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INTRODUCTION


Origins: Book and Subject

Wilfrid Prest

This collection of essays celebrates the remarkable contribution made by F. B. Smith to our understanding of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Britain and Australia. Its title couples his interest in the history of medicine, a field he has made especially his own, with his broader contribution to the history of attitudes, beliefs, ideas, and ways of life.

Generally known as and cheerfully answering to ‘Barry’, the scholar whom we honour has consistently preferred to publish as ‘F. B.’ Such authorial reticence creates occasional problems for the unwary. At least one English university library catalogue identifies F[rancis] B[arrymore] Smith as the co-author of a scientific paper, issued in 1989 by the UK Meteorological Office, on the dissemination of airborne debris from the nuclear reactor accident at Chernobyl. Yet even that mistaken attribution is not entirely implausible, given the chronological, geographical, and substantive range of Barry’s published work listed in the bibliography on page 237. From an initial interest in mid-nineteenth century British political and constitutional history, the subject of his first book, The Making of the Second Reform Bill (1966), he has ranged through the history of art and the radical underworld, the subject of his biography of the Mazzinian republican Chartist and engraver William James Linton, to the social history of medicine. His fundamental contribution to this new and rapidly developing field, signalled by successive editions (1979 and 1990) of his pioneering monograph, The People’s Health 1830–1910, was reinforced by a series of seminal articles and papers, as well as a notably controversial ‘study of some of Florence Nightingale’s thoughts in action’ (Florence Nightingale: Reputation and Power, 1982).

Yet from the outset of his scholarly career Barry has also engaged closely and productively with the history of his native land; indeed his Cambridge thesis opens with a quotation from Henry Parkes’s Australian Views of England. With his former teacher and colleague, John La Nauze, he shared the conviction that Australian history is best studied against its British background. Only thus, he believed, could the distinctively Australian be distinguished from what was common to colony and metropolis. For more than forty years, Barry has maintained a steady flow of contributions to Australian history, alongside his work in British history. Besides articles on public health, examining attitudes towards and treatments of alcoholism, diphtheria, typhoid, and other bodily ailments, from 1979 he co-convened a trailblazing annual seminar on the history of culture and ideas in Australia. This generated both a new learned journal and an edited book of essays ‘conceived as a minor counter to the inevitable bombast of the Australian Bicentennial’ (Australian Cultural History, 1982, p. 2). His chapter on religion, ‘Sunday Matters’, written for the 1938 slice volume of the bicentennial history, and drawing, reticently, on his Oakleigh childhood begins: ‘Sunday threatened boredom’. The history of belief, culture and ideas encapsulates that of education and universities, to which in colonial Australia, more particularly Barry’s own alma mater, the University of Melbourne, the Irish made a distinctive contribution, as he has pointed out with obvious pleasure in yet another characteristically learned and lively article. Here as elsewhere sensitivity to the different expectations and experiences of English, Irish, and Scots, both within and beyond their island archipelago, makes Barry’s scholarship representative of the best of the ‘new’, devolved, British history. Finally—and this brings us back to Chernobyl—Barry has involved himself in numerous issues of current concern, including the examination of PhD theses, the funding of cultural institutions, the bona fides of the subject Australian Studies, and perhaps most notably, the controversy over the effects of Agent Orange on Australian Vietnam War veterans and their offspring.

The exceptional range of Barry Smith’s scholarly interests, in matters of both body and mind, is reflected in the contributions to this book. They are the work of Barry’s former associates, colleagues, and postgraduate students from the Australian National University and the University of Melbourne. Pressures of time and space have unfortunately prevented the inclusion of all those contributions which the editors were originally offered, or sought to commission. Yet the enthusiastic response to our initial enquiries left no doubt as to the admiration, affection and respect in which Barry Smith is held by historians around the world. They treasure his direct, argumentative, no-nonsense writing and conversation, full of anecdote, example, and detail, questioning orthodoxy and lambasting all forms of pretension, yet prepared to accept that there is more than one side to most questions. Cheerful, grumpy, enthusiastic, and sceptical, Barry evidently finds little difficulty in balancing seemingly conflicting attitudes and emotions, perhaps because he possesses so secure a sense of his own values.

Although Emeritus Professor Francis Barrymore Smith, FAHA, seems never to have supplied any autobiographical information to the reference work, Who’s Who in Australia, he was prepared to assist with the following brief sketch of his pre-Canberra life. Francis Barrymore Smith was born in suburban Hughesdale, south-east of Melbourne between Carnegie and Oakleigh, on 16 May 1932. Barry describes his father, Frank, as an ‘intermittent service station proprietor, ex-failed “closer settlement” farmer’; his mother Bertha was a primary school teacher. He attended numerous schools, Catholic and government, the latter including one at Wattle Creek, a miniscule settlement in central-western Victoria, mid-way between Stawell and Avoca, where he was taught by Edmund Foxcroft, a ‘gentle man’ and ‘early exponent of scholarly Aboriginal History.’ ‘A tiny one-teacher school, with a dozen or so students’, Barry remembers it as ‘the only school—12–13 children—among about six or seven that I can vaguely recall—that I delighted in’. The last—after Sacred Heart (Oakleigh) and St Patrick’s (Stawell)—was Dandenong High, where ‘I had the life-changing experience of being taught history—morals, sceptical regard for evidence and people of the past who lived with strange—to us— ideas, and much else, by the wonderful Mr [ Wilfred J.] Ford ... He with Kathleen Fitzpatrick and Margaret Kiddle were the best teachers I ever had’.

Matriculating in 1949, Barry Smith entered the University of Melbourne in 1951 as an Arts pass student, funded by a Victorian Education Department secondary studentship. Two years later, after winning the H. G. Turner prize for Australian history, he enrolled in Part I History Honours, then studied for the first year of a Bachelor of Education in 1955. His decision not to continue in that line necessitated paying off the Education Department’s bond. This he did over the next few years, both by manufacturing prefabs at the Holmesglen Housing Factory, and as tutor and temporary lecturer in Max Crawford’s history department. A former pupil recalls ‘an excellent tutor, suppressing his own formidable knowledge and encouraging us to talk’. Meanwhile, after a brief transit through the Labor Club, where he had been ‘sharply dealt with—corrected’ after asking ‘an unintentionally deviant question about Russian support of Peace Congresses’, Barry ‘promptly joined the ALP Club—declared by the LC a Catholic Action-American bad lot’:

 

With members like Michael Roe, Jim Main, Barry Jones, Keith Hancock, and John Button, I received a rich alternate education. I ended up president. We did good work for Hungarian students in 1956—although not all turned out to have been “students” —but they still needed help. We also started an abortive—alas—Aboriginal Scholarship scheme which won support from the V-C [George] Paton, Sherbon Hills of Geology, Pansy Wright, Fritz Loewe of Meteorology, Cherry of Mathematics, R. M. Crawford and the people who ran Physical Education, amongst others— but not the Education lot, or the Labor or Liberal Clubs. Life was richer—generally—with more cross discipline and illuminating lunchtime meetings than I guess it is now.

At the end of 1956 Barry graduated with first class honours in History, and commenced an MA on ‘Religion and Free Thought in Melbourne 1870–1890’. Three years later a British Council scholarship took him to Trinity College, Cambridge, where he wrote a doctoral thesis (which became his first book) under the supervision and with the ‘robust encouragement’ of George Kitson Clark. ‘Thanks to Geoffrey Elton—now I gather much maligned—a man of democratic usage and a friend to outsiders in what was a stuffy environment suffused with tricky snobbery’, Barry picked up some casual tutoring at Elton’s own Clare College, at St Catharine’s (where he met Oliver MacDonagh, his later Canberra colleague) and at Selwyn College. On graduation in 1962 he accepted the offer of a lectureship in Modern British History in his former Melbourne University department (conveyed, as was then standard practice, by private aerogramme).

An inspiring undergraduate teacher, Barry also supported history in schools with a Victorian Historical Association pamphlet on the World War One conscription controversy and two collections of articles from the journal, Historical Studies. He took up the editorship of Historical Studies, which he edited, at first jointly with Alan Martin from 1964 to 1967, continuing on the editorial board until 1974. During his Melbourne years he introduced a new edition of Vere Gordon Childe’s famously acerbic commentary on the Australian labour movement, How Labour Governs, with the suggestion that a re-reading might provoke reflections on ‘what is morally anaemic in contemporary political studies’. However, following John La Nauze’s appointment to Sir Keith Hancock’s chair in the Research School of Social Sciences at the Australian National University in 1966, Barry was also transferred to Canberra.

* * * *

The Canberra Years

Ken Inglis

‘I want you up there’, wrote John La Nauze in Melbourne to Barry Smith in Cambridge. The year was 1966. In Cambridge, under Kitson Clark, Barry had completed a PhD thesis in 1962, and now he was back for a spell of research after service in Melbourne as Lecturer and Senior Lecturer as well as editor, with Allan Martin, of the journal Historical Studies. La Nauze had come to a second chair at Melbourne, alongside Max Crawford, in 1956, the year in which Barry graduated and became a tutor. They knew each other well. Barry recalls the following exchange in 1959 between the old Balliol man and the departing apprentice.

 

Smith: I’ve been accepted by Trinity.
La Nauze: You’re not going there!
Smith: Cambridge, not Oxford.
La Nauze: Oh, that’s all right then.

And so it turned out. In the year La Nauze called him to Canberra the PhD thesis became The Making of the Second Reform Bill, a book which established him at once as a respected contributor to the mainstream of British historical scholarship. He had also demonstrated a continuing commitment to Australian history by writing, among other things, The Conscription Plebiscites in Australia 1916–1917.

La Nauze had just replaced Sir Keith Hancock as head of the history department in the Australian National University’s Research School of Social Sciences, and was looking for productive researchers and dedicated supervisors to occupy three vacant fellowships. In the event he chose all three from Melbourne.

The purposes of the institution known until 1960 as the ANU and then as the ANU Institute of Advanced Studies were to produce more and better research than the state universities in which research had to be combined with undergraduate teaching, and to generate a flow of people equipped with PhDs to staff those universities.

Justly envious outsiders, monitoring the ANU’s performance, could point to under-achievers appointed for life to fellowships on the strength of promise they failed to fulfill. People in state universities could be possessive of outstanding students aspiring to academic careers, encouraging them to stay on for postgraduate studies rather than migrate to Canberra. Barry quickly became, and remains, an exemplary member of the ANU—Institute of Advanced Studies, an outstanding scholar, an attractive supervisor, an admired school citizen. Senior Fellow to 1974, Professorial Fellow to 1991, Professor to 1997 ( William Keith Hancock Professor from 1995), Emeritus Professor and Visiting Fellow since 1998. Over thirty years he wrote more books than even he, the most diligent of producers, could have accomplished while teaching in Melbourne or anywhere; and demonstrated that given adequate resources for travel and research assistance, someone in Australia could do work in British history no less seminal than that of scholars who lived within a tube ride of the British Library and the Public Record Office. For La Nauze, who put a high value on the first-rate and the metropolitan, Smith was a quintessentially good man.

As a supervisor, moreover, he became revered for what Tom Griffiths has called ‘pastoral care’, blending attentiveness, learning, kindness and candour. Of eighty or so PhD theses submitted in the department during his time, Barry has been a supervisor for more than forty. Their authors testify to his counselling both wider and deeper knowledge, plain prose, few and short quotations, still fewer metaphors. As reader of draft chapters by students and by colleagues, he is known as the Acton Slasher. And his own writing has been a model for them all: in Oliver MacDonagh’s words, ‘the short, assertive, steely, brilliant, epigrammatic prose that is unmistakably his own’.

He invites colleagues young and old to comment on his own drafts, and often, though not always, makes changes they propose. ‘Occasionally’, he writes, ‘I have persisted with dubious arguments and speculations against excellent advice’.

Barry has always been accessible to students, and to everybody else. Knock on the door and in you go, knowing that you’re welcome, perhaps joining someone young or old already there. You are likely to be entertained by a reading or paraphrase of whatever Barry has been looking at before you came in, from the Lancet or the minutes of evidence to some obscure committee of inquiry, where he has found something diverting or horrifying or both. In the tea room a more general audience shares these discoveries. In the preface to The People’s Health, Barry thanks people who have been ‘cheerfully tolerant of my ghoulish anecdotes’.

Barry has enhanced the ANU’s reputation by delivering lecture after lecture at conferences of academic and professional bodies throughout Australia and New Zealand, among them in 1989 the inaugural F. B. Smith lecture at the annual meeting of a body which is a monument to his collegial creativity, the Australasian Modern British History Association. Less well known acts of national service are his stints of journeyman lecturing at other universities, which delivered relief and inspiration to hard-pressed colleagues and brought the first fruits of his own scholarship to lucky undergraduates. He returned from Adelaide or Brisbane with tales like Marco Polo’s of marvellous happenings out there. Hardly known at all is the story of his coming to the rescue of another national institution, the Australian War Memorial, patron of the official history of Australia’s involvement in south-east Asian conflicts. The volume to be called Medicine at War ran into difficulties. The general editor couldn’t find an author willing and able to write on the effects of exposure to the herbicide Agent Orange in Vietnam. Barry was asked to suggest a possible author. ‘Give me 24 hours’, he said, and next day he volunteered to do that part of the book himself, putting all other work aside and knowing that he would be studying not just medicine at war but metaphorically a war about medicine, a war in which he himself became involved and even in physical danger from disturbed veterans. His findings were of much practical importance, though I think they have been largely ignored. This has not surprised him. I keep hoping Barry will tell the story some day as a case in what might be called the political sociology of knowledge, though he would have plainer and better words.

He has made many other contributions to the ANU, among them a number of entries for the Australian Dictionary of Biography, history’s neighbour in the Coombs corridor and the annual series of seminars convened from 1980 by himself and another Coombs neighbour, Sam Goldberg, given permanence in their journal Australian Cultural History. This was a project at once unpretentious and ambitious, in a field which had not yet experienced its gold rush, and at the end of the eighties the makers produced a book of lucid essays well-timed for new courses in Cultural Studies.

One of Barry’s few boasts is that he is a poor academic politician. At meetings of Faculty and Board he would mostly sit in grim and glaring silence, speaking abruptly if at all. He once bragged to me that his support for a motion at a Faculty meeting had guaranteed its failure. He claims also to be no administrator. But consider the testimony of Oliver MacDonagh. ‘When he stood in for me as Head of the Department, it was a bitter-sweet experience to find, on my return, files over which I had long agonized, delivered briskly dispatched with a bold “No” scrawled across the bottom.’

The first head of History RSSS respected Barry no less than the second. It was on Sir Keith Hancock’s unsolicited recommendation that he enjoyed, or rather endured, a stint at All Souls in 1984; and towards the end of Hancock’s record-breaking visiting fellowship in so-called retirement (a period much longer than his tenure of the chair), Sir Keith became movingly dependent on Barry’s judgment of what he should and shouldn’t do.

When Barry himself retired in 1997, the only changes in his role at the ANU were that he was now called a visiting fellow, that he was described as an adviser rather than a supervisor, and of course that he didn’t have to attend those terrible meetings. He gave his mates reluctant and gruff permission to do him honour. I quote again from Oliver MacDonagh, who had come from his own retirement in Sydney for the occasion. He in turn began with a quotation:

 

When beggars die, there are no comets seen;
The heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes.

So, I had expected a riot of oratory, a long line of Barry’s countless, nameless acts of kindness and of love queuing up impatiently for the lectern. But when I reeled off my felicitous quotation in his presence, I was met with the basilisk Smithian glare.

I later learnt that the field had been reduced to two, a grudging two, with strict riding instructions: that, under pain, more or less, of being stripped of my academic gown, my speaking time must not exceed and preferably should not reach, ten minutes.

Oliver spoke with characteristic wit and wisdom. He portrayed ‘a Barry sombre, grave and worried, as one naturally expects of a native of Victoria, that state of conscience, combat and contumaciousness— I now speak of course as a Sydney layabout’, and another Barry:

Who can forget those sudden shafts of laughter at someone else’s bon mot or wild pun, or witty flash or the unexpected exposure of an absurdity. When I think, as I often do, of ‘The Corridor’, that sacred grove of learning, in my misty, sentimental memory, it is always associated with the warmth of comradeship expressed in such moments of common joy and—dare I say the word in a speech on the Victorian Barry?—fun.



1
Sociology and Self-Knowledge: James Phillips Kay and the Manchester Cotton Masters 1828–1835

Graeme Davison

‘Self-knowledge is a precept no less appropriate to societies than to individuals’, declared James Phillips Kay in the introduction to his famous pamphlet The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes employed in the Cotton Manufacture in Manchester (1832).1 In the early 1830s Manchester was a city in crisis, its industrial districts convulsed by disease, poverty, industrial and political unrest.2 Kay, a 29-year-old physician, was promoting a new form of self-knowledge, social statistics, to diagnose its multiple ills. As physician to the Ardwick and Ancoats Dispensary, he was conversant with the physical and social condition of working class families in the city’s main factory district. And as a member of the Manchester Board of Health (1831–32), secretary of the Manchester Provident Society (1833–35) and the Manchester Statistical Society (1833–35), he led an ambitious local program of social investigation and reform. His pamphlet would become a landmark in the history of urban social inquiry.3 He had already taken the first steps of a career that would make him, as the future Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth, a pillar of English liberal reform.4

Kay’s Manchester years are significant not only in launching a brilliant career but in revealing the intellectual and emotional forces that drove him. As Barry Smith showed in his penetrating study of Florence Nightingale, the mind of the reformer could often be a troubled one in which altruism and egotism, moral sensitivity and self-deception were held in unstable equilibrium. In examining the motives of the reformer, he suggests, we must guard against the assumption that ‘doers of good deeds must necessarily be good in themselves’.5 James Kay was a young man who wanted to be good, as well as to do good, but, like other social investigators, he was a complex and driven personality whose desires for social betterment were coupled with equally powerful desires for recognition and self-knowledge.6 Amidst the social convulsions of the early 1830s, Kay experienced a personal crisis so severe that it eventually forced his departure from the city. Its origins were personal and private, an unconsummated love affair, but its consequences upset Kay’s psychological equilibrium and called into question the delicate fabric of relationships—as doctor, family friend, universal secretary—on which he had built his career. Previous studies of Kay’s Manchester years have explored the links between his understanding of human physiology and his organic interpretation of the ills of industrial society.7 These links, I argue, also had an important psychological dimension. The social investigator’s understanding of the moral and physical condition of the working classes reflected, in significant ways, the moral and physical condition of the investigator himself.

In January 1834, Kay made a formal proposal of marriage to Helen Kennedy, the twenty-nine year old daughter of the late James Kennedy, cotton spinner, and his widow June Kennedy of Caledon House, Ancoats. The Kennedys were leaders of Manchester’s newly-risen Unitarian elite, their cotton mills were among the largest in the city, and their wealth undergirt the schemes of social investigation and reform served by Dr Kay. The proposal was the climax of the young physician’s growing familiarity with his rich friends. Yet, as the strained language of his declaration immediately tells us, the relationship with Helen Kennedy was far from uncomplicated.

 

Dear Miss Kennedy,

To lose your friendship would be the source of so much suffering to me, that I am sure you would not willingly punish me so severely. Your kindness makes me feel that I enjoy your esteem—that is, to me a most grateful reward, and to render the continuance of such a sentiment doubtful would deter me from everything but what is required by principle and duty. When I risk the possession that I prize so highly by declaring that I have long felt for you an affection to describe which friendship is much too feeble a word I feel that the presumption implied in the avowal of such a feeling may expose me to the diminution of the kind confidence with which you have regarded me. Nevertheless I can never extinguish the sentiment, nor would its extinction contribute to my happiness. One remedy alone remains—that I should avow what I have not altogether concealed, and ask you to accept the undivided affection which I offer you.

You have known me long; and of that period much more has been spent in unreserved intercourse than is usual with those who are not connected by the ties of relationship. Doubtless you have discerned faults in my character, though you have ever treated them with gentleness, but you will, I think perceive that I am of a peculiar tem-perament—having capacities for enjoyment and suffering so attuned that the disappointment of my affections, when once placed on a legitimate object, could not be, with me, a momentary feeling. As far as I am concerned this is the only plea I will prefer.

Kay admitted that ‘I am not rich, and ... have not yet been very fortunate’ but his success, he believed, was no less than to be expected of a medical man of his age. Knowing his position in society and his connections, Miss Kennedy could judge his future prospects as well as he could himself. Her mother, Mrs Kennedy, knew his feelings and had expressed no objection to him ‘personally’.8

Over the preceding eighteen months, Kay had gradually been drawn into the Kennedy’s family circle. As family physician, he had shared the sadness surrounding the death of Helen’s younger sister, and he had shared his own feelings with the hospitable Mrs Kennedy. When she learned of his growing affection for her daughter, however, the mother insisted that he say nothing to Helen, until his professional and financial standing was more secure. For a man of Kay’s temperament—ardent, ambitious, highly-strung—it was an intolerable situation. By autumn 1833, when he joined the Kennedys on holidays on Lake Windermere, he could evidently contain himself no longer. On a walking excursion, he intimated his feelings to Helen, who seems to have encouraged his hopes but urged patience. By January, however, his patience was exhausted and he arrived at the family’s house with his extraordinary letter.

By openly declaring his feelings, Kay sought to break through the reserve, and breach the social gulf, that separated him from Helen Kennedy. By risking friendship for the chance of love, Kay realised that he may have crossed a threshold from which there could be no retreat. The emotional undertones of his proposal are as revealing as its formal language. Kay presents his intentions as honourable: his declaration, he says, is required by ‘principle and duty’; yet there is an unpleasant suggestion of moral blackmail in the prediction that Helen’s refusal would ‘punish’ him. She may be the ‘legitimate object’ of his affections, but the letter is entirely focused on Kay’s own wounded ego. Its moral vocabulary and convoluted syntax are symptomatic of a mind tautly strung between opposing pains and pleasures, faults and virtues, rewards and punishments, sentiments and duties. Despite his Benthamite language, Kay is not the passive subject of some felicific calculus, but a hostage in the unending struggle between his ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ natures, a struggle from which, it seems, only Helen Kennedy can offer him release.

In nineteenth century novels the marriage proposal is often the moment when the character of the male suitor is dramatically laid bare. Kay’s letter is reminiscent of another reckless lover, Mr Bradley Headstone, the strange obsessive schoolmaster in Dickens’ Our Mutual Friend. Dickens presents him as a specimen of the mentally over-fed, but emotionally stunted, man produced by the more rigid forms of public education—exactly those which Kay-Shuttleworth the future educator would promote. ‘From his early childhood up’, Dickens tells us, ‘his [Headstone’s] mind had been a place of mechanical stowage ... He always seemed uneasy lest anything should be missing from his mental warehouse, and taking stock to assure himself ... Suppression of so much, to make room for so much, had given him a constrained manner, over and above’. Headstone falls in love with the elder sister of one of his pupils, Lizzie Hexham, and when, at last, he declares himself, his long-suppressed emotions burst to the surface in a torrent of contradictory avowals, just as Kay’s do in his proposal to Helen Kennedy. He talks incessantly about himself, blames his beloved for the suffering she has caused him before apologising and abasing himself again.

In the novel as in life, it seems, sexual love was the catalyst that precipitated an internal conflict between desire and duty in the personality of the lover. In old age, Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth wrote a memoir ‘to review the sources of the chief impulses which have governed a life without egotism’.9 This long-sustained fiction of self-abnegation, coupled with powerful strains of ambition, was a key component of the reformer’s personality. Significantly, he proceeded to narrate his life story without any reference to his parents or his childhood years. Like Mr Headstone, who also wished his origins to be forgotten, Kay was determined to be a self-made man. Yet to understand the man who proposed to Helen Kennedy we must begin with his parents.

James Kay was born in 1804 in Rochdale, a manufacturing town about 25 kilometres north-east of Manchester, where his family were engaged on a small scale in cotton manufacture. In their letters his parents reveal themselves as serious-minded, pietistic, chapel folk. After working through his teens as a commercial clerk in the family business, Kay prevailed upon his father to send him as a medical student to Edinburgh. Behind his decision we may detect the powerful influence of his mother, Hannah, who throughout her life continually fed her son’s ego and encouraged his ambition. Her letters to Kay in Edinburgh maintain a consistent theme. Nothing, she makes it clear, must be allowed to stand in the way of his advancement. Debating societies, dinner parties, midnight rambles, even the care of his patients, must all be subordinated to his studies.10 Kay was a dutiful son and, according to one of his later patrons ‘the zeal and ardour of his studies were beyond all praise’.11 His father Robert, on the other hand, seems to have exerted a more subdued altruistic influence. Dogged himself by illness and financial troubles, his letters to Kay are full of warnings against vice and dark forebodings. It was he who may have inspired Kay’s interest in schemes of practical philanthropy for, from the mid 1820s, Robert Kay spent much of his time in house-to-house visitation amongst the poor, distributing tracts and good advice.12 His influence was reinforced in Edinburgh by the inspiring example of the saintly Professor W. P. Alison, under whose tutelage Kay worked as an assistant at the Newtown Dispensary during the 1827 typhus epidemic. Torn by the competing claims of his studies and his patients, Kay’s health temporarily gave way and, in a pattern that would be repeated in later life, he was forced to take a break from work. Yet at the end of his course his exertions were rewarded and, as he reported to a friend, ‘singular good fortune has smiled on all my avocations’.13

Backed by his professors, Kay applied in 1828 for the position of Senior Physician at the Manchester Royal Infirmary. His principal rival was William Henry, a friend and fellow student in Edinburgh.14 Unlike Kay, whose supporters within the town were relatively few and uninfluential, Henry was the son of an eminent medical family and a member of the town’s powerful Unitarian elite.15 On the eve of the poll, Hannah Kay assured her son: ‘If it be for your good, you will be successful, if not it will be well-ordered by Him who sees the end from the beginning. Leave it then but use all lawful means’.16 But providence and the electors did not smile and Kay was beaten into third place. He had learned, painfully and unforgettably, where power resided in Manchester.

As a consolation prize, he was offered an appointment as physician to the Ardwick and Ancoats Dispensary, a medical charity supported by local mill owners and serving the city’s largest and most demoralised industrial district. It may have seemed an inauspicious start to a medical career but, to a young man already eager to advance by conspicuously doing good, Ancoats was a treasure house of human misery. By acquiring intimate knowledge of the ‘moral and physical condition of the working classes’ he bolstered his reputation among an industrial elite shaken by the political tumult of the reform crisis. In his anonymous Letter to the People of Lancashire (1831) Kay had extolled the sagacity and ingenuity of the commercial middle class but warned of ‘the fearful strength of that multitude of the labouring population, which, for the present, lies like a slumbering giant at their feet’.17

A new source of middle class apprehension and a new field of opportunity for the young doctor appeared towards the end of 1831 with the arrival in England of Asiatic cholera. A Board of Health, consisting of the leading key-holders and physicians, was established to carry out an inquiry into the sanitary condition of the town and to organise preventative measures. Kay joined the Board shortly after its foundation and over the succeeding weeks, as the immediate threat of the epidemic receded and the zeal of the other members abated, the energetic young physician took control of the statistical survey of the town.18 ‘I am very glad to learn you are taking the statistics of the town’, wrote his new friend W. R. Greg from Italy. ‘They will be extremely valuable and I doubt not will corroborate our statements [about the need for reform].’19 Six months later, when cholera finally visited the town, Kay prosecuted an exhaustive inquiry into ‘the mode of its propagation’. ‘My purpose’, he later wrote, ‘was ... to discover whether there was any, and if so what, link of connection between the physical and social evils, to which my attention had been so long directed, and the diffusion of the contagion of the disease’.20 Professor W. P. Alison, his revered teacher, had inclined to a contagionist explanation of epidemic disease, although some of his medical and political colleagues in Manchester, consistent with their loathing for quarantine and its restriction upon trade, leaned toward anti-contagionism.21 For days and sleepless nights Kay remained hard at work, superintending the wards of the Knott Mill Hospital, visiting the homes of the cholera victims and making extensive notes on their physical and moral condition. The efforts of the medical profession were not always appreciated by their working class patients and at the peak of the epidemic the hospital was stoned by crowds inspired by the belief, which was not altogether groundless, that those who disappeared within its walls seldom emerged alive.22 When the initial outbreak along the valley of the Medlock subsided, and the main focus of the disease shifted northwards along the banks of the Irk, Kay kept up his pursuit, following its victims into the Swan Street Hospital where a colleague even complained that his relentless inquiries interfered with the running of the wards.23 Yet, for all his efforts, at the end of the epidemic Kay had to confess that the propagation of the disease ‘remained to me a great mystery’.

Even before the epidemic arrived, Kay had requested permission of the Board of Health to give a paper to the Philosophical Society drawing upon the results of his statistical survey. The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes, published later in 1832, gathered together material from Kay’s earlier investigation into the effects of diet upon cotton operatives in Ancoats,24 as well as the statistics gathered in anticipation of the cholera epidemic; but it does not draw substantially upon his experience during the epidemic itself. In retrospect, some observers thought that Kay’s description of Manchester’s sanitary horrors was overdrawn. Many of ‘the more easy inhabitants’, according to Thomas Gaulter, regarded it as ‘little less than a malicious libel on the town’. From a reading of the pamphlet, one might have expected that ‘nearly the whole mass of the working population would have been swept away by the disease’.25 Yet Manchester’s death toll was low compared with other towns and many of the black spots shown up by Kay, such as his own Ancoats, escaped the ravages of cholera altogether.

More significant than the correctness or otherwise of Kay’s diagnosis of the disease was his diagnosis of industrial society. The reform crisis and the cholera epidemic had revived Kay’s speculations on political economy and social science and in the pamphlet we find his most complete attempt to harmonise his medical and social theories.

Like other contemporary medical writers, Kay framed his theory of the city around an organic conception of society.26 There were, he suggested, parallels between the organisation of the human constitution and that of the ‘social body’ which enabled principles derived from a study of the one to be extended to the other. In each instance he drew a sharp distinction between the intellectual and moral faculties, on the one hand, and the animal or physical faculties on the other. As in the proper constitution of man, the intellect and moral faculties ruled the appetites and instincts, so in a healthy society did the higher faculties of science and religion harmonise the clash of economic interests. ‘The social body’, wrote Kay:

 

cannot be constructed like a machine, on abstract principles which merely include physical motions, and their numerical results in the production of wealth ... Political economy, though its object be to ascertain the means of increasing the wealth of nations, cannot accomplish its design without at the same time regarding their happiness, and as its largest ingredient the cultivation of religion and morality.27

But in a disordered state of society, such as was to be found in the manufacturing districts of Manchester, where traditional institutions had been uprooted and new forms of moral authority had still to be implanted, uncontrolled animal desires constantly welled up and threatened to overcome the rule of intelligence and morality. Society was in a state of unresolved tension between its ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ faculties.

The division between the ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ functions of the social body was closely associated in Kay’s thinking with the hierarchy of social classes. The moral and intellectual qualities he attributed to Manchester’s higher classes—‘restless but sagacious’, ‘civilised’, ‘farsighted’ and ‘enlightened’—were balanced against the less admirable characteristics—‘supine’, ‘slothful’, ‘savage’, ‘short-sighted’, ‘igno-rant’—he associated with its lower orders. But it should not be thought that the lower classes were inherently degraded: their intellect and morality were partly a result of their degrading environment. Since his Edinburgh years, Kay had been deeply perplexed by the question of how far the moral condition of the working classes could be attributed to their physical surroundings. ‘Were this degradation and suffering inevitable?’ he had asked himself. ‘Could they only be mitigated? Were we always to be working with palliatives? Was there no remedy?’28 Like many of his liberal contemporaries, Kay proposed a dualistic theory of social causation: men both made, and were made by, their environment. As Michael Cullen aptly observes, ‘there was a continuing dialectic about the relative importance of the moral responsibility of the individual ... as against those [environmental] factors over which he had no control ... This dialectic was not so much an argument between members of the statistical movement, not a development from one position to another, as an ideological tension which existed within each statistician.’29 His awareness of the complexity of social causation made Kay, the prudent physician, doubly cautious about prescribing simple remedies. ‘The disease of the body politic’, he concluded, ‘is not superficial and cannot be cured, or even temporarily relieved, by any specific: its sources are unfortunately remote, and the measures necessary to the removal of its disorders include serious questions on which great difference of opinion prevails’.30

Kay’s biography illuminates his social inquiry in several ways. Firstly, his analysis of Manchester society externalises the key features of the self-analysis displayed in his letter to Helen Kennedy. The struggle between egoism and altruism, passion and duty, by which Kay characterised his ‘peculiar temperament’, parallels the struggle between the ‘slothful’ lower and the ‘sagacious’ higher classes of society. Kay’s understanding of human nature turned around an almost Manichean division between the lower or ‘savage’ man, whose behaviour was characterised by ‘sensuality’ and ‘savagery’ and the higher or ‘civilised’ man, characterised by ‘restraint’, or deferred gratification. The process of civilisation, he implies, is a constant struggle on the part of the higher (moral) faculties to win control of the lower (physical) ones, a struggle in which religion, in the form of an ascetic Protestantism, plays an indispensable regulating function. A striking feature of Kay’s prose, noted by many commentators, is the almost violent revulsion he expresses towards the lower class Irish, whose ungoverned ‘sensuality’ and ‘savagery’—one may tentatively sug-gest—evoke the sensual (or sexual) impulses which Kay himself had apparently struggled to sublimate.

The ascetic Protestantism that underlay Kay’s analysis was of course exactly the kind that had moulded his own personality. So when Kay asserted the supremacy of the moral over the physical he was both testifying and observing. The suggestion here is not that Kay’s social analysis was a simple projection of his self-analysis, but that each exhibited resonances with an organic analysis of human nature and society that had both personal and social dimensions. As Kay himself noted, the relationship between the inner and the outer man was one of interaction, not determinism.

Kay’s pamphlet also helps to define his relationship with his patrons, the Manchester cotton manufacturers. In a perceptive review of Kay’s early writings, Richard Johnson argues that ‘as a young man he identified himself completely with the real makers of Manchester society: not with the landowner, nor with the “pure merchant”, but with the “enlightened manufacturers” with whom he cooperated so closely in local politics and philanthropy’.31 This view is true as far as it goes, although maintaining that loyalty, in the face of the manifest poverty, distress and political unrest that he observed among his working patients, called for some intellectual gymnastics on the part of the young physician. Kay had positioned himself as the candid friend of the Manchester cotton masters, identifying with their interests, upholding their views on industrial relations, and organising in their political interest, but promoting the reforms needed to avert the social and political catastrophe that might otherwise engulf them. It was a delicate balancing act. By pretending to know the best interests of his friends better than they did themselves, he risked their friendship and could appear to challenge their integrity. Some passages of The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes, especially those drawing on his early studies of working class diet and health, could have been construed as critical of working conditions in factories and offended his manufacturing friends. But the main focus of the pamphlet was not the industrial but the sanitary and domestic environment of the urban working classes. Since few of the great manufacturers in Manchester provided housing for their employees, or belonged to the town’s unreformed Court Leet, or town council, Kay effectively exonerated his friends from blame. The poverty and distress afflicting the working classes were either self-inflicted, as with the debased habits of the Irish, or ‘transitional’, like the poverty of the handloom weavers.32 In a crucial passage, he argued that ‘the evils affecting the working classes so far from being the necessary result of the commercial system, furnish evidence of a disease which impairs its energies, if it does not threaten its vitality’.33 In promoting physical and moral reform, therefore, Kay believed he was also promoting the prosperity of the manufacturing elite. For the manufacturers, as well as Kay himself, philanthropy would thus become the means of reconciling morality and self-interest.

Finally, the programme of reform outlined in The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes also foreshadows the pattern of Kay’s scientific and philanthropic activity during his remaining years in Manchester. The projected partnership between the physician and his commercial friends was built upon complementary interests: for Kay himself, philanthropy would become the way to professional and social success; for the manufacturing elite it would be the means of justifying and maintaining their dominance. Not all the manufacturers were immediately won over to his project. But by November 1832 Kay assured his intellectual mentor, the Scottish philanthropist Thomas Chalmers, ‘that the inconsiderate hostility which was at first created by a few of those capitalists, who considered themselves attacked(!) in my first edition, is now almost entirely assuaged, and in its room is springing up a most healthful disposition to do all that is possible for the remedy of evils whose existence cannot be denied’.34 In The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes, Kay had envisaged two main agencies of social improvement: one, corresponding to the intellectual or nervous faculties of the social body, would be concerned with social and statistical investigation;35 and the other, corresponding to the moral faculties, would undertake programmes of practical education and philanthropy. Over the following year Kay and his friends—including Benjamin Heywood, William Langton, W. R. Greg and Samuel Robinson—founded both the Manchester and Salford Provident Society and the Manchester Statistical Society. The purposes of the two societies were complementary. ‘The one’, as T. S. Ashton remarked, ‘stood to the other in the relation of theory to practice, of science to art, and the membership of both bodies is largely iden-tical’.36 Of the two, the Statistical Society was the most exclusive, consisting of only some twenty eight members, mainly younger Unitarians and mostly ‘well known to each other and in the habit of intercourse’.37 The Provident Society, on the other hand, attracted a larger and more diverse membership although here, too, radical Dissenters, especially Unitarians, played a leading role.38

Although he remained the indispensable theorist and organiser for both societies, Kay also drew upon fresh sources of benevolence among the younger members of the town’s elite. By the 1830s, Manchester’s cotton masters not only faced the external threat of revolution but an internal moral crisis, born of their very economic success. Few other industrial towns had fallen under the sway of as rich or exclusive an elite. According to one historian, the Manchester directorate—the set of wealthy entrepreneurs who controlled the town’s business and politics—was both smaller and richer than its counterparts in Birmingham, Leeds or Liverpool.39 With their growing wealth, the cotton lords had distanced themselves, both socially and geographically, from the rest of the population. At the turn of the century, the wealthiest families resided in a cluster of substantial town-houses in the neighbourhood of Mosley and Portland Streets near the main commercial district.40 The erection in 1789 of a new Unitarian chapel in Mosley Street may indicate the residential centre of the leading families, many of whom belonged to the denomina-tion.41 But with the cotton boom of the 1820s and the growth of commercial activity in inner Manchester, this old residential quarter was progressively invaded by warehouses and polluted by industrial noise and smoke. Many of the great mill owning families, such as the John Kennedys, Ewarts, Houldsworths, McConnells and Phillipses, moved out to the neighbourhood of Ardwick Green and Chorlton Row on the town’s south-eastern fringe.42 In 1834, the Mosley Street congregation itself removed to a ‘handsome’ new chapel in Upper Brook Street, Chorlton. They were not only fleeing industrial smoke and stench but embracing a more comfortable and secluded style of family life. Between the lives of the factory masters and their hands, the inner industrial zone and the outlying suburbs, there was a widening geographical and social gulf. ‘Ardwick’, claimed William Cooke Taylor in 1842, ‘knows less about Ancoats than it does about China, and feels more interested in the condition of New Zealand than of Little Ireland’.43

The well-educated and comfortably-reared sons and daughters of Old Dissent surveyed this social gulf with growing alarm. In the late eighteenth century the Unitarians were still outsiders, regarded askance by the religious establishment. But once religious tests were repealed and when, as in Manchester, the Unitarians themselves became an establishment, their old fight for liberty and toleration was almost over. The younger generation of Unitarian ministers, such as Rev J. J. Taylor of Mosley Street Chapel in Manchester and Rev J. H. Thom of Liverpool, preached to rich but increasingly perplexed congregations. In a penetrating analysis of contemporary Unitarianism, Thom detected a general feeling of disappointment and lassitude among ministers and adherents. No longer, he pointed out, did the old cause of liberty secure a zealous following. Unitarians were at a disadvantage compared with other sects in having ‘no common centre of interest’. ‘We have no watchwords, no rallying points, our ground of union is not vividly conceived.’ Worst of all, they lacked an inward sense of conviction and moral purpose. ‘The real cause of our dissatisfaction’, Thom concluded, ‘is the want of warmth, interest, development within ourselves. We are uncomfortable, not because others refuse to come to our warmth, but because we feel cold in ourselves’.44
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