Sample Size 20 29 29 32 49 54 49 
Hosiery manufacturers 40.0 31.0 6.9 12.5 8.2 9.3 20.4 
Boot & Shoe manufacturers 0 3.4 3.4 15.6 12.2 13.0 10.2 
Others, e.g. elastic webb, builders 10.0 31.1 41.7 47.5 40.8 35.1 32.6 
Builders ( 0 ) ( 3.4) ( 3.4) ( 3.4) ( 2.0) ( 3.7) ( 2.0) 
Large Business (45 .0) (55 .2) (24.1) (50.0) (36.7) (35.2) (40.8) 
Small Business ( 5.0) (10.3) (37.9) (15 .6) (24.5) (22.2) (22.4) 
Total Business 50.0 65 .5 62 .0 65 .6 61.2 57.4 63 .2 

Other men of means 15.0 6.9 3.4 3.2 0 0 2.0 

Professionals 25.0 13.8 24.1 21.9 28.6 29.6 16.3 
Solicitors ( 5.0) ( 3.5) (13.7) ( 9.4) ( 8.2) ( 5.6) ( 2.0) 
Medical men (15.0) ( 6.8) ( 3.4) ( 3.1) ( 6.1) ( 7.4) ( 4.1) 
Others including surveyors and 
accountants ( 5.0) ( 3.5) ( 6.9) ( 9.4) (14.3) (14.8) (10.2) 

Shopkeepers 5.0 6.9 3.4 3.1 2.0 0 2.0 
Drink interest 0 3.4 6.9 3.1 2.0 1.9 0 
Clerical workers and public 
employees 0 0 0 0 0 0 2.0 
Working class and T.U. officials 0 0 0 3.1 4.1 7.4 10.2 
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Women O O O O 0 

Unknown 5.0 3.5 0 0 2.0 
Total (%} 100 100 100 100 100 
(Figures in brackets are subdivisions of the figures in the categories immediately above) 

TABLE VIII 

0 

3.7 
100 

0 

4.1 
100 

The Social Composition of the Leicester Board of Guardians (Percentage Distribution) 
(Figures calculated to one place of decimals) 

1867 1875 1884 1890 1902 1911 

Sample size 38 36 37 37 48 48 

Hosiery manufacturers 26.3 16.6 8.1 2.7 2.0 6.3 
Boot and Shoe manufacturers 2.6 8.3 13.5 8.1 4.2 0 
Other manufacturers e.g. elastic 
webb, builders 26.3 39.0 21.6 29 .7 23.0 20 .8 
Builders ( 7.9) (11.1) ( 8.1) (10.8) (10.8) ( 6.3) 
Large Business ( 5.3) ( 0 ) ( 0 ) ( 5.4) ( 0 ) ( 2.1) 
Small Business (50 .0) (63.9) (43 .2) (40.5) (29.2) (27 .1) 
Total Business 55.3 63.9 43.2 40.5 29.2 27.1 

Other men of means 2.6 0 0 0 4.2 0 

Professionals 0 0 10.8 8.1 4.2 8.3 
Solicitors .( 0 ) ( 0 ) ( 2.7) ( 0 ) ( 4.2) ( 2.1) 
Medical men ( 0 ) ( 0 ) ( 2.7) ( 2.7) ( 0 ) ( 2.1) 
Other professionals including 
surveyors and accountants ( 0 ) ( 0 ) ( 5.4) ( 5.4) ( 0 ) ( 4.1) 

Shopkeepers 26.3 27.8 27.0 24.3 16.7 14.6 
Drink interest 7.9 5.6 13.5 5.4 0 0 
Clerical workers and public 
employees 0 0 2.7 5.4 6.3 12.5 
Working classes including T.U. 
officials 0 0 0 0 6.3 4.2 
Women 0 0 0 2.7 12.5 14.9 

Unidentifiable 7.9 2.7 2.7 13.5 20.6 18.8 

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(Figures in brackets are subdivisions of the figures in the categories immediately above) 
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