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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the contemporary local politics of two neighbouring districts in rural 

England - Taunton Deane and West Somerset. It does so against a background of social, 

cultural and political change. The social and economic restructuring of rural areas has 

transformed the rural population, reduced the importance of agriculture and introduced new 

discourses of rurality, the contesting of which has in turn become a focus of local politics. 

Meanwhile, the restructuring of the local state during the last twenty years has changed the 

structure of local governance, dispersing power from elected councils to appointed bodies, 

and to the private and voluntary sectors. This background is discussed in the early chapters 

of the thesis, together with a discussion of theories of power and the state, which 

collectively provide the conceptual framework for the thesis. The remaining chapters draw 

on empirical work in Somerset, following three major themes: the role of elite networks in 

local politics and their spatiality; the influence of discourses of power and discourses of 

rurality; and the contesting of rurality, as illustrated by three case studies concerning 
hunting, housing development and local government re-organisation. These themes are 
brought together in the conclusion which asks whether power can still be attributed to any 
local actors in an increasingly centralised state, examining the way in which rural local 

government has repositioned itself, and pointing to the power represented by the idea of 

rurality itself. 
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1: INTRODUCTION 

'Particles of raw inspiration sleet through the universe all the time. Every 
once in a while one of them hits a responsive mind, which then invents 

DNA or the flute sonata form or a way of making light bulbs wear out in 
ha f the time. But most of them miss. Most peoplego through their lives 

without being hit by even one. Some people are even more unfortunate. 
gheyget them alf. " 

Terry Pratchett, n rd Sisters, p 59 

A Village Affair 

In May 1991, the village of Hinton St George in Somerset saw the elections to its 

parish council marred by controversy and accusations of covert action. With all seven 

serving members of the council standing down, an elderly widow, "whose husband used to 

run the Suez Canal" (Dunn 1991), moved to fill the vacuum by rounding-up a slate of 

seven new candidates. However the secretive way in which this was done led to allegations 
of 'plotting' from retiring councillors. The conflict came to the attention of Peter Dunn, a 
journalist based in the area who wrote an article in The Independent. 

Dunn's article, in his own words, "say[s] a lot about the changes in English rural 
life. " He describes the posters in the village shop advertising the middle class social life of 
the former estate village where, "older residents still remember touching their caps to the 
local squire, Lord Poulett. " But, he reports, the last of the family's male line died 20 years 
ago, the 'big house' has been sold off and "Old Village has drifted away, unable to afford 
£85,000 for a cottage". In their place, 

"Incomers, retired or simply seeking a better life, have transformed their 
adopted villages from communities of poorly-paid estate workers to places 
of chocolate box tranquillity. They brought in street lighting with signs on 
the lamp posts warning old ladies about their incontinent dogs. They 
demanded, unsuccessfully, that the parish council should change the name 
of Gas Lane to something less offensive. A feminist element complained the 
village snooker hall, known as The Men's Reading Room, was a sexist 
affront. " 

(ibid. ) 

Dunn's article is not a tale of incomer versus local. Rather all the central characters 
are incomers, testifying to an in-migrant group which is far from homogeneous, but where 
the more established upper middle class incomers have found themselves challenged by 

more recent, service class, incomers with, "a sense of mission", who accused the older elite 
of "only [paying] lip service to issues like low-cost housing for needier families. " (ibid. ). 



Illustrating the symbolic importance of village institutions, the dispute developed as a feud 

between "committees running the village hall and primary school. " (ibid. ) 

Yet for all the rich comment on rural community change, perhaps the most 

significant statement in Dunn's article is the opening paragraph: 

"Hinton St George, a serene Somerset village south-west of Yeovil, seems 
an unlikely setting for infighting you would expect in Tower Hamlets or 
some other troubled corner of metropolitan Britain. " 

(Dunn 1991) 

Thus even whilst describing a rural political conflict, Dunn perpetuates the myth of 

the countryside as being a stable, ordered, virtually apolitical society. That is what this 

thesis is about: the changing nature of local politics in rural areas and the persisting 
importance in them of cultural constructions of rurality. I will describe how accounts of 
local politics have often made the same assumption as Dunn, that conflict and factionalism 

are features of urban areas and that rural governance is something altogether more 

consensual and apolitical - and demonstrating how this perception belies the very strongly 

political organisation of rural society. Indeed, I will discuss how the propagation of the 
idea of the apolitical countryside was an important discursive strategy for strengthening the 

position of dominant elites during the mid twentieth century. In describing how that 
hegemony has broken down, many of the features commented on in Dunn's article will be 

revisited: the break-up of the estates, the influx of incomers, divisions between incomers, 

the importance of social constructs of rurality and locality, and the importance of social 
networks and of organisations such as the village school governors' and the village hall 

committee. 

But first I want to introduce the context of this work, by describing my own 
background and how this has influenced the way in which I have approached the subject, 
and by defining some of the key terms that I use. 

Background to the Research 
In chapters two, three and four I will discuss the conceptual background to this 

research, drawing on a range of geographical, political and sociological literature. Yet, to 

simply pretend that the narrative presented in this thesis - and the research it is based on - 
follow logically from a rational and objective critique of existing literature would be 

fraudulent. As other writers have acknowledged in the context of their own work (Christian 

1989; Cloke 1994; Probyn 1993), the research we do and the narratives we tell owe as 

much to our own personal experiences as to our academic reading. The narrative of local 

politics in Somerset which I present in this thesis cannot, I believe, be separated from my 

positionality as a middle class, Liberal Democrat-supporting, in-migrant to that county. 
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Thus, before I introduce the academic context of my work, I feel that I should first explain 
how my decision to do this work was coloured by my personal experiences. 

My family moved to south Somerset from Wigan in the summer of 1982, when I 

was ten. The move was a consequence of my father's career change from personnel 

management to teaching in further education. He had applied for jobs in what were thought 

to be `nice' parts of the country, indicated by pins on a map at our home - Lowestoft, 

Southampton, Nuneaton, Grantham and Yeovil. I had always lived in the town, as had my 

parents and most of my extended family. Our experience of rurality came from regular 
holidays on a farm in Cornwall, and days-out and short camping trips to the Lake District 

and Yorkshire Dales. The countryside had therefore been for us primarily a space of 
leisure, regarded as a 'pleasanter environment'. 

Certainly the image of Somerset which my father described to us when he returned 
from his interview was one of cleanliness, beauty, peace, open spaces and fresh air. He had 

bought a postcard of Chipping Sodbury on the way back, depicting stone cottages, to show 

us 'what it was like' - the geographical inexactitude being less important than the image of 
the rural idyll he was trying to convey. 

We were not ready to live anywhere too isolated, and looked at houses in the larger 

villages, small towns and in Yeovil itself. Eventually, we settled in a village of about 2,000 

people, close to the town of Crewkerne, for pragmatic reasons as much as anything else; 
and bought a newly-built semi-detached house at the end of cul-de-sac - as it transpired, 

one of the last houses to be built in a village which had witnessed considerable expansion 
during the 1970s and early 1980s. Our neighbours were a mixture of in-migrants and 
locals, but most tended to have skilled blue-collar or white-collar jobs - as teachers, middle 
managers, British Telecom engineers or Naval engineers. My own parents were a college 
lecturer and a teacher, and naturally enough, their friends tended to come from a similar 
occupational background; but so did the parents of many of my school-friends - teachers, 
doctors, local government officers. I can't say that I had any kind of class consciousness, 
but I did feel that we were part of a social group which perhaps did not fit neatly into 

conventional class categorisations. 

I was not able to articulate this positionality until introduced, in a second year 
undergraduate lecture course, to the concept of 'the service class', and especially to Thrift's 
(1989) chapter in The Changing Social Structure. We were not as wealthy as Thrift 

perhaps painted the service class, but the occupational description of "managers and 
professionals", as did, moreover, Thrift's description of service class culture tapping into 

the 'traditions' of 'countryside' and 'heritage'. As people who had moved to the countryside 
for a pleasanter environment, having spent years visiting the countryside; who still 

regularly went for country walks at weekends; who visited historic houses and heritage 

3 



centres; and who were members of the National Trust and the RSPB, my family performed 
many of the activities which Thrift described as typical of service class culture. We did not 
do everything, and many of the people we knew who qualified occupationally as 'service 

class' did not go for weekend walks or visit stately homes - but the concept seemed to 

support my feeling that we were part of a social group which was quite distinctive - 
culturally, politically and occupationally - from other rural dwellers. 

Indeed, the sense of polarisation was strengthened by the fact that I knew only one 
farmer - the father of a school-friend, and as a left-wing, anti-hunting teacher, who farmed 

organically in his spare-time, he didn't really count. For me and for many of my friends, 
farmers were 'the other', even 'the villains'. They were the people who wanted to build on 
the fields in the village centre, who blocked up footpaths, who threatened children playing 

on their land, who left abandoned machinery and other rubbish lying around, and - as our 

geography lessons taught us, and as was evident each winter - who tore up the hedgerows 

causing soil erosion and flooding. My rural adolescence was certainly not in any way 
agricultural. 

I had been interested in politics since a young age - or at least in the thrill of 
campaigns and elections and patterns of party support on maps, and south Somerset during 

the 1980s was an interesting place politically. When we had first moved there in 1982, we 
had a Conservative MP, County Council and District Council. A year later, Paddy 
Ashdown was elected as the local MP for the Liberals, and gradually the Alliance built up 
support in local government. This mini-revolution was enthusiastically supported by many 
of the teachers at my school, which became increasingly politicised during my years there, 
a deep gloom descending when the Conservatives regained control of the County Council 
in 1989. 

The shift in political allegiance was demonstrated in my village as much as 
anywhere, and typified by one person in particular. He was the headteacher of the local 
middle school, where I had been a pupil and where my mother now teaches. An in-migrant 
from the Midlands, he lived in a modern bungalow next to the former granary, but 
nonetheless played the role of community leader - as lay reader at the parish church, parish 
councillor and, eventually, district councillor. When he was first elected in 1983 it was as a 
Conservative - bucking the trend that year. He resigned from the party during his first term 
of office, in protest at education reforms, and was re-elected unopposed as an Independent 
in 1987. Shortly after his re-election he joined the Liberal Democrats and later became 
Chair of the Planning Committee. 

The councillor's personal political odyssey is interesting enough, but he also 
illustrated two of what I regarded to be important features of rural local politics. Firstly, his 

actual actions in the community reflected 'service-class', or'in-migrant' ideas of rurality. In 
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particular he led a vigorous campaign during the mid 1980s to open up and record 
footpaths in the area, leading walks - which I and my family joined in - beating down 

overgrown vegetation and cutting through the barbed-wire fences farmers had put across 
paths. Secondly, he was part of what struck me as an extra-ordinary political network 
centred on his school. When he was Chair of the Planning Committee, the Chief Planning 
Officer was Chair of his Board of Governors. His deputy head, meanwhile, was Chair of 
the parish council featured in Dunn's (1991) article discussed earlier, and when he stood 
down as district councillor in 1991 - prior to moving out of the area - he was succeeded by 

part-time teacher at the school. Another teacher at the school became a district councillor 
for Crewkerne itself, along with a supply teacher who sometimes worked at the school, and 
who was a neighbour of the Chief Planning Officer, as was, indeed, another district 

councillor -a college lecturer - who is now prospective Liberal Democrat candidate for 
Taunton. As middle school headteacher, the councillor would also have known most of the 

staff at the town's secondary school, who included one of the first Liberal councillors in the 

area, and whose deputy head stood unsuccessfully after retirement as a Liberal Democrat 

candidate for the county council in 1989. When the planning officer stood down as chair of 
the middle school governors, he was succeeded by a former teacher who later was elected 
as the area's county councillor; whilst the governing body also included a former district 

councillor whose husband was, ironically, the Liberal candidate defeated by the 
headteacher in the 1983 election. 

Moving to university at Lampeter in 1990 brought me a different rural experience. 
Although relatively cocooned by collegiate life, we were nonetheless aware of Lampeter's 
geographical and cultural context, influenced as it was by a strong and resilient Welsh 
identity and language, relative remoteness and the continuing importance of agriculture. 
Politically too, this was a very different area to South Somerset, where Liberalism not 
Conservatism had been the dominant creed of rurality and where a commitment to 
Independent local politics remained strong, as had been comprehensively described by 
Madgwick (1973) twenty years earlier -a book which I discovered during my second year. 
Here the Liberal Democrats were not the challengers to the elite, but the inheritors of a 
Liberal elite which had dominated the area for over a century, drawn from a community 
which was Welsh-born, Welsh-speaking and intensely localist, mostly Non-conformist, 
frequently employed in agriculture or small town business or the commercial professions, 
and whose politics generally veered far to the right of the Liberal Democrats nationally. 
These people were the rank and file of the Liberal Democrats in Ceredigion - the people 
who ran the ward branches - although such a description perhaps overemphasises the 
degree of formal organisation; often villages had no official party branch but there was 
nevertheless a very strong idea of who were the leading Liberals, based on family tradition, 
even if none-one was quite sure whether the present-day family members still supported 
the party. In contrast, the party was more-or-less run at constituency level by a very 
different group of Liberal Democrats, mostly - although not exclusively - English in- 

5 



migrants, associated with the universities in Aberystwyth or Lampeter or working in some 
other 'liberal profession' and politically much more in line with the national party. 

This division tended to mean that some of the features I had seen in Somerset 

politics were also important in Ceredigion - not least debates over rurality and the use of 
elite networks. The first meeting of the Ceredigion Liberal Democrat executive that I 

attended, on a misty evening in May 1991 at a hotel near the coast at Newport, illustrated 

the first point. The meeting was unusually well-attended, swollen, I was soon to learn, by 
local members from Newport whose presence was provoked by a local controversy. It 
transpired that the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Committee had recently banned 
driving on the beach at Newport in an attempt to reduce erosion. Although locals had been 

offered alternative free car-parking, they were incensed by what they saw as an attack on 
their 'historic' right to drive on the beach and wanted the party to officially back their 
campaign. This suggestion was strongly opposed by the more environmentally-minded 
(and generally English) members of the executive, who included a member of the National 
Park Committee. Although a compromise was reached on that issue, the heated debate 

widened to other sources of contention, dredging up an incident from the previous year 
when an application to open a quarry in the National Park had been rejected. This had been 

regarded by the local members as yet more 'interference' by 'outsiders' on the National Park 
Committee, and they were bitter that the Liberal Democrats had not supported the 
application when the family involved had been "Liberals for three generations. " 

As the last comment indicates, family ties and social contacts were very important 
in Ceredigion politics. The Welsh-speaking, Liberal, agricultural community is in many 
ways a very small group and it is not surprising that a sense of mutual loyalty and 
'protecting ones' own' should arise, such unspoken understandings forming the basis of a 
political organisation which was mediated through informal social networks. However, 
social networks were also important in enabling the more 'mainstream' English/incomer 
Liberal Democrats to dominate the organisational offices of the local party. One key space 
here was the parish church in Lampeter, which by coincidence I also attended. On a 
Sunday morning one could find there the party president, the chair and vice-chair of the 
constituency executive, an ordinary member of the executive, and the vice-chair of the 
Lampeter branch; such that coffee after morning service provided a convenient opportunity 
at which urgent business could be discussed. 

The point at which rural politics crossed from being something of casual personal 
interest to me, to being something of academic interest occurred in the second year of my 
undergraduate degree as I realised that it could potentially form a project for my 
dissertation. In due course I submitted a proposal for a dissertation on local politics in 
West Dorset. This was heavily influenced by three sets of literature. The first of these was 
the work of Newby, Bell, Rose and Saunders in East Anglia (Newby et al. 1978) to which I 
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was introduced in a rural geography lecture. The influence of Newby et al., however, was 
somewhat negative in the sense that although I was excited to find a detailed analytical 
account of rural local politics and I liked a lot of what they said, the picture of the rural 
power structure which they painted was not one which tallied with my own experiences. I 

reckoned that farmers were not as central in Somerset politics as they were in Newby et 

al. 's description, and although they discussed the challenge from 'town Tories' these 

seemed to be a different group of people - culturally and politically - than that group of 
incomers who were becoming increasingly influential in Somerset. Thus, one thing I 
intended to do was to show how rural local politics had moved on beyond Newby et at. 

For me, a more useful discussion of the political impact of incomers was found in 
Harper (1988) with her distinction between different 'rural reference groups' within the in- 

migrant population, and her demonstration of how members of these groups differed in 

their perceptions of rurality and how they attempted to promote their own ideas through 
involvement in local politics and organisations. At the same time, however, I felt that none 
of Harper's 'rural reference groups' quite captured the spirit of the politically-active incomer 

group in Somerset as well as the concept of the service class, and 'thus that literature, 

notably the Thrift chapter discussed earlier, was the third influence on my dissertation. 

My research largely confirmed my initial impressions about contemporary local 

politics. Using questionnaire surveys, interviews and information collected from local 

newspapers and other published sources I identified a number of 'networks' linking 
together political actors. One of these consisted of the old'county establishment', which in 

turn was connected through certain key actors to a series of more localised networks of 
farmers and the more established rural population. A second network was concentrated on 
Dorchester and appeared to represent the 'service class' group I had been looking for. But 

more surprising were two other networks which crossed social and political divisions but 

were strongly concentrated on two localities - Bridport and Lyme Regis - and which led me 
to examine the spatiality of the networks and the importance of spatial identity in the local 

power structure. 

Additionally, I developed a focus on the evolution of the contemporary power 
structure, noting the importance of local government re-organisation in 1974, of spatiality 
and territoriality, and of the effect of social and economic restructuring on relative 
influence of different social networks. From Grant (1977a) I borrowed the idea of 'political 

occupations' (which I will return to in chapter 6), which revealed to me an additional way 
in which personal contacts were important in local politics. Even more influential in this 
respect was a book I discovered whilst on holiday in the United States, The United States 

of Ambition by Alan Ehrenhalt (1992), which through a series on in-depth case studies 
demonstrated the changing nature of local politics in America. Most importantly for me, 
Ehrenhalt's accounts of small town government in mid-twentieth century America 
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emphasised the important of informal networks of key actors meeting in restaurants and 
cafes, an influence which will be evident in my discussion of 'elite spaces' (chapters 4 and 
6). 

I found that my research was pointing increasingly towards the importance of 
people's differing perceptions of the power structure and the cultural construction of the 
'elite'. I had initially restrained from using the term 'elite', considering it to have negative 
connotations, and instead I referred to 'informal interest groups'. As I conducted my 
research, however, it became apparent that what I was referring to were elites and were 
considered to be elites by local people. Here I was particularly influenced by one 
interviewee - another in-migrant retired headteacher turned Liberal Democrat councillor 
with a specialist interest in footpaths - who, when asked to describe the 'establishment' 

which he talked about, pulled from his bookshelf Jeremy Paxman's (1991) Friends in High 
Places. Paxman's representation of the national establishment as a vaguely-defined group 
which has power partly because of its exclusive networks, and partly because it is 

considered to be powerful, strongly influenced my conceptualisation of elites in local 

governance. My lingering concerns about the connotations of the term 'elite' were eased by 
the discovery of Etizioni-Halevy's (1993) The Elite Connection, which critiqued classical 
elite theory and introduced a definition of elites which was far more in line with my 
thinking. 

The major conclusion of my dissertation, however, was that local politics in rural 
areas is far more complex than traditionally imagined. As such, there seemed to be more 
than enough questions left unanswered to constitute a PhD project. During the final year of 
my undergraduate degree I continued to develop my ideas on power, becoming particularly 
influenced by Foucault, to whose writings I was introduced in a third year lecture course. 
In particular, I used a course essay to explore Foucault's assertion that space is fundamental 
to the exercise of power in the context of local government. These concerns were reflected 
in the PhD proposal which I submitted in April 1993 and which fortunately proved to be 
successful in securing funding. 

Needless to say, the thesis presented here differs significantly from the initial 
proposal. The last three years have seen a loss of scale in favour of greater depth. Thus a 
rather superficial survey and comparison of the elite networks in two counties was replaced 
by an in-depth study of two districts which moved beyond elite networks to look at 
discourses of power and rurality, rural conflicts and the restructuring of the state. This shift 
has been directed by both reading and empirical work - the two of which cannot really be 

separated. If I was to conceptualise the way in which my PhD research has progressed, I 

would have to label it something like 'a chaos theory of research', with major themes in my 
thesis resulting from chance discoveries and inspirations. In terms of theories of power and 
the state, I was influenced first by Clegg (1989), which I read during my first term at 
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Bristol; and secondly by the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1988) on which I participated 
in a reading group during my first year and although I was initially sceptical I became more 

attracted to once I began to see applications in my empirical work. More influential still, 

perhaps has been actor network theory, discovered initially through a reference to Callon 

(1986) in Marsden et al. (1993), then returned to in a reading group on the sociology of 

science, and then returned to again, and employed, as it appeared to be applicable to work I 

was doing on hunting (chapter 8), and as it became the theoretical vogue amongst fellow 

postgraduates at Bristol. Alongside this conceptualisation of power, my ideas of the state 
have been influenced by Kirby's (1993) notion of 'the chaotic state', which I stumbled 

across browsing through bookstalls at the Association of American Geographers' 

conference in Chicago in 1995. 

Similarly my empirical fieldwork has to some extent been directed by chance 
findings both inside and outside the fieldwork site. My concern for the backstages of elite 
behaviour was given articulation by the discovery of Albert Hunter's work (1995) via a 
BIDS search. Furthermore my work on public drama and the reproduction of discourses of 

power (chapter 7), stemmed initially from Susan Smith's Transactions paper (1993) on the 

Peebles Beltane Festival, and a paper by David Matless on the Nottingham Pageant given 

at the 1994 Institute of British Geographers' conference, both of which I connected to a 

story concerning a move by Bridport Town Council to end the civic reception for the local 

hunt on Boxing Day, which I had come across in work for my undergraduate dissertation, 

and which seemed to demonstrate the link between public events and local power 
structures. From this I initially intended to focus on hunt shows in West Somerset and the 
Taunton Carnival and to explore their political context, but this focus was shifted as these 

subjects proved unproductive and I instead came across a copy of the programme for the 
Taunton Pageant of 1928 - linking back to Matless - whilst browsing through a local 
history library. The same browsing also uncovered a number of volumes on 'Somersetshire 
Leaders' published at the turn of the century which subsequently inspired the section on the 
discourse of the 'country gentleman' (chapter 7). 

There were also other ideas which were explored and later abandoned or 
marginalised. For example, I briefly became interested in the social network analysis 
literature as a possible framework for looking at elite networks, having been pointed in that 
direction both by a research workshop by Gary Bridge and the comments of Pam Shurmer- 
Smith after my presentation to the Wessex Consortium research training course. In the 

event, however, I found social network analysis too quantitative and structuralist for my 
liking and borrowed from it only the metaphorical idea of society as a web of social 

networks (see chapter 4). 

In many ways my collection of empirical data was equally chaotic in that it was not 
restricted to the formal spaces of fieldwork - the interview or questionnaire survey or 
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library search - but could taken from a wide range of sources: posters on lampposts or in 

shop windows, society newsletters or reports of meetings in local newspapers, even items 

on television watched from Bristol, could all provide snippets of information to add to the 

whole. This 'chaotic' approach to research, however, does highlight issues about the 

interpretation of empirical data and particularly about reconciling the stories which I am 
looking for with those the interviewees and survey respondents are wanting to tell. This 

issue is discussed in more detail in chapter 5, but it is appropriate here to note that the 

narrative in this thesis is only one story which could be told about contemporary local 

politics in Somerset and that it is one shaped by my research methods, my conceptual 

reading and my personal background. 

Some Definitions 

This thesis then is concerned with the local power structure of rural areas, and 

particularly with the role of elites in the local polity. As this last sentence illustrates, this 

area of study is a terminological minefield and in order for me to set the parameters of my 

work at the outset it is necessary to define some of the key terms involved. In some cases 
the question of defining terms is an important part of the thesis in itself and a number of 

terms and concepts are discussed in detail in later chapters. Thus chapter 3 is devoted to 

discussing the definition and conceptualisation of 'power' and the related concepts of 
'influence' and 'authority'. Similarly, 'the state', 'the local state' and 'local governance' are all 
discussed in chapter 4, as are definitions of 'elite' and 'discourse'. The definition of 'rural' 

and 'rurality' is discussed in chapter 1, but as shall be noted there, one of the main strands 
running through this thesis is the idea that the definition of 'rurality' is contested in society 
at large and that such contests have a political consequence. In most cases I will not seek to 
define these terms here, but I want instead to focus on the terms I use to describe the terrain 

over which I am working: 'power structure', 'local polity', 'political process', 'local state', 
'local government' and 'local governance'. 

The central term here is perhaps 'power structure', which I define as: 

? he distribution and'organisation of power, or of the ability of actors to 
exercise power, in agiven society. 

In this thesis the 'given society' is the rural local polity, and particularly in my empirical 
research, the local polity of western Somerset. Following the definition of the 'polity' as 
"politically organised society" (Finer 1987), 1 define the 'local polity' as: 

? he set of organisations, institutions and individual actors within any 
given locality who are active in the political process. 
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Where the 'political process' is defined as: 

? Fie combined processes ofgovernment, of seeking to influence government, 
and of seeking to influence the district u tion or exercise of power. 

'Local polity' is used in preference to 'local state' because it is imagined as incorporating a 
wider range of institutions and actors, including political parties, pressure groups, some 
social organisations, and, indeed, the electorate as a whole. 'Local state' is used in this 
thesis to refer to a smaller range of actors, defined thus: 

? lose institutions and apparatuses of the state which are organised at a 
focal level. 

These include elected local councils, non-elected bodies such as NHS Trusts, the local 
juridical system (the Commission of the Peace), and the local offices of central state 
departments. As discussed in more detail in chapter 4, 'local state' is sometimes erroneously 
equated with 'local government', and 'local government' with 'local governance'. In the 
definitions used in this thesis, 'local government' and 'local governance' are held to refer to 
processes rather than institutions or structures, with there being a similar difference of 
scope between 'local government' and 'local governance' as in the local state/local polity 
dichotomy. Such that 'local government' is defined as: 

? he process by which functions of public administration are carried out on 
deha f of the state within agiven territorial unit. (based on Roberts 1971) 

Local Government thus includes functions performed by elected local councils and by non- 
elected bodies such as NHS Trusts. It should be noted that local government is not 
synonymous with 'local governance. ' As Rhodes (1996) has observed, the current use of the 
term emphasises a change in the order of rule, or a new process of governing. Even so, 
Rhodes notes that there are at least six different uses of the term 'governance': as the 
minimal state, as corporate governance, as the new public management, as 'good 
governance', as a socio-cybernetic system and as self-organising networks. Rhodes favours 
the latter use, defining governance as "self-organizing, interorganizational networks" (p 
660), and noting that "Governance is about managing networks" (p 658). This differs 
slightly from Jessop's (1995) definition of governance as concerning various forms of 
`political co-ordination', spanning the public-private divide and involving "tangled 
hierarchies, parallel power networks or other forms of complex interdependence across 
different tiers of government and/or different function domains" (p 320). It is in this sense 
of 'governance' that the term 'local governance' is most often employed and which I intend 
to follow. Thus, I define 'local governance' as: 
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'Ifce routine regulation and administration of a zmie range of activities in 
society at a focal level through complex networks of institutions and 
actors, operating both within and deyonäthe state. 

Local governance is hence deemed to include sets of power relations which are external to 
the State, such as the informal personal power relations between the village squire and 
local residents in the early twentieth century power structure; and the functions performed 
by Housing Associations in contemporary society. All four terms, 'local polity', 'local state', 
'local government' and 'local governance' are used in this thesis in different contexts and 
should not be regarded as interchangeable. 

Finally, in referring to those individuals who are active in local politics I use the 
generic term 'political actors'. These are defined as, 

Anyone who is actively involved in the political process in a capacity 
greater than that of an ordinary voter 

and include not only councillors, but local government officers, magistrates, members of 
appointed bodies, party activists, activists in pressure groups and officers in prominent 
social organisations amongst others. 

Structure of the Thesis 
In this chapter I hope to have set the scene for the narrative which will be told 

through the rest of the thesis. The organisation of the thesis is intended to follow the logical 
development of the argument. In chapter 2, 'Rural Politics', previous research on local 
politics in rural areas is critically reviewed. Accounts of the historic development of the 
rural polity are summarised before the approaches taken by researchers studying the 
contemporary local politics and governance of rural areas are analysed. The challenging of 
the concept of 'the rural' from the political-economy literature is discussed as is the more 
recent emphasis on 'rurality' as a social construct, which, I argue, has led to a new focus on 
the 'politics of the rural' as distinct from 'rural politics' per se. 

In chapter 3, 'Power - Definitions and Debates', a second strand of conceptual 
heritage is introduced through a review of the literature on 'power', 'influence' and 
'authority'. Theorisations of power from Machiavelli and Hobbes through to contemporary 
post-structuralist writers are outlined and discussed. It is concluded that no one 
conceptualisation of power is correct, but that power exists and operates in different forms 
in different contexts. Accordingly a number of theories of power are highlighted as 
relevant to this thesis, particularly Foucault's notion of discursive power and the model of 
associative power developed by Latour and other actor-network theorists. 
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These two threads are brought together in chapter 4, 'Constructing Power in the 
Local State' in which the conceptual terrain of my empirical research is mapped out. 
Attention is focused on the role of the state, with discussions of theories of the state and 
theories of the local state and local governance. It is argued that the state has to be regarded 
as the primary agent of power in contemporary society, but that it should not be regarded 
as a monolith. Rather I follow the post-structuralist notion of the chaotic state to emphasise 
the capacity for conflict and contest within the state. Equally it is argued that causation 
cannot be attributed to the chaotic state and thus we must look beyond and behind the state 
to those individuals who have decision-making power within the state. The relative merits 
of pluralist and elitist theories are discussed before a neo-elitist position is adopted via a 
critical review of elite theory and a three-pronged definition of elites which emphasises the 

close-knit network of elite members and the discursive construction of elite power. Both 

these elements are then discussed in more detail, exploring the spatiality of elite networks 
and of discourses of power, and their relevance for local politics. 

Having established the conceptual background to the work, my empirical research 
is introduced in chapter 5, 'Methodological Issues in Studying Elites'. The methodology 
employed in my empirical work is outlined and discussed in the context of wider issues 

concerning studying elites. The location of the empirical work - Taunton Deane and West 
Somerset - is introduced; and the chapter concludes with a discussion of my interpretative 
strategy. 

In chapter 6, 'Elite Networks in Somerset', I begin by discussing the distribution of 
political offices in the area and possible explanations for the power structure. I then focus 
on the importance of elite networks, describing the elite networks active in Somerset and 
exploring how they are employed for recruitment, patronage and the exercise of influence, 
as well as their spatiality. These features are illustrated through a number of case studies 
before I conclude by discussing how perceptions of elite networks are discursively 
constructed. This question is picked up in chapter 7, 'Discourses of Power and Rurality', 
which explores how the mechanisms of the power structure are legitimised by discourses 
of power and discourses of rurality, and how such discourses influence the boundaries and 
outcome of the political process. The evolution of discourses of power and discourses of 
rurality in Somerset during the twentieth century is considered in detail, from the discourse 
of the 'country gentleman' at the turn-of-the-century, through the hegemonic dominance of 
Conservatism in the mid century, through to a situation of discursive heterogeneity and 
competition in the late twentieth century. 

Chapter 8, 'Contesting Rurality, Contesting Locality', follows on from the previous 
chapter by examining in detail the impact of contests between differing discourses of 
rurality on contemporary local politics. This is explored through three case studies - the 
attempt by Somerset County Council to ban staghunting on its land at Over Stowey 

13 



Customs Common; debates over the proposed allocation of housing development in 
Somerset up to the year 2011; and the campaign to save Somerset County Council from 

abolition in the Local Government Review. It is argued that not only are representations of 
rurality important in all these cases, but that in each cases the campaigns can be understood 
through the application of a Latourian notion of power, examining how actors constructed 
networks and coalitions in order to try and achieve a stated objective. However, it is also 
noted that in all three cases the final decision was taken not in the Somerset local state, but 
in the central state. 

Finally, the conclusion, chapter 9, reviews the main themes of the thesis and returns 
to some of the questions posed in earlier chapters. It emphasises how the historical 

organisation of the power structure in Somerset still influences today's local governance, 
but notes how contemporary local politics are conducted across a complex and dynamic 

terrain of elite networks, discourses of power, locality and rurality, and state restructuring. 
Asking the core question of where does power lie in the contemporary rural state, it 

considers the possibility that the most powerful agent in rural Britain today is the idea of 
rurality itself. 
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2: RURAL POLITICS 
"If we could council taxsheep we'd be laughing" 

West Somerset District Councillor 

Introduction 
The local politics of rural areas has long been an under-researched field of study. 

Reviewing the sub-discipline, Grant (1990) observes that this neglect has been the 

consequence of a number of factors, including the (then) marginal importance of rural 
issues in mainstream British politics, the more visible exercise of power in urban arenas, 
and the metropolitan locations of the leading political science departments. Saunders et al. 
(1978) similarly point to the centralised nature of the British polity and the methodological 
problems encountered in studying elitist power structures. 

A further factor has been that political scientists have tended to follow the popular 
perception of rural areas as being apolitical and marginalised from issues of national 
politics as typified by Dunn's (1991) remarks in the article quoted at the start of the 

previous chapter. In short, rural politics were not seen as being as interesting as urban 
politics. The political consequences of this discourse will be returned to in chapter 7; in 
this chapter I want to demonstrate why rural politics does merit more considered study 
through a critical review of what literature on the subject does exist. 

The Foundations of Rural Power 
One erroneous aspect about the construction of the rural as apolitical is the fact that 

the perceived stability is deeply entrenched in a highly-developed political order. The 
degree of domination achieved by the landowning elite may have discouraged open 
political contest, but it itself involved a complex web of political relations. 

Emerging from attempts after the Norman conquest to balance the centralising 
tendencies of the new regime with the provincialism of Saxon England (Redlich and Hirst 
1958), the institutions of rural politics gradually evolved over eight centuries. Essentially 
they operated at two levels. At community level the court baron and court leet of manorial 
administration became supplanted by the parish vestry as the absolute power of the lord 
declined (Eastwood 1994; Webb and Webb 1963). At county level, increasing 
centralisation saw the creation of the offices of sheriff (11th century), justice of the peace 
(14th century) and lord lieutenant (16th century) - offices which are still in existence today 
(Lee 1963; Packett 1975). 

At the same time there evolved from the feudal mediaeval lords a governing elite to 
occupy such offices. The basis of membership of this `aristocracy' was complex but hinged 

on the hereditary principle and landownership, the latter being important not only because 

of agriculture, but because of the allegiance of tenants it secured and the cultural capital it 
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bestowed (Girouard 1978; see also chapter 7). Hence landowners formed an oligarchial 

elite. They dominated the Quarter Sessions, which by the 19th century "increasingly looked 

like a nominated county Parliament" (Beckett 1986: 393); whilst the lord of the manor 
balanced power with the incumbent minister and the other freeholders of the parish who 
formed the vestry, "in no sense a body representative of the population as a whole. " (Webb 

and Webb 1963). 

Attempts to reform the self-appointing oligarchy persisted throughout the 19th 

century. Poor Law Unions, established in 1834, took power from the parish vestries and 

were followed by health, burial, highways, sewerage, drainage and school boards (Newby 

et al. 1978). In 1888 the Quarter Sessions were replaced by elected county councils, 
followed by parish councils in 1894 (ibid. ). However, the institutionalisation of rural 

government "did not appear to present any challenge to the traditional hegemony of landed 

interests. " (ibid.: 225; see also Young & Mills 1990). 

The ability of the ruling elite to adapt to new government structures reflected the 

strength of the hegemony they had constructed. This was based on three foundations. 

Firstly on particularistic power relations within individual parishes. Secondly on the flow 

of patronage and influence at county level through the social networks of the landed elite. 
And thirdly through a cultural and ideological hegemonic discourse which presented the 

countryside as a close-knit but stratified agricultural community. 

Parish Power 
The transformations of the agrarian revolution had replaced the communal basis of 

agriculture within self-sufficient villages with an agricultural system based upon private 
landownings and contractual employment, on which the majority of rural residents were 
now economically dependent. The village was hence recreated as "an 'occupational 

community', one whose whole existence was intimately bound up with the fortunes of a 
single industry - farming. " (Newby 1987: 77). 

The consequences of this were two-fold and mutually reinforcing. The localised 
basis of the occupational community meant that the fundamental unit of political 
organisation of rural areas was the spatial focus of that community - the parish, manor or 
estate. At the same time, the distribution of power within that (or over that) community 
was largely determined by the ownership of land. 

Such was the closed nature of the rural village, and the central importance of land 

as a resource for both production and reproduction; the labouring class of the village 
became dependent on the landowner for both employment and accommodation. With 

almost total power within the economic and social spheres, landowners were virtually 

guaranteed political power within the parish. This was further reinforced by the nature of 
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the organisation of employment and tenancy, which were managed on an individual basis 

through particularistic power relations, thus making political organisation amongst 

agricultural labourers difficult. (Newby et al., 1978). 

Thus as Newby (1987) describes how the `great estates' of the aristocracy were the 

centre political and social influence extending into the surrounding area: 

"This involved a complex set of proprietorial rights, not only over the 
agriculture of the estate, but over its minerals, its game, its Members of 
Parliament, its clergy - in short over the entire locality and its inhabitants. " 

(p 61) 

This control was paramount in the home estate villages of the 'greatest' aristocrats, 
but was reproduced to some degree in smaller estates of the minor aristocracy and gentry. 
In the peripheral parts of the larger estates, the personal dimension may have been weaker, 
but the power of the landowner remained, exercised on their behalf by their agent, or a 
trusted representative such as a tenant farmer or vicar (see also Howkins 1991). 

The particularistic power structure was however, to a large degree, dependent upon 
the 'closed' nature of the village. It therefore served the landowner's interest to perpetuate a 
localised ideology of `community' and endear a strong identity and loyalty to the parish 
amongst residents (Saunders et al. 1978). Newby (1987) describes the efforts of 
landowners to cultivate an idealised 'organic community', in which a benevolent 

squirearchy, a respectful tenantry and deferential farm workers lived together in an ordered 
and stratified world. ' This cultivation of `community' was deliberately oppositional to 

other villages in the area, and to "the more impersonal ties of class. " (ibid.: 89). It was also 
specifically spatial: 

"The parish also represented a spatial framework within which these orderly 
and harmonious relationships could be played out - ideally a self-contained 
little enclave, cut off from the potentially subversive trends and ideas of the 
outside world..... this sense of community was also to be expressed visually 
and aesthetically in a landscape which conferred a sense of place..... the 
village should consist of clearly-defined 'natural orders' who rarely ventured 
beyond the parish boundaries - apart from their upper- and middle- class 
emissaries who were the representatives of the village to the outside world - 
and who lived in a picturesque setting of parkland, manor house, church 
tower and quaint cottages. " 

(Newby 1987: 89) 

The rural village community was thus, in Cohen's (1985) words, 'symbolically 

constructed'. The landowner would often go to great lengths to promote this construction, 

The idea of the organic community will be returned to in chapter seven. 
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engaging popular culture and ritual such as annual festivals and activities such as hunting? 

Both contributed to what Cohen labels, 'the myth of egalitarianism'. In fact, "the inhabitants 

of the Big House always remained outside the village community, both geographically and 

socially, cultivating an ideal of community rather than participating in the reality. " (Newby 

1987: 62). 

Cohen argues that boundaries are of particular importance in the symbolic 

construction of community (1985: 50). He further contends that the boundaries may be 

perceived differently by different members of the community and on different occasions. A 

boundary existed within the village community between the workers and the residents of 

the Big House. This was recognised and reinforced from both sides, but was not allowed to 
detract from the primary community of the village of the whole, and its particular 
boundaries. The parish provided the geographical basis for this, yet its boundaries were 

more than just lines on a map, but were symbolic constructed and marked by the 

community's members in opposition to the outside. ' 

The symbolic importance of the parish was reproduced institutionally by Rural 
District Councils, which, as Stanyer (1975) observes, "based their system of electoral areas 

on the principle of the representation of parishes rather than population. " (p 280). The 

councils were composed of single parish wards, although larger parishes may have had two 

or three members. This nevertheless still under-represented large villages and small towns, 

a system which "tended to give an advantage to farmers and landowners. " (ibid. ). In estate 
villages the single parish wards virtually guaranteed the squire an almost ex officio seat on 
the RDC. 

County Power 
The Local Government Act of 1888 reformed the county government structure by 

transferring power to elected county councils (Howkins 1991; Lee 1963). However, it is 

significant firstly that counties remained the basic administrative unit; and secondly, that 
the power elite at county level remained the same, surviving the political upheavals in tact. 
This can partly be explained in terms of resources. As Stanyer (1989) observes, transport 
and money were of primary importance: "throughout the county there was a level of society 
which contained people - landowners in rural areas and capitalists in urban areas - who 
were able to make the day's journey necessary to serve on a county council ('government by 
horse and trap'). " (p 79). 

2 The importance of hunting in celebrating the early twentieth century power structure will be returned to 
later in this thesis (see also Newby 1987: 65). 
This was achieved through ritual and the everyday practices of personal interaction, such as localised 
culture and dialect and the use of nicknames (see Phythian-Adams 1989). The role of public drama in 
supporting discourses of locality, and consequently, discourses of power, will be discussed in chapter 7. 
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This bias of resources was reflected in semi-formal requirements for some 

positions. Thus, the Lord Lieutenant was always chosen from a landed family as "since 

they had to act as the Queen's hosts when she visited the county, they needed a house big 

enough to accommodate her and her entourage. " (Paxman 1991: 64). These requirements, 
however, merely reflected the success of the landed elite in perpetuating their own power, 

which was dependent upon the continuance of the county as the unit of government. 

By the late nineteenth century, the gentry were themselves socially organised at 

county level - hence 'county society' and 'county families'. Whilst the more important 

aristocrats would be primarily a part of metropolitan society, they would return periodically 
to maintain their place in the county social network of the lesser aristocracy and gentry, 
through which the flows of power, patronage and influence which contributed significantly 
to the county's governance progressed. An outsider wishing to achieve power in a county's 

government needed first to integrate themselves into the gentry's social network, as Lee 

(1963) demonstrated for Cheshire. 

Thus, as Guttsman (1963) observed, a landowner, coming into his inheritance as 'an 

English Country Gentleman' could look forward to a career as, "a magistrate, guardian of 
the poor, Deputy Lieutenant of the County or Sheriff and later often as a member of the 
County Council. " (p 144). Up until re-organisation in 1974, county aldermen were 
disproportionately drawn from the landed classes, and in many counties the council chair 
was almost invariably a landowner or senior military officer (e. g. see Stanyer 1989; Newby 

et al. 1978). 

However, as with the localised parish power structures, for the power of the landed 

elite at county level to be noticed and accepted, it was required to socially reproduce the 

county as a space with meaning for its inhabitants, and to endear feelings of belonging and 
loyalty. As with parishes, this required the symbolic construction of community, but the 
county was an `imagined community' (Anderson 1991), as there would be no personal 
interaction between the majority of its members. They could, however, share in common 
boundaries and a common culture. 

Hence 'county space' was socially produced and symbolically bounded through 
specific 'county' histories, traditions and folklore. An almost quasi-ethnic distinction 
between the residents of different counties was peddled in popular culture. Whilst intense 
loyalty was inspired by institutions such as cricket clubs and county regiments. 
Furthermore, loyalty to the county meant loyalty to the county elite as the production of a 
county identity often involved the positioning of the elite families as an integral part of its 

° These semi-formal requirements are still in force today although the context of their institution has 
changed (see chapter 6). 
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history and culture, for example through public drama, ceremony and publications (see 

chapter 7). 

The Rural Dimension 
The traditional rural power structure was therefore framed with a distinct localist 

spatiality. Yet it also had a particular rural dimension. The importance of land and 
agriculture in structuring particularistic power relations and building village communities 
has already been noted. Land though also had a symbolic importance, supporting a social 
and political order based on aristocratic values (Newby 1987). The symbolic importance of 
land depended upon the perpetuating of a belief in the countryside as an agricultural space 
'the pastoral myth' (Short 1991: 30). Hence, the political order in rural Britain was in turn 
dependent on the reproduction of this particular 'discourse of rurality', as shall be discussed 
in chapter seven. Equally importantly, changes in the political balance of rural areas can be 

connected with the import of new ideas which have challenged the constructs of rurality 
held by the established elite (see chapters 7 and 8). What all these discourses of rurality 
tend to share, however, is a desire to symbolically differentiate the countryside from urban 
areas. 

In the early twentieth century, the conversion of these symbolic boundaries into 

spatial boundaries was increasingly sought. Matless (1990) shows how the Council for the 
Preservation of Rural England was formed as part of an impetus for the ordering of rural 
space, which included an ordering of the rural as separate to the urban. This movement had 
a particular political agenda in that as the landed classes had lost political control of the 
towns (Beckett 1986), they needed to protect their power in rural areas by partitioning off 
the countryside as different. 

The separating of government of many towns had begun with the founding of 
boroughs in the mediaeval era. Here authority was exercised by the burgesses - the 
freeholders - who were often organised through craft guilds which were the real loci of 
power (see Phythian-Adams 1972). Even in unincorporated towns, commercial freeholders 
gained some degree of influence in a delicate balance of power with the manorial lord and 
church augmented through the vestry and court leet. This trend was accelerated by 
municipal reforms in 1835, resulting not in a radical democratisation, but in the 
empowering of a business elite. Thus the hegemony of the landowning elite in rural politics 
in the early 20th century was mirrored in a hegemony of an elite of businesspeople and 
professionals in small town politics (see Birch 1959), closely associated with institutions 
such as the Chamber of Trade, rotary club or Masonic lodge. Equally these institutions 

played an important part in the symbolic construction of a localist community, expressed 
also through civic ritual, and the related presentation of that community as a 'market town' 
thus elevating the status of the town's traders. 
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Writing Rural Politics 
So far this chapter has presented an account of the history of rural politics up to the 

latter part of the twentieth century; drawing largely upon retrospective literature. It is 

important to recognise that the literature is not simply a neutral medium of communication, 
but rather is subjectively constructing the representation of history it transmits to us. It is 

therefore significant to observe that academic accounts of rural politics prior to circa 1960 

have tended to be unified in their approach. They implicitly emphasise human agency in 

local government through their concentration on the 'people' with political leadership. 

Structure is alluded to in the axiomatic backdrop of the class system, in the symbolic and 

economic meaning of landownership and in economic restructuring felt through the 

agrarian revolution and the entry of commercial leaders into the rural power arena. More 

theory-informed accounts were produced in studies of rural community where a 

gemeinschaftlich approach to rural community power was adopted (Saunders et al., 1978). 

Hence historical accounts of rural politics have tended to stand within a very 'traditionalist' 

genre of rural studies? 

There are a number of problems which can be identified in consequence to 
dominance of the 'traditionalist' approach. Firstly, there was a tendency to generalise from 

specific empirical studies such that the homogeneity of the traditional power structure has 

been overemphasised. In fact, there was considerable spatial variation. Beckett (1986) 

details how the shortfall of peers in Wales and Cumbria necessitated the appointment of 

non-resident Lords Lieutenant; whilst Madgwick (1973) describes a power structure in 

Cardiganshire more dominated by farmers and learned professionals. 

Secondly, 'alternative' and 'secondary' power structures - such as the separate power 
structure of the gypsy community; power relations within the rural working class; and the 

role of gender relations - tended to be ignored. And thirdly, the notion of 'the state' and the 

role it played as a discrete entity in rural power at the time remains untheorised. 

The observation that accounts of rural politics are subjective representations 
perhaps becomes even more significant after the 1960s, as consensus within the literature 
breaks down and there appear several different, but not necessarily autonomous or 
contradictory, approaches to studying rural power. This diversity perhaps reflects the 
increased complexity of rural society wrought through the social and economic 
restructuring of the period. 

3 The exceptions, where a 'critical' approach has been applied have been retrospective introductions to later 
studies - notably the political-economy approach adopted by the Essex 'school' of rural sociology (Newby 
1977; Newby et al. 1978; Saunders et al. 1978; Newby 1987); and also Martin Smith's use of policy 
communities to compare agricultural issues in the 1930s and 1980s (Smith 1989). 
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The social and economic restructuring has also been spatial restructuring. Advances 

in communications have pulled open previously closed village communities, exposing 

them to the globalisation of cultures, with the subsequent diminution of local cultures and 
dialect - which had been important parts of the symbolic construction of community. 
Increased mobility has led to a higher turnover of population and new consumption and 

employment patterns. The economic decline of agriculture has disintegrated the 

occupational community and eroded the particularistic power relations between squire and 

villager. This increasing integration of rural areas into national and global social and 

economic systems has been the concern in particular of political-economy approaches to 

rural politics. Largely informed by Marxist theory, researchers working within a political- 

economy approach have tended to focus either on class relations or on the role of the state. 

At the same time, a more pluralist body of literature has been developed which has tended 

to be more concerned with studying particular issues within rural politics and governance 
including planning, conservation and agriculture. Finally, it should be noted that 

traditionalist, atheoretical, empirical research on rural politics has continued to be 

conducted. Each of these approaches will be discussed below. 

Considering Class: Political-Economy Approaches I 

Economically and culturally, the rural has been integrated into a greater whole. In 

the same vein, Johnson (1972) describes a steady 'nationalisation' of rural politics after the 

Second World War. As rural politics became more tied to national and international 

phenomena, so the justification increased for the use of political-economy approaches in 

studying rural power relations. Yet the paradox of this development is that it begins a 
denial of a distinctively 'rural' politics (Cloke 1989; Phillips 1994). 

The work of Newby and his colleagues is much less about 'the rural' than about 'the 

agricultural'. Newby (1977) details the particularistic social structure through which 
farmers and landowners enforced their domination - in economic and political terms - over 
agricultural workers, through the traditional authority relationships of 'paternalism'. In 
Property, Paternalism and Power (1978), Newby et al. develop this thesis further, arguing 
that "paternalism does not exist in a social vacuum - it is derived from and embedded in a 

particular system of social stratification, the source of which is basically economic and 

objectified through property" (p 28) (see also Rose et al. 1976). Furthermore, this 
'deferential dialectic' relies upon the hegemonic domination of landowners being respected 
throughout the rural power structure -a position which is sustained so long as agriculture 

remains the fundamental economic basis of rural society; which also involves other 
ideological strategies, such as'localism' (Saunders et al. 1978). 

4 But also see Grant's account of "the continuing resistance to the 'nationalisation' of local politics" (1977a: 
1) in peripheral areas. 
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However, Newby et al. (1978) also observe the challenging of the landowning 
hegemony by both middle-class incomers and 'town Tories' merged into new local 

authorities by local government re-organisation. The declining economic importance of 
agriculture and new employment patterns are attributed with helping to dismantle the 
squirearchy - except where villagers still expect it - whilst on district and county councils, 
the agricultural interest was found to be still over-represented but with no axiomatic 
authority. Rather it has to work with other groups; Newby et al. arguing that the farming 
interest was protected through the persistence of a consensual model of politics and 
agreement between farmers and incomers on most policy areas. Hence they describe what 
is still a distinctive local political culture - but one pervaded by the wider political 
economy. 

The strict alignment of class with property relations used by Newby et al. has been 

criticised from within the political-economy literature for paying insufficient attention to 

relations between land and property and ignoring the transformative power of spatial 
divisions of labour in contemporary rural property rights (Barlow and Savage 1986; see 
also Cloke 1990). Class may more constructively be defined through occupational 
characteristics - as becomes significant as one observes the development of 
counterurbanisation from the early stages witnessed by Newby et al.. As Cloke (1990) 

argues, "the burgeoning middle class contains increasing diversity and thus intra-class 

conflicts have become important both per se and because such conflicts can change the 
shape of classes by strengthening or undermining their organization. " (p 308). 

In particular, attention has become focused on the role of the service class. Defined 
in occupational terms as professionals and managers, the service class is characterised by 
"rapid numerical growth, high levels of educational credentials, a considerable degree of 
autonomy and discretion at work, reasonably high incomes (but lower than its cultural 
capital), opportunities for promotion between enterprises and relative residential freedom. " 
(Urry 1995: 209; see also Urry 1987). During the late 1980s, the service class came to be 
identified as a key group in the restructuring of rural areas, partly because they formed a 
large proportion, of in-migrants (Boyle and Halfacree 1995; Cloke, Phillips and Thrift 
1995; Urry 1995) and partly because they were regarded as being characterised by a 
particular culture, including a particular 'idyllic' social construct of rurality (Cloke and 
Thrift 1987; Cloke, Phillips and Thrift 1995; Thrift 1989). As such it was argued that the 
service class had the potential to significantly alter rural political structures. Cloke (1990), 
for instance, argues the service classes have begun to usurp farmer-landowning controlling 
groups on rural councils, and have been able to exert influence over both Conservative and 
Liberal Democrat policies. Additionally, the restructuring of the state under Thatcherism 
(see chapter 4) provided the service classes with a leadership role in non-elected local 

government. 

23 



However, the service class thesis has not been immune to criticism. Murdoch and 
Marsden (1994), for example, concluded after examining whether a 'hegemonic service- 
class culture' could be identified in Buckinghamshire, that "there is not one 'culture' 

associated with the middle class in the rural areas of Buckinghamshire, although we would 
agree that these 'cultures' are becoming hegemonic. " (p 45). Cloke, Phillips and Thrift 
(1995) defended the concept of the service class, arguing that Murdoch and Marsden had 
'misread' the original argument: 

"It was never claimed that the service class equals the middle class, or that 
all rural areas were becoming dominated by the service class; rather it was 
claimed that the service class is an increasingly important 'fraction' of 
middle-class residents within selected rural areas. " 

(Cloke, Phillips and Thrift 1995: 228) 

Nonetheless, 'service class' remains a problematic term. It is still frequently conflated with 
'new middle class', and its usage by its proponents has become more cautious in recent 
writings than in the late 1980s and early 1990s. It does, however, continue to emphasise the 
importance of the class fraction it describes in rural restructuring. 

Cloke and Goodwin (1992) attempt to extend analysis of the transfer of power to 
the service classes further through the use of regulation theory (see also chapter 4). 
Following Jessop (1990a), they see the mode of regulation and societalization as referring 
to the ways in which the contradictions of capitalism are overcome, and the latter as the 
process of regulation at a societal level. When societalization is successful there emerge 
both an 'historic bloc' - "a historically constituted and socially reproduced structural 
correspondence between the economic base and the political ideological superstructures of 
a social formation. " (Jessop 1990a: 179) - and a 'hegemonic bloc' - "a durable alliance of 
class forces. 

... able to exercise political, intellectual and moral leadership. " (ibid. ). They 
extend this thesis to a local scale using Harvey's (1985) concept of a 'structured coherence' 
to examine the configuration of the mode of regulation and societalization as an ensemble 
of multi-faceted relations in a specific place at a specific time. 

In most rural areas, they argue, there has traditionally been a localised structured 
coherence based on the central position of agriculture, and the ability of the 'landed 
agrarian interests' to act as local elites representing historic blocs which exerted hegemonic 
influence over rural society (Cloke and Goodwin 1992: 327). During the 1980s the old 
localised coherence was 'shattered' by an integration into wider patterns of production and 
consumption. This led to a contesting of local political power with, 

"the historic and hegemonic blocs of the previous structured coherence first 
attempting to hold onto their local elite status, then maybe attempting to 
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forge alliances with in-coming class fractions and finally in some cases 
relinquishing their hegemonic position. " 

(ibid.: 331) 

Thus, service class settlement has been followed by a domination of local politics - 
such that service class fractions can be regarded as emergent historic blocs in some areas - 
through which they seek to impose their own representations of rurality on local 

development strategies. This, Cloke and Goodwin argue, is linked to the commodification 

of the countryside and the presentation of an area as attractive to those seeking a 'rural 

experience', achieved through an appropriation of cultural values and images from the 

previous historic and hegemonic bloc. 

This argument certainly has merit, but is not entirely convincing. It is essentially 

economic-driven which is more successful in explaining the undermining of the old 
hegemonic bloc than the activisation of new elites. In particular, little attention is paid to 

the role of the individual and of personal choices on political activism. These topics will be 

returned to later in the thesis. 

Bringing in the State: Political Economy Approaches II 

In their examination of the potential of regulation theory in contributing to the study 

of rural restructuring, Cloke and Goodwin (1992) combined one of the major concerns of 

political-economy researchers working on rural politics - class - with another - the state. 
The state - or rather political institutions - has received attention from non-political 
economy approaches in rural studies, most notably in the work of Lee et al. (1974) on 
Cheshire County Council, which highlighted the role played by officers, and more latterly, 

the work of Blowers (1980) and Buchanan (1982) on the planning process, discussed 

below. More generally, however, literature on local government adopting a pluralist or 

managerialist stance has tended not to comment specifically on the rural dimension (see 

chapter 4). 

In political-economy approaches the concern with state follows the tradition of 
Marxist writing on the state (Miliband 1973; Poulantzas 1978), and in particular the body 

of work stemming from Cockburn's (1978) thesis on the local state. These ideas will be 

discussed in more detail in chapter four, but here I want to briefly introduce two sets of 

work on rural politics which have focused on the role of political institutions: Smith (1989) 

on policy communities in agriculture and Cloke and Little (1990) on the role of the state in 

planning. 

The concept of policy communities has been introduced into a rural context by 

Smith (1989). The concept argues that elected officials, civil servants or officers and 

representatives of certain interest groups form a tight community which is responsible for 
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deciding the policy agenda. Developed in the context of local government, notably by 

Laffin (1986) and Rhodes (1986), it was employed by Smith in the context of agricultural 

policy. Smith argues that between 1930 and 1939, British agricultural policy was 
formulated in a pluralist structure with an unstable agenda of issues. From 1940 to 1980, 

however, a policy community formed including Ministry of Agriculture civil servants, 
Agriculture Ministers and the National Farmers Union, but excluding voices likely to 

dissent with the stable agenda of supporting farmers and increasing agricultural production. 
However, whilst policy communities illuminate the process of actual policy-making, it 

does not explain how those privileged to be part of the policy community achieved that 

position. 

A broader approach to rural political institutions was adopted by Cloke and Little 

(1990) who explicitly set out to develop an analysis of rural planning from a political 

economy perspective. In doing so they argue that planning must be recognised as a function 

of the state, and therefore that state theory and an understanding of the role of the state both 

locally and nationally, are crucial to the analysis of rural planning. They describe the 
intertwining of centre-local state relations with the rise of anti-planning ideologies resulting 
in forms of planning deregulation. The scope for local initiative in planning is hence 

contended to be restricted; and where it is possible it is achieved through a'management of 

consensus' by officers together with key gate-keepers on council committees. This is 

demonstrated through study of the development and implementation of the Gloucestershire 
Structure Plan, which they conclude shows how "the original intentions of policy-makers 
can be distorted by the different levels of state activity, and by the different agencies 
involved in the policy process. " (Cloke and Little 1990: 18 1). 5 

Pluralist Approaches 
In contrast to political-economy approaches to rural politics which have tended to 

concentrate on structures, an alternative body of research has focused on issues. These may 
be broadly termed 'pluralist approaches' as in their focus on issues they tend to suggest that 

policy is not structurally ordained but is contested by actors competing across a (relatively) 
level playing field - although some of the writers included in my rough categorisation here 

may define their work differently. In a rural context, this work has concentrated on three 

areas of policy: planning, conservation and agriculture, each of which will be briefly 

discussed in turn. 

The rural planning literature has developed as a subset of a wider planning 
discourse, in recognition of a distinctive practice of planning policy in rural areas. Much of 
the literature is not directly concerned with the political aspect of planning, concentrating 
instead on strategy, practice and the consequences of planning policy (see Cloke 1983). 

Cloke and Little (1990) conclude with observations about the nature of the local state in rural areas which 
will be discussed in chapter 4. 
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Where attention has been focused on the construction of planning policy in the political 
arena, the work has generally been located within pluralist (Blowers 1980; Buller and 
Hoggart 1986) or managerialist/elitist (Buchanan 1982) approaches. Buchanan (1982) 

argues that the preparation of the Suffolk county structure plan was determined by a small 

elite of senior councillors and officers within the county council who controlled the 
involvement of other actors through non-decision-making processes 6 Buller and Hoggart 

(1986) are also concerned with the exercise of non-decision power, arguing that "the socio- 

economic composition of rural areas has an effect upon the behaviour of both applicants 
for planning permission and local planning authorities" (p197) - with the actions of both 

sets of actors restricted by their perception of the likely reaction of the other actor. 

The literature on conservation issues is summarised by Grant (1990). Although it is 

perhaps erroneous to tie conservation policy to rural politics - and certainly the literature 

extends more broadly into environmental studies -a number of studies have highlighted the 
interconnection of conservation issues and the rural political process. Most prominent 
amongst these is perhaps Lowe et al. (1986), whose case study of Exmoor, for example, 
illustrates the role of landowners on the Exmoor National Park Committee. 

Grant (1990) also provides a summary of literature on agricultural policy. Again 

much of this is not concerned directly with the rural power structure (e. g. Smith 1989 as 
discussed above), as Grant observes whilst there has been considerable work on the 
formulation of agricultural policy at national and European level, "what has been relatively 
neglected is the organisation of the farming lobby at the regional and local level" (p290). 
Apart from Newby et al. 's (1978) work, the only in-depth studies that Grant is able to cite 
are of Cheshire and Devon by Walters and Stanyer respectively. These two counties are 
compared by Stanyer (1975) who argues that the participation of farmers in governmental 
affairs in Cheshire was very formalised and structured around the National Farmers Union, 

whilst in Devon farmers were active at all levels of local government, being particularly 
over-represented on rural district councils whose electoral system and linking of meetings 
to agricultural markets favoured farmers. Stanyer, however, does not attempt to place this 

work within wider theoretical discourses of the state or politics. Progress in that direction is 

represented by Pile's (1991) examination of the attitudes of Somerset dairy farmers towards 
the political world. This combines brief account of agricultural policy and farmers' political 
organisation with a theory of the state derived from Claus Offe, arguing that Offe is unable 
to account for the mass loyalty of farmers to a political order which is at present 
economically damaging to many of them, and which prevents the development of a'politics 
of dissent'. 

6 This conclusion is very similar to the policy community model, although Buchanan does not employ that 
concept directly. 
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The twin concerns of conservation policy and agricultural policy are linked by 

Winter (1996). Winter examines the development of 'rural' policy in the context of both 

global economic restructuring - 'the agricultural crisis' - and environmental concern; and 
the workings of the state. Drawing on both corporatist and pluralist theories, Winter 

employs the concept of policy networks to analyse policy making. He argues that policy 

networks are of two types: policy communities, as discussed earlier, and issue networks, 

which are similar to policy communities, but are less integrated, often develop around 

consumption issues, do not share the same consensus of perspective and therefore are 

characterised by conflict and transitory membership. He illustrates the continuing centrality 

of farming and landowning lobbies in policy communities and issue networks determining 

conservation and agricultural policy, but also points to the new challenges raised by rural 

restructuring and the influence of environmentalist ideas and interest groups. 

Empirical Studies 

Finally, it should be observed that there has persisted a stream of empirically-based 
studies focused on the human agency dimension of the rural power structure. The desire to 
find distinctive rural politics has meant that such work in the last 30 years has tended to 

concentrate on geographically peripheral areas (Cornwall, Wales, Kincardineshire) - but 

this nevertheless does refute the homogenising tendencies of the above approaches. Grant 
(1977a) is explicitly framed in these terms, asking why non-partisan local politics has 

persisted in some areas. He concludes that independent politics is closely tied to - even 
dependent on -a tight-knit local social structure, with political leaders emerging on the 
basis of traditional deference and 'political occupations'- employment that brings them into 

contact with a large number of electors. Grant (1977b) concentrates more specifically on 
the role perceptions of rural councillors, emphasising the continuing importance of 
parochial and consensual politics and of 'traditional' recruitment methods. 

The rural dimension is also evident in work on political leadership in local 

government (see Jones and Norton 1978). The non-partisan political culture of peripheral 
rural counties, in which individualism promoted consensus and prevented the emergence of 
powerful party leaders (Dyer 1978; Madgwick 1978), was contrasted to rural counties in 

middle England where party politics had been combined with a lingering deference to 

traditional social leaders, and urban councils on which no vestige of a traditional leadership 

class remained (Norton 1978). ' 

Rediscovering The Rural 
Despite their lack of theory the empirical studies did nonetheless provide evidence 

for the existence of local political cultures, a concept which enjoyed a more general 

7 The 'peripheral rural counties' discussed were Cardiganshire and Kincardineshire and the 'traditional 
English counties' Hereford and Worcester, the Isle of Wight and Cheshire. 
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renaissance during the 1980s (Johnston 1986; Duncan and Goodwin 1988; Rose 1988). 

The revived concept is concerned less with an 'environmental determinist' view of the 
impact of locality, than with the re-configuration of wider trends and forces within 

particular locales. In this way it follows closely the ideas of Massey that "what gives a 

place its specificity is not some long internalised history but the fact that it is constructed 

out of a particular constellation of social relations, meeting and weaving together at a 

particular locus. " (1991: 28). 

This approach re-opens the possibility of focusing on distinctively 'rural' politics 
(see also Young and Mills 1990). Not through understanding the rural as a territorial space, 
functionally defined; but through understanding the rural as a socially constructed category, 
"a world of social, moral and cultural values in which rural dwellers participate. " (Cloke 

and Milbourne 1992: 360). As the rural is individually constructed by its participants from 

their expectations and experiences, the definition of the rural itself becomes contested. 
Hence we rediscover not only a'rural politics', but also 'a politics of the rural'. 

This has been best articulated by Marc Mormont, who argues that social, economic 

and spatial restructuring has detached rural space from physical space such that the 

question of who is rural is now a question of who `feels' rural (Mormont 1990). Central to 

this approach is the `symbolic battle over rurality' with the definition of the term `rural' 

contested through questions of lifestyle, culture, environment and the function of rural 
space. In particular this has become a major motivating force in politicising the incomer 

service classes, who seek to defend the 'idyllic' constructs of rurality that attracted them 
(Halfacree 1994). This includes fighting to preserve a mythical rural community through 
the defence of community facilities, such as village schools, which are seen as symbols of 

rural life and local autonomy (Mormont 1987). 

Set in these terms, 'rural struggles' can be identified in much of literature already 
discussed, which pre-dates Mormont. For example, in Newby et al. 's (1978) discussion of 
tensions between incomers and the farming community; and in many of the disputes over 

conservation detailed by Lowe et al. (1986). Harper (1988) provides further evidence, 

although not described in Mormont's terms, highlighting differing constructs of the village 
held by various sections of the population. This contest is carried over into the political 

arena, with individuals competing for positions on the parish council in order to defend 

their image of the village. The contesting of rurality consequently directly contributes to the 

transformation of the rural power structure: 

"It is significant that rural life tends to restructure itself - at least partly - 
around the issues that have been raised in these struggles. Conflicts about 
rural schools, tourist development and so on result in the setting up of new 
local associations which then involve themselves in plurilocal movements. 
There is here a truly political effect.... as certain strata of the population give 
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themselves means .... of expressing their demands, of 
organizing... mobilization around issues which had, until then, been 
monopolized by the traditional political organization. " 

(Mormont 1987: 566). 

The potential for rural power structures to be shaped by movements originating in contests 

over meanings of rurality will be explored further in chapter eight. 

The Countryside Change Initiative 
The challenge posed by the 're-discovery of the rural' in rural politics has been taken 

up by the ESRC Countryside Change Initiative (Marsden et al. 1993), and combined with 
political economy concerns about class action and the state. The Initiative was established 
to assess the processes of rural change in advanced economies, particularly Britain, 
including the influence of the state on rural change and the effect of rural change on local 

politics, through a number of projects 

One strand has concerned rural restructuring in Buckinghamshire, examining 
through a series of case studies concerning mineral extraction, housing development, the 

construction of golf courses and waste disposal, how policy decisions have become the 
focus of conflicts influenced by contested ideas of rurality (Murdoch and Marsden 1994). 
Murdoch and Marsden argue that such action can be read as attempts to "protect middle- 
class space", with the middle classes identified with an idyllic representation of rurality. 
However, they further argue that this must be seen as part of a wider process of class 
formation, with individuals joining single issue campaigns according to their percieved 
interests which are derived not from their notional class position, but constructed in the 

process of making decisions and acting on them. As such they argue that superficially 
'environmentalist' action to protect aspects of the rural environment which are fundamental 
to middle class perceptions of the rural idyll can be regarded as an issue which is part of the 

process of class formation as it provides a foci for middle class identity in rural areas. 

Furthermore, Murdoch and Marsden highlight the role of the state in the contesting 
of rural restructuring. The issues they focus on - mineral extraction, housing and leisure 
development and waste disposal - are all subject to the planning process and hence are 
regulated through the local state. Opposition to such developments thus also becomes 
focused on the local state, whose action in turn is structured partly by the direction of the 

central state and the influence of interest groups in other parts of the state (such as the 
National Farmers Union on the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food). Any 

successful campaign must therefore recognise that there are multiple power-centres 
involved and seek to build a coalition which can operate on all these scales; as Murdoch 

and Marsden (1995) attempt to demonstrate through the application of actor-network 
theory. 
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Thus, Murdoch and Marsden (1994) argue that the 'making of rural place' involves 

a range of actors, drawing on different ideas of rurality contested through political action 

with is inextricably tied to middle-class exclusivity. As the collective efforts of a range of 

actors - including planners, residents and conservationists - have produced a valued piece 

of countryside in an urban region, so competition for local resources, notably housing, has 

increased, pricing out those on lower incomes and thus assuring the middle class 

complexion of the locality. As such, they argue that the processes of rural change and class 
formation are inextricably tied together, with society and space unified through action. 

Conclusions 
There can be little doubt that the rural power structure has undergone considerable 

change during the last fifty years. Paradoxically, neither can the continuing influence of the 
'traditional' political elite and political culture be denied. This is illustrated by Paxman 

(1991) who notes that whilst the representation of the landed classes in local government 
has all but disappeared, when the Duke of Richmond "calls a meeting of industrialists to 
discuss the local Structure Plan, they all turn up. " (p 45). 

The contemporary rural polity is therefore characterised not by stability, or by a 
clear social and political hierarchy, but by instability, competition and the contestation of 
rurality itself. These are the parameters within which my research is located, and in which 
are formulated my research questions of. 

(i) who are the actors in the contemporary rural power structure? 
(ii) how is that power structure organised? 
(iii) what part does the contesting of what it means to be 'rural' play in 

contemporary rural politics? 

These questions will form the major themes to be explored in the three empirically- 
based chapters, on Elite Networks in Somerset, Discourses of Power and Rurality and 
Contesting Rurality, and will be returned to in the conclusion. First, however, I want to 
continue sketching out the conceptual background to this thesis, picking up on some of the 
issues discussed during the course of this literature review. In chapter four I will expand on 
the brief discussion of theories of the state and governance in this chapter, setting out my 
concepts of the state and local governance, and exploring the question of how power is 
distributed within the state. But before that can be done, it is necessary to first of all 
reconsider what is meant by the term `power'. Perhaps the strongest critique that can be 
levied against the existing body of literature on rural politics is that whilst the question of 
power lies at the heart of their concerns, very few writers have problematised the term. 
Thus in the next chapter I want to think about the concept of `power', reviewing existing 
theories and establishing what approach to power will be adopted in this thesis. 
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3: POWER - DEBATES AND DEFINITIONS 

"7 thinQf you asked ten people in the street to define power, 
you'd prodadlyget ten different answers. " 

Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Introduction 

In the last chapter I reviewed the existing literature on rural politics, all of which by 

definition were concerned with 'power', yet few writers explicitly defined how they were 

using the term. In the majority of rural politics literature, power is treated as an 

unproblematic concept - untheorised, but usually aligned with broadly Weberian notions of 

power as property. The exceptions are the use of the concept of 'non-decision power' in the 

work of Buchanan (1982), Buller and Hoggart (1986) and Saunders et al. (1978), Smith's 

(1989) use of Lukes's 'third dimension of power' to hypothesise 'farmers' interests' within 

policy communities, and Cloke and Little's (1990) discussion of concepts of power in their 

review of theories of the state. All these positions will be returned to below; but what they 

collectively demonstrate is that 'power' is not an unproblematic concept but rather one 

which has been the subject of intense debate, as this chapter shall endeavour to show. 

k, 
The centrality of 'power' to any theory of society is recognised by Jessop, who 

observes that, "If money makes the economic world go round, power is the medium of 

politics. " (1990b: 322). Talcott Parsons, from whom the money allegory derives, made the 

same point when he commented, "Power is one of the key concepts in the great Western 

tradition of thought about political phenomena. " (Parsons 1986: 94). Yet, he continued, "It 

is at the same time a concept on which, in spite of its long history, there is, on analytical 
levels, a notable lack of agreement both about its specific definition, and about many 
features of the conceptual context in which it should be placed. " Or, as Luhmann (1990: 

155) writes, "one will not find enough empirically justified knowledge or a consensus 

among the experts to permit one to judge relationships of power. One could almost say: 

everyone sees the matter differently and has different ideas about formulating the problem 

and research proposals. " 

In this chapter I intend to explore the various theories of power in order to extract a 

working definition of power for use in this thesis. As I have explicitly focused my work on 
'local power structures' (see chapter 1), 1 need establish what exactly this thing called 
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'power' is. How do actors get it? Indeed, is it something actors can 'have', or can it just be 

employed? What does it mean to describe someone as 'powerful'? How does it operate? 

How is it exercised? What is the difference between power and influence? This chapter 

therefore approximates to a map of my journey through the literature on power, assembling 

my theoretical toolbox. The first part is a broad review of the literature, whilst the second 

part is more focused on the ideas with which I wish to advance. ̀ 

The literature review will be structured using a framework borrowed from Clegg 

(1989) who argues that power has been debated along two axes, "one of evident continuity, 

one of evident discontinuity" (Clegg 1989: 1). The first axis, of continuity, extends as a 

trajectory from Hobbes to Lukes, on which Clegg notes that there would be "an obvious 

difficulty in fixing a co-ordinate anywhere on this imaginary line which would be a point 

of entry for some of the more recent debates, particularly those sparked off by... Foucault. " 

(ibid. ). These are instead placed on the second axis, which arises from Clegg's argument 

that "It is possible not only to construct a central tradition to power incorporating the 

debates with which writers such as Lukes had dealt, but also to explain equally well- 

grounded alternative conceptions of power. " (Clegg 1989: 3). 

This two-axes model is not fully developed by Clegg once it has served its initial 

illustrative purpose. The second axis in particular is not explored as a coherent whole, 

rather underlies the latter part of the book as the reservoir which Clegg's circuits of power 
draws on. Thus the use of the two axes in the first part of this chapter is inspired by Clegg, 

but is also a considerable modification of his model. The second axis is presented as a far 

more evolutionary process than he intended; and a number of authors not placed by Clegg 

have been introduced on to both axes. There remain a considerable number of problems 

with this approach, some of which will be discussed later, but it does nevertheless offer a 

reasonably clear way of presenting the historical development of theories of power. 

As well as original sources, I have drawn on three commentaries on the power debate. First, Steven 
Lukes's introduction to the edited volume Power (1986), in which he illustrates his earlier comment that 
power is "an essentially contested concept. " (Lukes 1977; 1), and seeks to identify the issues around 
which the debate is centred. Second, Robert Dahl's essay, originally published in the International 
Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, and reprinted in Lukes (1986), which traces a history of the debate 
since classical times before detailing his own theory. And third, Stewart Clegg's book Frameworks of 
Power (1989) which provides perhaps the best overview of the literature, preparing the ground for Clegg's 
own concept of circuits of power. 
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Power as Property: Hobbes to Lukes 

Clegg presents his first axis as originating with Hobbes, yet the first thing to note is 

that arguments about power have a much more ancient heritage. As Dahl (1986: 38) 

records, "the attempt to study and explain politics by analyzing relations of power is, in a 

loose sense, ancient. " He notes that for Aristotle, "differences in the location of power, 

authority, or rule among the citizens of a political society served as one criterion for 

differentiating among actual constitutions, " (ibid. ) yet adds that for Aristotle, as for most 

classical and mediaeval theorists, such terms were presumed to need "no great elaboration, 

presumably because the meaning of these words was clear to men of common sense. " 

(ibid.; 39). The word 'power' had entered into the English language from Latin in the 13th 

century, meaning "ability to do things" (Ayto 1990: 408); but it soon developed a 

multiplicity of meanings, such that even in general parlance, before subjection to academic 

theorising, the Oxford English Dictionary now lists 28 different definitions of the term. 

Dahl identifies Machiavelli as marking "a decisive turning point from classical- 

normative to modern-empirical theory" (1986: 39), but notes that his writing on political 

terms was not particularly technical; thus it was Thomas Hobbes who produced the first 

modernist, pseudo-scientific theory of power. 

Hobbes defined the power of a [hu]man as "his [or her] present means to obtain 

some future apparent Good. " (Hobbes 1991: 62). With this statement he laid the 

foundations of most modernist conceptualisations of power - that it is a property, that it has 

causality, that its effects should be intended. He also decrees that power has an 

accumulative property, "increasing as it proceeds" (ibid. ); and is manifested in many forms, 

including riches, reputation, popularity, good success, nobility and eloquence. Whilst 

Hobbes's theory of power has had a continuing influence centuries after his death, there is 

no doubt that it owed much to the context in which it was written. ' Clegg paints Hobbes as 

a champion of modernity, writing in the context of a unified English nation, and argues that 

"Hobbes' notion of power was irrevocably bound up with the institution of the monarchy. " 

(Clegg 1989: 26). This interpretation is based partly on Hobbes's declaration that "The 

Greatest of humane Powers, is that which is compounded of the Powers of most men, 

united by consent, in one person. " (Hobbes 1991: 62). Yet Clegg ignores the fact that 

2 Thomas Hobbes was a writer, philosopher and private servant to the Cavendish family in 17th century 
England. He died in 1679 at the age of 91, after a life that had spanned the accession of the Scottish King 
James to the English throne, the Civil War, Commonwealth and Restoration. 

34 



Leviathan was published during the period of the Commonwealth, and that it was regarded 

by many monarchists as "a piece of treachery to the cause of royalism in England. " (Tuck 

1992: 141). 

Hobbes's statement may be applied to a monarch, but may equally be applied to a 

republican leader, especially given the qualification, "united by consent". Nonetheless, 

what it does do is reinforce the conceptualisation of power as a property, which at its 

greatest level of accumulation is a possession which may be contested and fought over and 

which is located within a hierarchical system - the concept of 'sovereign power' by which 

Foucault (1980) characterises the Hobbesian inheritance. 

After Hobbes, the next major contribution to this axis of power theory was made by 

Max Weber. Weber's definition of power in many ways echoes that of Hobbes, as he 

summarises, 

"In general, we understand by 'power' the chance of a [hu]man or of a 
number of men to realize their own will in a communal action even against 
the resistance of others who are participating in the action. " 

(Weber 1970: 180). 

Like Hobbes, Weber emphasises agency, causality and the intentionality of 

consequences. But he also removes Hobbes's positive undertones that power involves the 

achievement of some 'future good', in contrast arguing that power is negative because it 

involves the use of sanctions against those who are subjected to domination. Thus, Dahl 

(1986) comments that Weber both reflected the Hobbesian tradition of `realism' and 

opened the way for new analyses of power, although Weber himself was more interested in 

the specific power of authority rather than power in general. 

The wider examination of power came with the introduction of Weber's theories 

into American sociology through the Chicago School, and especially the work of Harold 

Lasswell. Lasswell placed his theory of power very explicitly in the Hobbesian tradition, 

mirroring Hobbes's location of power as one of the 'virtues' by introducing power as one of 

a set of 'values' (Lasswell and Kaplan 1950: 56). From these 'values' Lasswell and Kaplan 

construct a matrix of values, such that a person's 'influence' is a combination of that 

person's position and potential in the scheme of the distribution of values. Power, 
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specifically, is defined as "participation in the making of decisions: G has power over H 

with respect to the values K if G participates in the making of decisions affecting the K- 

policies of H. " (Lasswell and Kaplan 1950: 75). This definition represented a subtle 

modification of Weber's concept, tying power directly to decision-making, so, as Lasswell 

and Kaplan comment, "power is here defined relationally, not as a simple property. " (1950: 

75). 

Lasswell and his colleagues later sought to study power relations empirically using 

the concept of elites. As Aron (1986: 253) notes, this represented to some extent a 

borrowing from Machiavelli, but 'fundamentally, Machiavelli's concept of power was not 

adopted, but rather the idea of elites fused with the Hobbesian/Weberian tradition of 

power. The same combination was also developed by C. Wright Mills and Floyd Hunter, 

both also working within American sociology during the 1950s. 

Mills does not actually attempt a definition of power in his most famous work, The 

Power Elite (1956); rather he offers the comment that "by the powerful we mean, of 

course, those who are able to realize their will, even if others resist it. " (Mills 1956: 9), 

which implies an almost exact application of Weber's definition. But Mills develops the 

concept by arguing that, 

"No one.... can be truly powerful unless [s/]he has access to the command of 
major institutions, for it is over these institutional means of power that the 
truly powerful, are, in the first instance, powerful. " 

(Mills 1956: 9. ) 

Whilst it was Mills who was to have the greatest influence on subsequent theories 

of power, it was the work of Floyd Hunter which achieved the greater symbolic importance 

as the focus of Dahl's criticism in the 'community power debate'. Although Clegg (1989: 

49) claims that "power remains a shorthand and descriptive term in Hunter's study", Hunter 

does begin with a clear explanation of power as "a word that will be used to describe the 

acts of men going about the business of moving other men to act in relation to themselves 

or in relation to organic or inorganic things. " (Hunter 1953: 2). This is subtly different to 

Mills, highlighting the act rather than the capacity; nevertheless, Hunter too is drawn to an 

elite framework, commenting that the "power of the individual must be structured into 

associational, clique or institutional patterns to be effective. " (ibid.: 6) 
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The reputational methodology employed by Hunter was criticised by Dahl, who 

suggested that Hunter's answers inevitably followed from the questions he asked. Dahl 

instead sought not to measure what power was thought to be, but to measure 'responses' as 

indicative of causal power, reflecting a mechanised and behaviourist view of the world. In 

what was later characterised by Lukes as a one-dimensional view of power, Dahl argued 

that "A has power over B to the extent that [s/]he can get B to do something that B would 

not otherwise do. " (Lukes 1974: 11). This, Lukes comments, 

"involves a focus on behaviour in the making of decisions on issues over 
which there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests, seen as 
express policy preferences, revealed by political participation. " 

(ibid.: 15). 

Clegg remarks that "Dahl's work is a landmark in the analysis of power. " but that 

for some, "it was less a monument and rather more of a blot on the landscape. " (1989: 11). 

Bachrach and Baratz (1970) rejected both Dahl's concept of power and that of the elitists. 

Whilst they criticised the elitists for ignoring latent power, they also argued that Dahl saw 

only 'one face of power' in following the traditional Weberian concentration on decision- 

making, where a clear process of compulsion, threat of sanctions and possible resistance 

could be identified. For Bachrach and Baratz, this raised the question of, 

"can a sound concept of power be predicated on the assumption that power 
is totally embodied and fully reflected in 'concrete decisions'.... we think 
not. " 

(1970: 7). 

Although they define a decision more broadly than Lasswell and Kaplan, as "a 

choice among alternative modes of action" (ibid.: 39) they nonetheless argue that "Policy 

choices are frequently made in the absence of a clear-cut, once-for-all decision. " (ibid.: 42). 

They formulate a'second face of power', where: 

"power is also exercised when A devotes his [/her] energy to creating or re- 
inforcing social and political values and institutional practices that limit the 
scope of the political process to public consideration of only those issues 
which are comparatively innocuous to A. " 

(Bachrach and Baratz 1970: 7) 
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Thus a non-decision is, "a decision that results in suppression or thwarting of a latent or 

manifest challenge to the values or interests of the decision-maker. " (Ibid.: 44). 

Lukes (1974) labels this the 'two-dimensional view of power' but criticises it for 

still concentrating on overt 'actual behaviour', still insisting on conflict, and limiting non- 

decision making to instances where a identifiable grievance is not dealt with. Instead Lukes 

proposes his own 'three-dimensional view of power' focusing on decision making and 

control over the political agenda, issues and potential issues, observable and latent conflict, 

and subjective and real issues. As such he asks, 

"is it not the supreme and most insidious exercise of power to prevent 
people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping their 
perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way that they accept their 
role in the existing order of things [? ]" 

(Lukes 1974; 24). 

It is from this last point that Clegg (1989) argues that Lukes's 'three dimensional 

view' could be extended into the Marxist debate on hegemony. Furthermore, he argues that 
Lukes's perspective "theorizes and evaluates actual behaviour by reference to a model of 

what people would do if they knew what their real interests were. " (ibid.: 92). Lukes's 

theory is weakened by the problem of what 'real interests' are, thus "without sacrificing this 

moral relativism for the moral absolutism of Marxism..... it is difficult to see how the 

power/interests relations can be calibrated in terms which escape either horn of this moral 
dilemma. " (ibid.: 98). Clegg outlines attempts by J Allen Whitt and John Gaventa to solve 
the problem of 'interests' in Lukes's model, but neither constitute significant developments 

of power theory, and Lukes thus remains the terminus of the first axis. 

The Dissident Tradition of Power 

As has already been observed, the second axis is not a continuous lineage, but 

rather a collection of arguments which may or may not be connected, but which all stand 

outside the mainstream debate. Clegg locates the start of this axis with Machiavelli, and 

seeks to distinguish it from the first because "where Hobbes and his successors may be said 
to have endlessly legislated on what power is, Machiavelli and his successors may be said 
to have interpreted what power does. " (Clegg 1989: 5). Machiavelli's major work, The 

Prince, constitutes an attempt to understand the politics of 16th century Italy, in which he 

moved as a diplomat -a world "of flux, discontinuity, intrigue and illusion" (Clegg 1989: 
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32), divided into city states, yet dominated by a few dynasties, charismatic leaders and the 

papacy; and where war, revolution, shifting alliances and the intervention of foreign forces 

were commonplace. 

Machiavelli does not seek to produce a definition of 'power', as Hobbes later did, 

but rather his thesis revolves around the struggle to gain power and retain power. What 

emerges is an image of power as something that is not inherently possessed by anyone; but 

which must be acquired, may be lost, and must therefore be constantly defended and re- 

asserted. There is no one way of gaining power or retaining it; but success in both depends 

in part on circumstances and the actions of others. Military might helps too - "all armed 

prophets succeed whereas un-armed ones fail. " (Machiavelli 1988: 21). 

The property of the 'power' discussed by Machiavelli is not too different to that 
developed by the Hobbesian mainstream literature - an ability to compel others to act. By 

setting 'power' in a context of flux and uncertainty, however, and by denying any sense of 

pre-ordination, Machiavelli's presentation is quite distinct from that of Hobbes and his 

successors, and foreshadows many of the arguments later put forward by Foucault, 

Poulantzas and Latour. 

Clegg does not develop this second axis sufficiently to explicitly embrace anyone 

other than Machiavelli and his post-structuralist descendants. I would, however, like to 
include an number of other writers who whilst not necessarily following Machiavelli, 
broke away from the mainstream debate and influenced subsequent theorists in the 

alternative tradition. 

Talcott Parsons, for example, is described by Clegg as explicitly constituting "his 

work within the context of a Hobbesian framework. " (Clegg 1989: 131). But, as Clegg also 

acknowledges, the answers produced by his work marked a significant departure from 

Hobbes. Parsons defines the power of A over B as, 

"in its legitimized form, the 'right' of A, as a decision-making unit involved 
in collective process, to make decisions which take precedence over those of 
B, in the interest of the effectiveness of the collective operation as a whole. " 

(Parsons 1986: 112). 
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This needs to be contextualised within Parsons's wider model of power as "a circulating 

medium, analogous to money, within what is called the political system" (ibid.: 101), 

which "enables the achievement of collective goals through the agreement of members of a 

society to legitimize leadership positions whose incumbents further the goals of the system, 

if necessary by the use of 'negative sanctions"' (Lukes 1986: 3). 

The means through which the legitimacy of such collective power and leadership is 

constructed, formed the central focus of Hannah Arendt's concept of power. As Habermas 

comments, Arendt regarded the development of power to be an end itself: 

"Power serves to maintain the praxis from which it springs. It becomes 
consolidated and embodied in political institutions which secure those very 
forms of life that are centered in reciprocal speech. " 

(Habermas 1986: 77). 

Thus Arendt sees power as a communicative concept, a notion also adopted by Luhmann 

who argued that the political system essentially consisted of communications of power and 

its use for making and enforcing decisions which were collectively binding (see also Jessop 

1990b). 

Advancing Arendt's ideas, Luhmann claims that "power is always a matter of a 

social relation in which action could always have been different on both sides of the 

relation. " (Luhmann 1990: 155). Therefore "for the person who has power as well as for 

the person who is subordinate to it the relation must be so defined that both could act 

otherwise. " (ibid.: 156), thus power requires the condition of "doubly double contingency. " 

Like Parsons, Luhmann sees negative sanctions as only one option, which both sides would 

wish to avoid, but argues that "Power then results from the fact that the person who has it 

is more likely to withstand the exercise of negative sanctions than the person who is 

subordinate to it. " (ibid.: 157). 

Parson's concept of power was criticised by Poulantzas as bound up in a 

'functionalist-integrationalist' conception of the social system. Poulantzas rather equates 

collective power with class power, arguing that "the concept of power is constituted in the 

field of class practices. " (Poulantzas 1975: 99). He defines power as "the capacity of a 

social class to realize its specific objective interests" (ibid.: 104) and argues that "the 
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concept of power specifies as limits the effects of the structure in the relations between the 

various practices of the classes in conflict. " (ibid.: 108). 

With the focus on class struggle, Poulantzas's concept of power has been labelled as 

the 'Marxist concept of power' (e. g. Abercrombie et al. 1988). Yet as Poulantzas himself 

notes, no theory of power was produced by either Marx, Engels or Lenin, and Jessop 

(1990b) argues that Poulantzas was less Marxist and more 'Foucauldian' than his critics 

generally acknowledge. Jessop identifies six 'convergences' between Poulantzas and 

Foucault on the concept of power, as well as borrowings and parallels. Whilst he concedes 

that Poulantzas was critical of aspects of Foucault's approach, Jessop cites as an example of 

Foucault's influence, Poulantzas's increasing emphasis on "the nature of the state as a 

system of strategic selectivity and the nature of political struggle as a field of competing 

strategies for hegemony. " (ibid.: 221). These foci also mark the rehabilitation by 

Poulantzas and Foucault of the ideas of Machiavelli. 

As Sheridan (1980: 180) observed, "Foucault's aim is to produce not so much a 
'theory' of power as an 'analysis' of power. " Indeed, Sheridan argues that for Foucault, 

"Power, as such, does not exist, but in challenging existing notions of how 
societies operate, one is forced 

.... to use the same word. " 
(Sheridan 1980: 218). 

Foucault never defined power per se, but implied a meaning through discussion of its 

effects and what power is not. This can lead to ambiguities; at times Foucault's concept of 

power appears almost holistic, yet he argued that power "only exists in action" (Foucault 

1980: 89). 

Foucault rejected both the 'sovereign' conception of power, ' and Marxist ideas of 

power - Deleuze (1988) argues that Foucault challenged five postulates underlying the 

Marxist concept of power, in particular the tying of power to class struggle, and the focus 

on the state: 

3 Though he accepted that'sovereign power' was enacted through the dominant discourse. 
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"power isn't localised in the State apparatus and... nothing will be changed if 
the mechanisms of power that function outside, below and alongside the 
State .... are not also changed. " 

(Foucault 1980; 60). 

Having disposed of the 'economistic' conceptions of power, Foucault was left with 

two hypotheses. One he labelled 'Reich's hypothesis': "power is essentially that which 

represses" (Foucault 1980: 89-90). The other he called Nietzsche's hypothesis: "the 

relationship of power lies in the hostile engagement of forces. " (ibid.: 91). Foucault later 

argued that "the notion of repression is quite inadequate for capturing what is precisely the 

productive aspect of power" (ibid.: 119), and it was Nietzsche's hypothesis, or what 

Foucault also called the 'juridical' schema which formed the basis of his inquiry into 

'disciplinary power' (Foucault 1979a) and 'bio-power' (Foucault 1979b, 1986a, 1988). At a 

more general level, Foucault argued that, 

"there are manifold relations of power which permeate, characterise and 
constitute the social body, and these relations of power cannot themselves 
be established, consolidated nor implemented without the production, 
accumulation, circulating and functioning of a discourse. " 

(1980: 93) 

In attempting to deconstruct these discourses, Foucault (1980: 97-102) offers five 

methodological points. Firstly, power should be located at the extremes of its exercise, 

where it is legal in character. Secondly, power should be studied where it produces its real 

effects. Thirdly, power should be analysed as something which circulates and operates in 

the form of a chain. Fourthly, power should be studied in an ascending analysis starting 

with its 'infinitesimal mechanisms'. Fifthly, it should be observed that power invariably 

evolves, organises and puts into circulation apparatuses of knowledge. 

Thus Foucault constructs a concept of power that stresses "its immanence in all 

social relations, its articulation with discourses as well as institutions and its polyvalence. " 

(Jessop 1990b: 221). From this is developed what Murdoch and Pratt (1993) regard as the 

"postmodern perspective" of power, "conceived of as an 'effect'; the result of the exercise 

of particular social relations and practices" (p 422). 

This perspective has two strands. Firstly, Bruno Latour repositions power as a 

consequence rather than a cause of collective action (Latour 1986: 271). He does this by 
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shifting from a diffusion to a translation model of collective action, and thus from an 

ostensive to a performative definition of society, where in the latter, 

"Those who are powerful are not those who 'hold' power in principle, but 
those who practically define or redefine what 'holds' everyone together. This 

shift from principle to practice allows us to treat the vague notion of power 
not as a cause of people's behaviour but as the consequence of an intense 

activity of enrolling, convincing and enlisting. " 
(Latour 1986; 273). 

Latour's associative concept of power will be returned to later in this chapter. 

Secondly, following Foucault but also Parsons, power is seen by Clegg as "a 

process which may pass through distinct circuits of power and resistance" (Clegg 1989: 

18). The two strands are combined by Luhmann with his argument that "the state is a 

collective fiction, a semantic artefact, which serves as the self-reference of political 

responsibility within what is really a complex circuit of power. " (Jessop 1990: 323). 

The notion of circuits of power represents the culmination of Clegg's discussion of 

power, and the object towards which his two-axes model was oriented to support. The 

mainstream axes from Hobbes to Lukes is thus set up as a conventional discourse against 

which to construct an 'other', the alternative tradition - the apex of which in Clegg's 

presentation is the concept of circuits of power. This theory clearly draws heavily both on 

the contributors to the second axis; and on a wider, post-structuralist, sociological 

literature, particularly Callon's sociology of translation (1986). 

The consequence of Clegg's thesis, however, is a wholesale discrediting of the 

theories of power he locates on the Hobbesian axis. 'Sovereign power' is dismissed using 

Foucault's critique and Lukes is explicitly challenged: "the unproblematic reproduction of 

power through a one-dimensional circuit of power does not restrict power. " (Clegg 1989: 

18). In doing so Clegg begins to privilege a theory which does not adequately answer many 

of the questions raised in the mainstream debate, such as that of non-decision-making. 

What might be more productive is to adopt a more relativist perspective, regarding 

(initially at least) all conceptualisations of power as equally valid in the context they were 

proposed, and seeking to synthesise a body of work which represents four centuries of 

43 



related but disjointed individual theorising. However, Lukes questions whether any form of 

consensus can be derived from this work: 

"For the variations in what interests us when we are interested in power run 
deep..... and what unites the various views of power is too thin and formal to 
provide a generally satisfying definition. " 

(Lukes 1986: 4) 

He in part illustrates this argument by proposing a simplistic, generalised statement "that to 

have power is to be able to make a difference to the world. " (Lukes 1986: 5). 

But if Gleick's (1987) 'butterfly effect ' is translated to the human sphere, one can 

argue that everyone's actions make a difference to the world, and therefore following 

Lukes's statement, everyone must have power. The same logical progression may be 

applied to theories of power framed from a post-modernist standpoint which conceptualise 

power as a strategy. The implication of this is that power is not inherently possessed by 

anyone, and must therefore be open to application by anyone. To paraphrase Bauman's 

(1990: xviii) "privatization of fears", this is the 'privatization of power'. Yet whilst the 

equal distribution of power may be the ideal of democracy, it is not the reality. Any 

practical, working definition of power must include the element of privilege, either in 

terms of a privileged possession, or in terms of privileged access to a strategy. 

Thus Foucault's disciplinary power embodies in it the dichotomy of the discipliner 

and the disciplined. The disciplined may themselves occupy the superior position in 

another, lower level, power relation - but the in context of each power relation is there not 

one party who is in a privileged position to employ the strategy of disciplinary power and 

therefore who may be said to 'possess' power in the way understood by Hobbes, Dahl, 

Bachrach and Baratz, Lukes et al.? 

From this viewpoint the two axes of Clegg's model begin to appear not as 

oppositional, but as complementary. To contrast and compare each individual 

conceptualisation of power becomes an erroneous exercise without examining as well the 

context within which those theories were developed. 4 Should a theory of 'power' developed 

4 Once embarked on this process, a crude distinction emerges between the two axes. Contributions to the 
first axis (of continuity) have been made almost entirely by English or American men, concerned with 
power as manifested in some part of the state. In contrast, contributions to the second axis (of 
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by Dahl in the context of community politics in New Haven be seen as a competing 

alternative to a theory of 'power' developed by Foucault in the context of French penal 
history? Or should we not rather examine all available theories of power and attempt to 

extract from them an individualised working concept of power relevant to our own 

research context? 

In the rest of this chapter I propose to do exactly that, identifying the theories of 

power which I wish employ in this thesis through a lateral analysis of the existing literature 

in search of answers to the key questions about power which are relevant to my work. 

A Lateral Analysis of Power 

In seeking to locate power in the contemporary local polity, we need first to address 

the question of whether power is a property or a strategy. This question has been of central 
importance to the debate over power outlined above. Power was explicitly defined as a 

property by Hobbes, whilst Machiavelli implied that power was something more abstract -5 
The idea of power as property was reinforced by Weber and Lasswell, whilst Bertrand 

Russell shifted the emphasis by defining power as an action (1986: 19), as did Parsons and 
Poulantzas in seeing power as "a specific mechanism" (Lukes 1986: 4) anchored in a 

systemic perspective which denied that power could be located as the property of an 
individual. A different variation was adopted by Bachrach and Baratz who argued that 

power, 

"cannot be possessed.... to the contrary, the successful exercise of power is 
dependent upon the relative importance of conflicting values in the mind of 
the recipient in the power relationship. " 

(1970: 11). 

That argument is not too far removed from Foucault, who argued that power should be 

"conceived not as a property, but as a strategy" (1979: 26). 'Sovereign power' in Foucault is 

thus described as concerning "general mechanisms" (Foucault 1980: 104), but there is also 

an ambiguity over whether sovereign power ever exists as a property, or at least is 

perceived as a property by those who subscribe to its discourse. 

discontinuity) have mostly come from southern Europeans (with notable exceptions), working in a diverse 
range of research fields. 

3 The contrast between Hobbes and Machiavelli, however, is perhaps not as great as has been assumed. 
Hobbes writes of power as a person's "present means" whilst Machiavelli uses phrases such as "his 
power" which imply possession. 
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The problem is approached slightly differently by Bruno 'Latour, who poses the 

paradox: "when you simply have power - in potentia - nothing happens and you are 

powerless; when you exert power - in actu - others are performing the action and not you. " 

(1986: 264-5). Accordingly, "History is full of people who, because they believed social 

scientists and deemed power to be something you can possess and capitalise, gave orders 

no one obeyed! " (ibid.: 265). Latour moves from power as property, not directly to strategy, 

but to a notion of power consistent with a performative definition of society, where: 

"those who are powerful are not those who 'hold' power in principle, but 
those who practically define or redefine what 'holds' everyone together. " 

(Latour 1986: 273). 

Latour thus makes an implicit distinction between potential power - which refers to 

the ability an actor has to access apparatuses of power - and actual power - as it is 

exercised. ' In order for any actor to achieve an outcome - to exercise power - they have to 

enrol a network of other actants and technologies which collectively will have the agency 

to exercise power. This process of translation is outlined by Callon (1986) who describes 

how the construction of network in order to achieve a stated outcome moves through 

moments of problematisation, interessement, enrolment and mobilisation as potential 

actants are identified, interested, enrolled and mobilised. 

The adoption of an actor-network theory of power has a number of implications for 

other debates with the literature on power. Firstly, it adds a new dimension to the argument 

of whether power can be exercised by individuals or only collectively. The focus of Weber, 

Hobbes and Lukes was on the individual, yet Parsons and Arendt argued that 'sovereign 

power' is only possible through the support of a collective mass: ' 

"Power is never the property of an individual; it belongs to a group and 
remains in existence only so long as the group keeps together. " 

(Arendt 1986: 64) 

6 There is no linguistic difference between potential power and actual power in English, but there is in 
French where puissance refers to "the potential for commanding, influencing or constraining that one 
individual posses in relation to others" (Aron 1986: 257), and pouvoir is the action of power. Thus, "One 
has the puissance to do something, and one exercises the pouvoir to do it. " (Ibid.: 256). Foucault uses 
pouvoir in writing about disciplinary power (Foucault 1975), whereas in the French translation of 
Machiaevlli's The Prince, the Italian noun imperio, translated into English as power (Price 1988), is 
rendered as puissance (Gohory 1938). 
Arendt does allow individuals to have 'authority' but this distinction has not been widely supported. 
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Poulantzas similarly identified power with classes, although critics such as Goldman 

(1986) have questioned the possibility of collective thought, with Debnam arguing that, 

"The only way in which was are justified in going beyond the individual in 
identifying power actors is where we can establish that the image of a 
collectivity acts as a motive in the minds of the individual. " 

(Hoggart 1991: 21). 

This imagination of the collective is not necessary in the Latourian model because 

an actor can regard the process of translation subconsciously - the dictator signing the death 

warrant does not need to imagine themselves as a collective with the pen, yet the pen is 

vital to the exercise of power. Rather the concept is closer to Arendt's model in that for an 

entity to achieve an outcome it must "assemble the bits and pieces needed to build a 

collective actor. " (Law 1994: 101). Power is thus 'held' not by an individual, but by a 

collective, an assemblage! An 'individual person' may be able to exercise power, but only 

because they are themselves a hybrid network of biological entities - bones, muscles, brain 

etc. and frequently non-human components -a pen, a gun, a knife. 

This issue of collective thought relates to a second question, of intent. Russell 

defined power as "the production of intended effects" (1986: 19), and intent was essential 

to the theories of Hobbes and Weber. Lukes, however, questioned this assumption, asking 

"Can't I have or exercise power without deliberately seeking to do so, in routine or 

unconsidered ways? " (1986: 1). Bachrach and Baratz and Dahl similarly argued that the 

exercise of power need not be intentional. The actor-network theory of power is closer to 

this position, as Clegg observes: 

"Intention is not at all necessary to the model; the 'temporarily stabilized 
outcomes' may be practices historically encountered in their fixidity and 
facticity which no one necessarily 'intended' in any relevant way. " 

(Clegg 1989: 204). 

If power need not be intentional, then does it need conflict? For Mills and Dahl 

conflict was a prerequisite of power; similarly, both Foucault and Poulantzas argued that 

8 Callon and Law (1995) disown the term 'actor-network' in favour of collectif. 
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power was always correlated with resistance. " Lukes's third dimension of power, however, 

was explicitly based on compliance and hegemony without conflict. The situation is more 

ambiguous in actor network theory. Callon's moment of interessement involves attracting 

entities away from other networks which seek to define them differently, but as most 

accounts of actor networks follow one linear example it is difficult to assess this area of 

potential conflict; indeed it may be argued that the concept of the 'actor-world' which holds 

that "for any given actor there is nothing beyond the network which it created, which 

constitutes it, and of which it is a part" (Callon et al. 1986: xvi), prevents actor network 

theory developing a focus on conflict. Yet, the notion that networks of power need to be 

constructed to succeed suggests that there is a force militating against the exercise of 

power, whilst it should also be noted that Callon's model also involves the potential 

moment of dissidence when one entity can undermine the whole network - thus it should 

perhaps be argued that the actor network theory of power involves at least a presence of 
latent conflict. 

Finally, the actor network theory of power also has implications for the relative 
importance of structure and agency with regard to power. This voluntarist/structuralist 
divide has been one of the key debates over power. The mainstream Weberian theories 

adopted a voluntarist perspective, conceptualising power solely in terms of human agency, 
whilst Poulantzas defined power in terms of structural determination, limited by the all- 

pervasive structural matrix of the dominant mode of production (Lukes 1976). 

Lukes himself adopted a relativist approach, arguing that "power is attributed to 
(individual or collective) human agents" (1976: 6), but is "exercised within structurally 
determined limits. " (ibid.: 7). To this description he attached four corollaries: 'Power 

structure' is a self contradiction as power operates within structures; what is structural is 

relative; "at certain periods of social transformation, what was structural ceases to be so 

and becomes subject to human agency" (ibid.: 10); and that there are distinctions between 

internal and external constraints, positive and negative constraints, and constraints upon 

ends and constraints upon means. 

Clegg argues that Lukes still prioritised agency over structure, quoting from Lukes 

(1974: 54-5) his comment that "within a system characterised by total structural 

9 Poulantzas critised Foucault for prioritising power over resistance arguing that he could not explain 
resistances to power (Jessop 1990b). 
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determinism, there would be no place for power. " Rather Clegg claims that Lukes borrows 

from all three perspectives of voluntarism, structuralism and relativism, but that his 

argument remains inconclusive and power and structure remain mutually exclusive. 
Giddens (1984) also attempted to bridge the duality of structure and agency, drawing on 
Bachrach and Baratz's two faces of power to argue that, 

"Resources (focused via signification and legitimation) are structured 
properties of social systems, drawn upon and reproduced by knowledgeable 
agents in the course of interaction..... the use of power characterizes not 
specific types of conduct but all action, and power is not itself a resource. 
Resources are media through which power is exercised, as a routine element 
of the instantiation of conduct in social reproduction. " 

(Giddens 1984: 15-6) 

Giddens thus defines power in terms of action, which is defined in terms of power, 

and consequently Clegg (1989) argues that Giddens continues to prioritise agency. Clegg 

instead aligns himself with the approach of the actor network theorists, in which the duality 

of-structure and agency becomes irrelevant: 

"Agency is something which is achieved by virtue of organization, whether 
of a human being's dispositional capacities or of a collective nature, in the 
sense usually reserved for the referent of 'organizations'. " 

(Clegg 1989: 17) 

Thus a structure - an organisation - is required for agency, but at the same time structures 

are reproduced through agency. Power, consequently, is a function of both structure and 

agency. 

Conclusion: Power in this Thesis 

The actor network theory of power is one which will feature prominently in this 

thesis. Its attractions for my research context are two-fold. Firstly it proposes a hypothesis 

to explain the importance of social and professional networks in local politics. If no one 

actor is able on their own to exercise power or achieve a desired outcome, but must enrol 
the support of a network of others, then such contacts can perform a vital role in the 
interessement and enrolment of entities to a network (see chapter 6). Secondly, it casts a 

new perspective on the relationship between elites and the state - in the sense that a senior 

councillor is only 'powerful' in that they are able to enrol the apparatuses of the state in 
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order to achieve an outcome. However, my use of the actor network theory of power is not 

uncritical. The theory has limitations in its particularistic focus on individual networks. 

What of other networks? What of the 'terrain' of social relations over which networks are 

constructed? What of the 'gaps' between the lines and nodes which exist in any network? 

There are dangers in actor network theory of becoming ahistorical and aspatial. 

Furthermore, it should be noted that there are power relations within the networks: 

"To achieve strategic agency requires a disciplining of the discretion of 
other agencies: at best, from the strategist's point of view, such other 
agencies will become merely authoritative relays, extensions of strategic 
agency. " 

(Clegg 1989: 199) 

Additionally, I also want to use other concepts of power which I believe to be valid 

in their own contexts. Interestingly this position is supported by Law (1991): 

"not only power over, but also power to, can be treated relationally. Like 
agency, power in all its forms, including power storage and power 
discretion, is about the way in which objects are constituted and linked 
together. Power effects and techniques (including discursive strategies) 
generate such relations, and so the very possibility of storage and discretion. 
Accordingly there is not incompatibility between a concern with power as 
something stored up, and a concern with power as a set of methods. " 

(Law 1991: 185) 

For example, some of the technologies enrolled by actor networks are manifestations of 

power as described by other writers. The exercise of state power, for instance, may involve 

the enrolment of the technologies of disciplinary power or administrative power, as 

described by Foucault. Equally it should be noted that certain actors are popularly 

perceived to be 'powerful' - that is they are attributed with sovereign power. Even if such 

perceptions are not supported by empirical evidence, the very process of attribution does 

bestow some degree of power. Thus I also want to draw upon Foucault's notion of 

discursive power and the importance of this will be returned to in chapter seven. 

Although the concept of 'power' is in many ways central to this thesis, I also use the 

term 'influence' and the two should not be seen as interchangeable. The relationship 
between power and influence is an under-discussed issue in writings on power, and where 
it has been broached there is little in the way of consensus. One of the few formal 
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definitions of influence was provided by Lasswell and Kaplan (1950) who regarded it to be 

a form of potential power. I want instead to emphasise the difference in exercise between 

power and influence. As employed in this thesis, power is about achieving outcomes whilst 

influence is about affecting outcomes. Influence is easier to achieve than power - and 

consequently I will use the term more liberally - as it does not require the agent to construct 

a network of implementation, but rather just to affect how another actor constructs their 

network. Thus, I would argue that a planning officer has influence in whether planning 

permission is granted or not, but not power: the decision is taken by councillors, whose 

action may or may not be affected by the report of the officer. As such there are strong 

links between influence and non-decision power as described by Bachrach and Baratz 

(1970). 

Finally, I want to briefly introduce two further concerns about power in this thesis. 

The first is the relationship between power and space. This follows Foucault's assertion 

that "space is fundamental in any exercise of power" (1986b: 252). Foucault demonstrated 

the importance of space to power in the context of micro-powers and the 'panoptic' nature 

of disciplinary power (Driver 1985: 428), but from that narrow focus there can be 

extrapolated an "image of a social world spatially constituted through nodes and channels 

of power - fixed nodes where power is produced and criss-crossing channels along which 

power is diffused and collected. " (Philo 1992b: 152). 

Moving beyond and above Foucault, Smith (1990: 175) demonstrates how the 

abstract space of the local state may become an arena for playing out power and resistance. 
How that space is. organised, and imbued with a discourse of 'place' and 'meaning' to create 

a "landscape of power" (Zukin 1991), also has consequences for distribution and exercise 

of power within it. Duncan (1993), for example, shows how a struggle over the 

interpretation of the landscape of the city of Kandy "ultimately became a struggle over the 

nature of political authority" (p 247). This issue will be returned to in subsequent chapters. 

The second is the relation between power and the state. Having discussed theories 

of power and decided to regard power as multifarious, my initial question of "who has 

power in the contemporary rural polity" has more than one answer. The response from a 
Latourian approach will be developed during the course of this thesis; but if we were to 
limit 'power' to meaning sovereign power, or disciplinary power, or administrative power, 
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then we must conclude that the state is the single most powerful actor. Therefore any 
discussion of power in the contemporary rural polity must begin with a discussion of the 

state, as I shall undertake in the next chapter. 
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4: CONSTRUCTING POWER IN 

THE LOCAL STATE 

; Some are 6orngreat, some 
acflievegreatness, anti some have 

greatness thrust upon 'em" 
Malvolio, Twelfth Night, by W. Shakespeare, 

Act 11 Scene v., 

Introduction 

In the first two chapters I have established some of the background to this research. 
First, the field of rural politics was reviewed, debunking the popular myth of the apolitical 

countryside and revealing a complex and historically dynamic political system. The 

personalised and deferential power structure that characterised rural England in the closing 

years of the nineteenth century has evolved into a vibrant political arena where the local 

state is the major agent of power and in which debates over the social construction of 

rurality are becoming increasingly important, forming not just a rural politics, but a politics 

of the rural. Second, the concepts of power and influence were investigated, recognising 
the multiplicity of powers that together constitute contemporary power structures. In both 

chapters, the importance of the state has been highlighted. In this chapter I wish to map out 
the conceptual terrain over which the story of local politics in Somerset will be told; 

starting with an appraisal of the power of the state. 

The Power of the State 

To speak of politics in the late twentieth century is to speak of the state. The state - 
"that vertical structure of public authority with its message of public domination" (Kirby 

1993: 1) - has through centuries of struggle and consolidation established such control - 
discursive and coercive - over the territory it defines as its own that it is to the state that 

Weberian power, the power to compel another to act in a way they would not otherwise do, 

must first and foremost be ascribed. From the earliest forms of political organisation the 

state emerged as a bureaucratic, legalistic and territorial entity, created through warfare and 

ordered through government, the administrative impulse drawing powers upwards to a 

central focus (Giddens 1985; Kirby 1993; Mann 1984). As Kirby points out, this process is 

not complete, and the state remains (with Deleuzian echoes) "a state of becoming" (1993: 

135). The evolution has not just been one of form, but also of practice; such that at its late 



twentieth century zenith the power of the state protruded into all arenas of human life: the 

family, the neighbourhood, the workplace, the marketplace. 

Writers on the state have generally distinguished between state form, state function 

and state apparatus. State form refers to how we understand the structural links between 

social relations and the state, and may be approached in two different ways. The first 

envisages state form as "a summation of government institutions" (Cloke and Little 1990: 

40; see also Miliband 1973); the second theorises the state as "a condensate of class-based 

social relations" (Cloke and Little 1990: 40; see also Poulantzas 1978). Both definitions 

stem from the Marxist tradition, but place a different emphasis on the location of power in 

the state. In the former, power is viewed as being vested in the agencies of the state itself - 
in the executive, the legislature, the civil service, the judiciary and the enforcement 

agencies. In the latter, power is exercised through the state by the dominant political 

fractions of society. 

State function follows on from state form and refers to the hierarchy of roles that 

the state performs, whilst the state apparatus are the mechanisms and institutions through 

which the state operates. Each of these aspects has its own body of analysis, approaches to 

which are not necessarily contiguous. Nonetheless, it is possible to identify certain broad 

'theories of the state' which offer perspectives on each of these aspects. Four major 

traditions can be identified - Marxist, liberal, realist and post-structuralist (Hall and 

Ikenberry 1989) - although alternative categorisations have been offered and other 

approaches recognised (Clark and Dear 1984; Cloke and Little 1990; Hoggart 1991). 

Marx and Engels never presented a coherent theory of state, and hence Marxist 

theories have been developed from a range of literature which Vincent (1987) argues "is 

not really a theory of the State at all, except in a very weak sense of the term. " (p 147). In 

contemporary terms the theory has developed by means of a debate between Miliband and 

Poulantzas, who, as has been noted, disagreed over the form of the state (Jessop 1990b). 

What unites Marxist theories, however, is a notion of the state as a secondary phenomenon, 

subservient to capital. Cockburn (1977: 42) distils three central tenets of the theory: 

1. The state is specific to the mode of production and can only be understood in 

relation to the production of wealth in a society. 
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2. The state is an instrument of class domination, with the bourgeoisie dominant in 

the capitalist state. 

3. The state's "characteristic function is repression: its main role is to keep the 

working class in its place and to set things up..... in such a way that capital 

itself... normally survive and prosper. " 

Given this state function and use of its apparatus, Marxism has been 

characteristically anti-Statist, an impulse ironically shared by liberal theories of the state 

(Hall and Ikenberry 1989). Liberal theories are founded on the core idea that the individual 

is the seat of 'moral wealth', and are influenced by the writings of Adam Smith and Henry 

David Thoreau on minimalist government; Herbert Spencer on capitalism; and Immanuel 

Kant on the contribution of trade to `perpetual peace'. 

In contrast to both Marxists and liberals, realists are "statist thinkers in a pure 

sense" (Hall and Ikenberry 1989: 9). Realists argue that states act internally to provide 

order and prevent terror, and externally make choices that enhance the power and well- 
being of their citizens in competitive relations with other states, each answerable to no 
higher authority than itself. 

In addition to these three classic theories of the state, there is a nascent post- 

structuralist tradition associated with Foucault (1979,1980) and Deleuze and Guattari 

(1988) (see also Jessop 1990b). For Foucault the state is one of the disciplinary 

mechanisms through which social and individual bodies are constituted. His insistence that 

we should primarily be concerned with the micro-physics of power, however, draws 

attention away from the macro-level of the state (see chapter 3). The history of modernism 

has hence been the history of the appropriation of dispersed, localised centres of power into 

a coherent global strategy. How this appropriation has occurred was one of Foucault's 

major themes and he gave the state a privileged role as a point of codification and 

convergence (Foucault 1979a, 1979b, 1980; Jessop 1990b). 1 Foucault's concern with 
discursive power has equally influenced thinking on the state, as shall be discussed later in 

this chapter. 

As discussed in chapter 3, Poulantzas's theories of power and the state were to an extent influenced by 
Foucault (Jessop 1990b). 
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The role of the state in codification is developed by Deleuze and Guattari (1988) for 

whom the state is an "apparatus of capture" and a "machine of enslavement" (p 448) which' 

through coding and ordering transforms smooth, homogenous space into striated, 

segmented space and imposes an aborescent, hierarchical bureaucracy in opposition to 

primitive nomadism. Yet the state is concerned with consistency, not revolution, it is the 

'war machine' deprived of its power of metamorphosis and when the war machine is 

appropriated by the state, war becomes subordinated to the aims of the state. For Deleuze 

and Guattari the state is not a monolithic power, rather there are as many power centres in 

state society as in primitive society, but whereas in the latter power centres inhibit 

resonance, in a state society they organise resonance - aiming for a consistency of power 

centres. Thus the state cannot be defined by its public powers, "but also as a resonance 

chamber for private as well as public powers" (ibid.: 536). The state, for Deleuze and 

Guattari as for Foucault, is essentially repressive, tending to totalitarianism and fascism, 

but as the state 'overcodes' there are freed 'decoded flows', political impulses, that escape 
from the state apparatus. Through overcoding and decoding the state has evolved, from 

archaic imperial states through diverse states - city states, feudal systems, monarchies - to 

the modern nation state which "combine social subjection and the new machinic 

enslavement, and their very diversity is a function of isomorphy" (ibid.: 459). 

Perhaps the most important contribution of the post-structuralist theories of the 

state is the centrality of space. In Deleuze and Guattari, the coding of space is essential to 

the function of the state: 

"One of the fundamental tasks of the State is to striate the space over which 
it reigns, or to utilize smooth spaces as a means of communication in the 
service of striated space. " 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1988: 385) 

Mann (1984) has argued that geography is essential to the exercise of state power; 

states being characterised by both a territorially-demarcated area over which they have 

authority, and the territorial-centrality of power. Borders mark the spatial limits of a state's 

power, and the territory within which they are able to consolidate power through 

monopolising legitimate violence. Yet the state's power must also be established through 

more mundane, infrastructural means, which require the territorial division of the state to 
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ensure that power can be evenly exercised through localised agencies. 2 From this stress on 

the local operation of the state can be developed the concept of the local state. 

The Local State 

The concept of the 'local state' was developed from a Marxist foundation by 

Cockburn (1977) to emphasise the importance of local government. It places the theme of 

local autonomy as central to the local state debate, highlighting a contradiction inherent in 

the spatial form of the state. On the one hand local organisation and local control is vital to 

the integrity of the state, on the other hand if the local state becomes too autonomous then 

it threatens the territorial-centrality that defines the state. 3 During the 1970s and 1980s a 

number of theories emerged which revolved around the idea of local state opposition to the 

centre, most notably the localist approach which regarded local government as the best 

response to local needs and lauded the merits of local democracy in a pluralist political 

system (see Cloke and Little 1990). Yet as Saunders (1984) argued, the local, state has 

proved an inadequate guardian of local interests against the central state. 

Cockburn, for her part, presumes the greatest degree of integration of the local into 

the central state; ascribing to the local state a role in social reproduction and in distracting 

middle and working class attention away from the real dominant class and into competing 

for local resources. The Marxist heritage of Cockburn's theory, and her empirical focus on 

elected local government, has led some commentators to question the usefulness of the 

term, `local state' (Hoggart 1991; Kingdom 1991; Stoker 1991). Cloke and Little (1990), 

however, argue that the `local state' is different to 'local government' and hence can be 

employed to signify a whole range of state activities at a local level, including not only 

elected local government, but also appointed bodies, the local judicial system (the 

magistracy), police, and the `outposts' of central government, such as regional offices of 

departments of state. Having established this we can begin to investigate theories of the 

local state other than Cockburn's formulation. 4 

2 Driver (1989) for instance, demonstrates how the establishment of a territorially integrated Poor Law 
system in England and Wales in 1834 significantly increased the power of the central state. 

3 This is demonstrated with a moderate case by Neil Smith (1990) who describes how the persistence of the 
Greater London Council of adopting policies antagonistic to central government ideology in the 1980s led 
to its abolition by Margaret Thatcher in 1986. More extreme examples might include the break-up of 
Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia after the capture of state-defined abstract space by nationalist parties, or 
the Canadian constitutional crisis provoked by Quebec separatism. 

° For an overview of theoretical approaches to the local state see Cloke and Little (1990); Gray (1994); and 
Stoker (1991). 
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Firstly, from a neo-Marxist perspective, Cockburn's thesis was modified by Duncan 

and Goodwin (1988). They criticise Cockburn for failing to develop the notion of the local 

state as a locale of contradictory practices, not just as a set of institutions with a given role, 

and for accepting the state as an immovable given object. Instead they view the local state 

"as a process of social relations rather than as a static phenomenon. " (p 73), arguing that 

the local state has both an interpretative and a representational role. Duncan and Goodwin 

proceed to relate the local state to uneven development, which they argue is created in part 

by the function of the state in supporting capital, but equally the effect of uneven 

development is to differentiate the ways in which local states perform their representative 

role. This approach, however, was criticised by Stoker (1991), who argued that their 

reading of the interpretative role over-emphasises the local determination of public 

opinion, whilst the discussion of the representational role deterministically assumes that the 

local state always speaks for local opinion with the centre representing the interests of 

capital. 

Secondly, the question of local state agency was also addressed in the Dual State 

Thesis developed by Saunders (1981,1983) and Cawson and Saunders (1983). They argue 

that the central state is concerned with social investment, such as production, which 
decisions being made by a small group of interested bodies; whilst the local state is 

concerned with social consumption, with decision making being more democratic. 

Underlying this division are a number of tensions: between central control and local 

autonomy; economic and social policy; rational direction and democratic accountability; 

and profit and need (Saunders 1981). However, the approach has been criticised for 

creating a false dichotomy between social investment and social consumption, for under- 

stating the role of administrators in policy-making and for its pluralism (Cloke and Little 

1990; Duncan and Goodwin 1988; Stoker 1991). 

Thirdly, Bulpitt (1983) also distinguished between central and local state activities 

in his Dual Polity Theory. Bulpitt's distinction is not been functions, but between `high' 

and `low' politics. The central state, he argues is concerned with `high politics' suchas 

economic management, law and order, defence and social welfare; whilst the local state is 

concerned with `low politics' such as planning and refuse collection. However, Gray 

(1994) points out that the theory falters on the definition of `high' and ̀ low' politics and on 
the lack of a casual mechanism to explain how issues transfer between the two. Gray 
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positions the Dual Polity Theory along with the Dual State Thesis as Weberian theories of 

the local state, because of their emphasis on organisation. Following this rationale, a third 

Weberian approach can be identified in the work of Rhodes (1986,1988) on policy 

networks where policy is developed in networks of interested organisations, including both 

local and central state institutions (see chapter 2). 

Finally, `new right' thinkers such as Henney (1984), Niskanen (1973) and Pirie 

(1981) have developed from liberal theories of the state, a public-choice theory of local 

government. Public choice theory is highly normative, developing a critique of 

representation democracy and public bureaucracy into a thesis that services should be 

delivered through the marketplace, proposing the privatisation and commercialisation of 

the local state, and the move towards an ̀ enabling authority' (Ridley 1988) 

The New Local Governance 

The clustering of writing on the local state in the 1970s and 1980s, to some extent 

reflects the fact that the local state - at least in its recognised form - is a relatively new 

phenomenon. State-led local governance, especially in rural areas, only really emerged at 

the end of the nineteenth century, and was strengthened by the Local Government Act of 

1933 and the establishment of the Welfare State and compulsory secondary education in 

1945 (Keith-Lucas and Richards 1978; Lee et at. 1974; Man 1995). 3 The reform of local 

government in 1974 represented the high-water mark of the local state, and of elected local 

government, with extensive powers of intervention in the spheres of production and 

consumption. 6 The 1974 reforms were themselves in part a recognition of the scale of local 

state and the need for a professionalisation of both administration and policy-making 

(Holliday 1991). However, the extensive local state was also expensive, and this financial 

concern was one impetus behind the adoption of new right ideas and the transition to 'the 

new local governance'. 

It has been argued that the consequence of the restructuring of the local state under 

Thatcherism has been a shift from local government to local governance, the 

s See also Jaggard (1992), Moylan (1978) and Olney (1979) on the reform of local government in the late 
nineteenth century; Lee (1963) on the early and mid twentieth century; Elcock (1975) and Jennings (1975) 
on the effect of the 1974 reforms; and Stanyer (1989) for an overview of the history of Devon County 
Council from 1888 to 1988, 

6 The former through the activities of nationalised companies, economic development initiatives and 
planning regulation; the latter through the provision of education, healthcare, social housing and social 
services). 
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terminological change emphasising that the policy process has been widened to include a 

range actors beyond the conventional definition of local government or the local state (for 

example see Goodwin and Painter 1996). In this respect, local governance is defined by 

Kearns (1995) as "a system of arrangements for collective affairs" (p 159) in which bodies 

other than elected local authorities are responsible for the provision of public services; 

decisions relating the allocation of public services are the responsibility of people other 

than elected councillors; and local authorities attempt to influence the level and nature of 

these services through negotiation with the responsible bodies (see also Jessop 1995; 

Rhodes 1996). 

The system of local governance has gradually emerged over the last 25 years.? 

Broadly speaking, the changes may be considered to consist of three elements - the reform 

and restraint of elected local government; the expansion of non-elected bodies; and the 

'privatisation' of local governance services and promotion of 'active citizenship' (Cochrance 

1993; Goodwin 1992; Marr 1995; Stoker 1996). 

The major feature of the reform of elected local government has been the loss of 

local state autonomy and increasing control by the centre. The removal of powers and 

responsibilities from elected authorities itself represents one element of the central state's 

control of local government, but even where public services were left in the hands of 

elected councils, the centre has imposed further restraint. Legislation has reduced local 

state autonomy in education and housing; whilst the enabling of the courts to surcharge and 

disqualify councillors who act ultra vires is an exercise of non-decision power. The 

greatest degree of central state intervention has been with local government finance, with 

the reform of the mechanism for central funding of local government in 1980 followed by 

the replacement of domestic rates with the community charge (or poll tax) in 1990,8 and the 

council tax in 1993, reducing the proportion of local authority revenue raised through local 

taxation to less than 20%. Councils' ability to raise revenue severely restrained by the 

imposition of 'caps' on local taxation enabled by the 1984 Rates Act (Cochrane 1993; 

Goodwin 1992; Stoker 1996). 

7 The restructuring of the local state was most fervently pursued under the Thatcher government (1979- 
1990), although its inital stages originated with the growth of non-elected bodies and attempts to constrain 
local government spending by the previous Labour administration of 1974-1979, 

8 The Community Charge was introduced in Scotland in 1989. 
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The centre has also reduced local state autonomy by forcing the 'marketisation' of 

local authority services, through the sale of assets and the increased involvement of the 

private sector in providing services (Cochrane 1993). Social housing has been sold to 

tenants and transferred to housing associations. Councils have been obliged to introduce 

competitive commercial tendering for most aspects of their service provision; bodies such 

as passenger transport executives have been reduced to an enabling role, whilst the private 

sector is able to legally challenge any authority considered to be acting anti-competitively 

(Goodwin 1992). 

Furthermore, central government has attempted a more fundamental structural and 

spatial restructuring of elected local government. The Greater London Council and the 

Metropolitan County Councils were abolished in 1986, their functions dispersed to 

borough councils, joint boards or simply discontinued. The wish to extend unitary local 

government nationwide - abolishing a tier of local government - was the logic behind the 

review of non-metropolitan local government initiated in 1992. In practice, however, a 

unitary system has only been achieved in Scotland and Wales (where the review was 
directly conducted by the respective Secretary of State), with England endowed with a 

disparate and complex system (Stoker 1996). 

The second aspect of restructuring has been the transfer of powers to appointed 
bodies or quangos (Morgan and Roberts 1993)? The non-elected sector has grown 

through three trends. Local council representation has been reduced or discontinued on 
boards where they previously were influential; certain responsibilities have been removed 

from elected local authorities to appointed boards; and activities previously under the 

control of one board have been separated (Plummer 1994; Stewart 1995). In the health 

service, for example, local authority representation was reduced from one-third on old Area 

Health Authorities to one-fifth on new District Health Authorities in 1982 (Goodwin 

1992). The introduction of an internal market and the provider/purchaser divide then split 

health authority responsibilities between NHS Trusts and the continuing Health 

Authorities, on neither of which was local authority representation required (Stewart 1995). 

Similarly, councillor representation on police authorities was reduced in 1995, and 

9 'Quango' is derived from 'quasi non-governmental organisation'. The government itself prefers the term, 
'non-departmental public bodies'; Stewart (1995) uses 'extra-governmental organisations', whilst Stoker 
(1991) refers to 'non-elected local government'. As a loaded term, `the new magistracy' (Stewart and 
Davis 1994) is not an inaccurate phrase reflecting the similarities between the 'new' local governance and 
the pre-institutional system of the nineteenth century (Stanyer 1995). 
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proposed reform of national park committees will have the same effect. In education, 

responsibility for colleges of further education, city technology colleges and grant- 

maintained schools no longer lies with elected local government but with appointed 

boards. 1° Most criticism of the expansion of non-elected bodies has concerned questions of 

accountability (with many bodies required to do little in the way of open government 

(Plummer 1994; Stewart 1995)) and appointments. As shall be discussed in more detail 

below, empirical studies of appointments to non-elected bodies has led to allegations of a 

'patronage state' (Morgan and Roberts 1993), whilst the lack of any coherent model for 

appointments has been labelled "a system out of control" (Stewart 1995: 229). 

The concern over accountability has been extended to the third aspect of 

restructuring, the 'privatisation' of local governance functions and the promotion of 'active 

citizenship'. As Stoker (1991) details, the Thatcherite programme of privatisation was 

implemented as strongly at local as at national level. This includes not only the sale of 

regional utilities to which there was previously an element of local government in-put 

(water authorities and electricity boards), but also the sale of council assets such as land 

and housing; " and the privatisation of local authority departments, such as computer 

services. The introduction of competitive tendering has led to services previously provided 
directly by local councils being performed by the private sector, and to councils converting 
departments into private companies in order to tender. Furthermore, the reduction in local 

government spending has led the private sector to 'fill' gaps in service provision, for 

example private homes for the elderly (Goodwin 1992). Training and Enterprise Councils 

may be added to this trend, as they perform a function previously the role of elected 

government, yet are legally private limited companies and are governed by self-appointing 

oligarchies (Plummer 1994). 

The last trend is part of a broader encouragement of 'active citizenship', which calls 

on individuals to voluntary participate in the management of public and welfare services 
(Kearns 1992), for example through neighbourhood watch schemes and housing 

10 There is uncertainty about the exact scale of non-elected local government. Stewart (1995) quotes a figure 
of 5,521 bodies with a combined budget of £46.652bn in 1992/3; Morgan and Roberts (1993) refer to 
1,800 'quangos' at both national and local level with a budget of £42bn; Gray (1994) lists 1,500 bodies; 
and Stewart and Davis place the figure at over 3,000 (or 5,500 if housing associations are included) with a 
combined budget of £49.7bn, whilst also quoting the Government's official statistic of 1,389 'non- 
departmental public bodies' and the Guardian's estimate of 7,700 bodies by 1996. Stoker (1996) estimates 
that there are 50,000 members of appointed boards compared to 23,000 elected councillors. 

Over a million council-owned houses were sold to their tenants between 1979 and 1990 (Goodwin 1992). 
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associations. Although there has been some speculation that 'active citizenship' could help 

overcome some of the social biases built into elected local government (such as the under- 

representation of women), the reality has been that 'active citizenship' has itself proved an 

elitist strategy, dominated by the middle classes (Kearns 1995). 

The restructuring of the local state since 1979 has therefore produced a 'new' system 

of institutional governance with a greater scope for patronage and where the elected local 

state is far more tightly constrained by the centre. It is also arguable that the last 15 years 
have also seen a shift in the role of local governance, reflecting changes in political 

philosophy at national level. Whereas during the post-war Keynesian settlement, the local 

state was charged primarily with the delivery of welfare services, the fragmented 

institutions of the new local state have become focused on economic development 

(Charlesworth and Cochrane 1994). This has been demonstrated in literature on the 'new 

urban governance' of the 'entrepreneurial city', which show how the various agencies of 
local governance can be linked together in networks dedicated to the economic 

regeneration of post-industrial areas through investment in both physical and cultural 
infrastructure. 12 

Much of this work has drawn on the conceptual frameworks of regulation theory 

and regime theory. The shift in focus from welfare provision to economic development in 

particular has been equated with the regulationist account of a shift from Fordism - with 

social regulation achieved through the welfare state - to post-Fordism, demanding new 
forms of social regulation (Goodwin 1992; Painter 1991), although Painter and Goodwin 

(1995) warn that "explanation of changes in the local state and local governance falls 

outside the scope of regulation theory" (p 347), and Jessop (1995) remarks that there are 
"no adequate regulationist explanation of the structural transformation and/or strategic re- 

orientation of the local state. At best we have more or less plausible regulationist 

contextualisations of these shifts" (p 321) (see also Hay 1995). Given these warnings of 

economism, this thesis deliberately does not adopt a regulationist approach - and 

consequently I do not intend to discuss the background to regulation theory in detail - see 
Aglietta (1979), Boyer (1990), Jessop (1990a) and Lipietz (1988) for this - but rather seeks 

alternative explanations for the contemporary power structure of rural areas. However, 

neither the intrusion of the central state nor of wider economic processes, can be escaped in 

12 See studies on Birmingham (DiGaetano and Klemanski 1993; Hubbard 1995), Glasgow (Boyle and 
Hughes 1995), and Manchester (Cochrane et al. 1996; Tickell and Peck 1996) 
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any narrative of local politics, and hence the questions of central-local state relations and of 

`the new local governance' will be returned to in chapter nine. 

The Chaotic State 

The 'new local governance' system, composed of a loose collection of very 

different organisations, which rarely could be described as acting as a coherent whole, 

emphasises how the state in its widest sense is not a monolith, but is rather a web of 

institutions varying in their scale, composition, powers, spatiality, status and degrees of 

integration, inherent to which is a tension between the autonomy of each of the parts, and 

their dependency on the state's locus of sovereignty. Kirby (1993) labels this 'the chaotic 

state', "a complicated political, legal, and administrative jigsaw puzzle that contains a vast 

number of pieces" (p xiv). The term is double-edged, referring both to the state's function 

of imposing some degree of uniformity on the 'chaotic' multitude of local practices within a 
'nation-state', and to the 'chaotic' nature of the state, with its internal disparities, tensions 

and numerous loci of power. 

Yet if the state is deconstructed to a 'state of chaos', how can we account for its 

immense power? Firstly, states historically established themselves through the 

monopolisation of violence, and the use of violence in repressing opposition - what Mann 

(1984) calls despotic power (see also Deleuze and Guattari 1988; Foucault 1980; Giddens 

1985). Despotic power was assisted by, and in many states has been supplanted by, 

infrastructural power (Mann 1984), the capacity of the state to actually govern, achieved 

through the creation of a bureaucracy which segments and orders the population, to assist 

administration and to discourage resistance, but which also leads to civil society becoming 

dependent on the functioning of the state (e. g. in health provision and education). Thirdly, 

the state is also dependent on discursive power, producing and reproducing discourses of 

power which hold that the state is a single entity, that the state is the best instrument for 

governance (challenged by the New Right), and which equals the state with the nation. The 

state has hegemonic power in that its laws are accepted by its citizens because they 

perceive the state to have legitimacy; legitimacy achieved in liberal democracies primarily 

through the discourse of democracy which constructs the state as responsive to public 

opinion. 
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The position of the local state here is interesting. From the perspective of the 

chaotic state, the local state cannot be considered as a single entity, whilst the boundary of 

the local and central states is ambiguous, the two being connected by a diversity of 

networks and there being numerous institutions which transgress this duality. " 

Furthermore, the relation between the local state and the central state is the most significant 

tension within the state system, balancing necessary local autonomy with the power of the 

centre to re-order the local state. Thus whilst Kirby argues that the local state is not a social 

construction but a juridical entity, the scale, shape and scope for intervention and initiative 

of the local state is subject to discursive contestation which may at certain points be tested 

by judicial or political decree. Hence, "the local state is defined by political struggles over 

issues of immediate and common concern. " (Kirby 1993: 91). 

However, the local state is not only defined in relation to discourses of the state, but 

also in relation to discourses of locality. Unlike the 'local state', locality can be seen as a 

social construction, created by social, economic and political interactions and the imagined 

spatial identities of residents (Kirby 1993; Massey 1991). This enables an escape from the 

intransigent debate over the relevance of functionally-defined localities in a global 

economy (Cooke 1989; Duncan 1989; Environment and Planning A 1991). The local 

state's role in this process is four-fold. Firstly, the territorial definition of a local authority is 

employed as a general unit of spatial categorisation and hence has the potential to become a 

commonly-identified locality. Secondly, the local state's role in place-marketing contributes 

to the production and reproduction of localist discourses (Boyle and Hughes 1995). 

Thirdly, the local state can also influence the character of a locality through its regulation 

of localised interaction of global social and economic processes (e. g. through planning 

policies and economic development initiatives - see Charlesworth and Cochrane 1994). 

13 Such as the regional state which occupies an ambiguous position of sub-national government. It is 
characterised by institutions which are organised at a scale which is larger than a 'locality' but represents a 
division of the nation; which often have greater central state intervention than local state institutions; and 
which, in Britain at least, are seen as being less publically accountable than most local or central state 
institutions, given the absence in Britain of any form of directly elected assembly at regional level. These 
would include regional health authorities, regional enterprise units, regional arts boards, the (central) 
Government offices for the regions, the regional offices of central state departments, regional planning 
conferences, and - before privatisation - the regional electricity and water authorities, amongst others 
(Gray 1994). Collinge and Marsh (1995) argue both that the regional state plays a key role in the division 
of labour and accountability in the state in accordance with territorially-organised class or consumption 
interests (see also Duncan and Goodwin 1988; Harvey 1985; Saunders 1985), and that is has been a key 
element in the Thatcherite restructuring of the state during the 1980s and 1990s with the creation of 
regional state institutions such as the Government Offices for the Regions (created in 1993) giving the 
impression of decentralisation whilst in fact allowing a greater degree of central control over sub-national 
government (see also Mawson et al. 1995) 

65 



Fourthly, the local state itself draws on discourses of locality; strong localism creating a 

space for resistance against other parts of the state. 

This is reflected in the attention paid to community identity in the Local 

Government Review (Chisholm 1994) and the manipulation of discourses of locality in 

submissions to the Review by councils (see chapter 8); in the importance of the discursive 

construction of territory to non-elected local government such as Training and Enterprise 

Councils (which are responsible for defining their own spatial limits) (Jones 1995); and 

also in the extent to which central government has realised the potential for local-based 

resistance and consequently has restructured the spatiality of local states, through the 

abolition of the metropolitan counties and the Greater London Council (Smith 1990) and 

the re-organisation of health authorities creating territories non-congruent with local 

authority areas (Goodwin 1992). 

In rural areas discourses of locality are inter-connected with discourses of rurality. 
The existence of a distinctively rural local state was questioned by Cloke and Little (1990) 

from a political economy perspective. They concluded that whilst the rural environment 
impacts on the social, economic and political relations that produce locality, it does not 
have a causal role and therefore a `rural state' does not exist in conventional terms. 
However, if rurality is treated as a social construct, then we can envisage how the local 

state contributes to constructing rurality, and how 'rurality' is projected on to the local state. 
Hence, we might be able to identify a 'rural local state', distinguished by its actions and 

organisation. For example, the traditional conservatism of rural areas means that rural local 

states have historically intervened less in civil society than their urban counterparts; the 

importance of contesting constructs of rurality to local politics is reflected in policy 

objectives which support particular constructs; whilst the control of discourses involves 

different agencies such as conservation and agricultural groups (e. g. the Council for the 

Protection of Rural England and the National Farmers Union) in contrast to the influence 

of business groups in the 'new urban governance'. 

The role of the local state in the social construction of locality and rurality returns 

to a final point about the historical context of the state. Kirby (1993) notes that Hegel 

considered local governments to be expressions of civil society, not part of the state. In 

subsequent centuries, local governance has been absorbed into the state system, yet with 
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the return of some powers to extra-state bodies (in the voluntary and private sector), and 

with the increasing concern of local politics with issues of civil identity and behaviour, 

perhaps the position of local governance relative to the state should be re-considered. For 

whilst the state is still evidently the major partner in local governance, it is not the only 

agent of governance; and whilst the state is embroiled in local political action, it is quite 

frequently just one arena of conflict for a campaign being fought over wider terrain (see 

chapter 8). As such Kirby argues that residents participate in local state politics both as 

citizens (of the state) and as unencumbered individuals (in civil society), leading to an 

interpretation of the local state "as being both within and beyond the state. " (1993: 103). 

Beyond and Behind The State 

Through deconstruction and de-reification, the monolithic state is reduced to the 

chaotic state, which cannot be attributed with causation as a single entity. Furthermore, 

conflict within the state arises partly because different parts of the state are being directed 

by different social, economic and political fractions. At the same time, the state is not an 

empty, powerless tool - social and political fractions compete to direct sections of the state 

because the state is attributed with certain powers through popular discourses: for example, 

the power to use coercion in the 'maintenance' of 'law and order'. This reflects an 

associative concept of power (see chapter 3), such that power is only achieved through the 

successful mobilisation of a network involving both state apparatuses and social groups 

outside the state. The enrolment of a state apparatus into a network depends on the action 

of those individuals who occupy offices in that institution, either as elected or appointed 

members or as personnel. Thus there is a space beyond and behind the state, in which those 

individuals who have decision-making power within the state might organise themselves, 

and might be influenced by others. 

Theories of the distribution of power in local government roughly take one of two 

positions: either that there is an open competition of opinions in a power structure that is 

responsive and accountable to the local population; or that power is concentrated with a 

small group of some kind. In the former, pluralist, stance the local state is seen as an 

independent and neutral body whose policies are determined by the local population 

through democratic elections and public participation. All groups have an equal 

opportunity to present their case as effectively as possible, though power is seen as being 

dispersed and fragmented with groups which are influential in one section of the local state 

67 



not necessarily being influential elsewhere (Dahl 1961; Polsby 1963). Pluralism does not 

suggest direct democracy, but rather the representation of public opinion is mediated 

through groups, not only political parties but also residents associations, pressure groups, 

professional bodies and single-issue campaigns among others, who may be formally 

consulted or may seek to influence local decision-making through campaigns (Stoker 

1991). '4 

Pluralist approaches, however, are overly normative. Whilst pluralist democracy 

may represent the best way of distributing power in the local state, empirical studies do not 

confirm it as the practice. The ideal of public participation is compromised by high levels 

of apathy and non-voting in local elections; there are large sections of the local state that 

are not democratic, and might even be impenetrable by pressure groups; interest groups do 

not have an equal opportunity to present their case, but compete from uneven resource 
bases; and amongst successful interest groups at least, many of the key activists will also be 

members of other groups, parties, councils and committees, will come from a similar social 
background, and will frequently be part of the same social networks (Dearlove 1973; 

Dunleavy 1980; Gray 1994; MacPherson 1977; Stoker 1991). 

Evidence would therefore seem to point the second position, that local government 

remains broadly elitist. A number of approaches acknowledge the concentration of power 

with a relatively small group of actors, including the policy community approach briefly 

discussed in chapter 2. Similarly, the managerialist approach argues that the paid officers 

of local government act as `gatekeepers' who are able to use their technical knowledge, 

experience and permanent position to manipulate policy-making processes (Pahl 1975; Rex 

and Moore 1967). However, both managerialism and the policy community approach focus 

on influence within tightly constrained contexts -a single council or a single policy area - 
and hence give little in the way of an impression of the wider local power structure. In 

rejecting these approaches we are therefore led to a `purer" elitist position: that actors from 

all sections of the local governance system, including councillors, committee members and 

senior personnel, plus leading figures from civil society, can be considered as part of an 

elite, or elites, which have some form of exclusive membership and some form of internal 

organisation which may effect policy-making, and which therefore represent the 

concentration of power in the local state with a privileged minority. 

14 Newton (1976) identified over 4,000 interest groups formally involved with local government in 
Birmingham. 
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However, the elitist approach has been subjected to criticism on both 

methodological and theoretical grounds. In the context of the local state it has been argued 

that there is little empirical evidence of a either a cohesion of policy, which elitism is 

alleged to imply, or of elites which consciously act as such. Overall it is argued that elitism 

understates the complexity of local governance, which militates against any oligarchial 

tendencies (Gray 1994; Stoker 1991). Elite theory has been overshadowed in local politics 

by pluralism, and in wider political theory by class theory. The use of elite theory is 

therefore highly problematic because of the baggage it has accumulated. However, it can be 

argued that none of the criticisms represent a weakness in the fundamental concept of elite 

theory, and that a workable elite perspective can be extracted which would contribute to 

understanding the power structure of the rural local state. In order to do this, it is first 

necessary to critically revisit past accounts of elite theory. 

Elite Theory 

Elite theory has experienced three phases of development: its genesis in the 

classical elitism of Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca and Roberto Michels; its introduction 

into American sociology after the Second World War; and recent attempts to revive elite 

theory with a democratic emphasis (see Bottomore 1993; Etzioni-Halevy 1993; Parry 

1969). The contribution of each of these three phases will be briefly discussed before a 

general critique is offered and a synthesis with other ideas suggested. 

During its formulation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, classical 

elite theory developed around five principles. Firstly, it argued that society could be 

divided between an `elite' and a non-elite. ts Secondly, it was argued that the elite were 

distinguished from the non-elite - in any given area of society - by their superior ability. 

Thirdly, Pareto employed the term `elite' in a more specific context to describe that group 

involved in the specific task of government. Pareto recognised that those in the governing 

elite were not necessarily the most capable in a society, but argued that the elite would 

absorb the most able members of the non-elite - what he called 'the circulation of elites' 

(Pareto 1967: 270-2). This is the fourth principle, that when an elite becomes closed to new 

membership, political instability follows and a revolution results, replacing the old elite 

Pareto used the term 'elite', whilst Mosca wrote of the 'ruling class'. 'Elite' was already in common usage 
prior to Pareto, as an adjective describing superior social groups. The word derives from the French elire, 
and etymologically means 'the elect' (Girvetz 1967). 

69 



with a new elite. Thus Pareto constructed a historical model of fundamental inequality 

modified by sporadic violent change. Fifthly, Mosca and Michels expanded Pareto's thesis 

by theorising elite control over the masses through a focus on organisation. 16 Mosca (1939) 

argued that elite control depended on the elite minority being able to organise as a cohesive 
force against the unorganised majority; whilst Michels formulated the 'iron law of 

oligarchy', that "it is organization which gives birth to the domination of the elected over 

the electors, of the mandataries over the mandators, of the delegates over the delegators. 

Who says organization, says oligarchy. " (Michels 1962: 365). 

However, the classical elite theories were unable to present a coherent theory for 

wider dissemination, disagreeing over terminology and details. Furthemore, elitism became 

associated with totalitarianism, with Pareto and Mosca initially flirting with fascism (Aron 

1965). Thus as Etzioni-Halevy notes, classical elite theory became discredited and 

overshadowed by Marxist class theory. Nevertheless some of the ideas of elite theory were 

adopted by American sociologists during and after the Second World War, notably by 

James Burnham and C. Wright Mills. In its translation, elite theory was stripped of Pareto's 

and Mosca's anti-democratic instinct and reformulated to question the role of elites in a 
liberal democracy. Burnham (1943) suggested that competition between elites was vital to 

protect liberty; whilst Mills (1956) argued that all major issues were decided by an elite 

and labelled the idea of participatory democracy a `fairytale'. Burnham and Mills defined 

elites functionally, as those people holding particular offices, thus abandoning the emphasis 

on ability (see also Lasswell and Kaplan 1950); and argued that the elite was not 
homogeneous, but rather stressed the separation between political, military, economic and 
judicial elites. 

The role of elites in democratic societies was also considered in the 'democratic 

elite theory' developed by Aron (1968), Mannheim (1956) and Schumpter (1962). This 

argued that the distinctive feature of democracy is that elites are able to form freely and 

compete for positions of power, with the public regulating that competition through 

participation in elections (see also Bottomore 1993; Parry 1969). Thus democratic elite 
theory develops the Paretan idea of `circulation of elites' with two important qualifications. 
Firstly, the elite is more open than Pareto envisaged; and secondly, the elite is no longer 

seen as a homogeneous block. Indeed, democratic elite theory argues that the existence of 

16 Mosca's work was not a direct expansion of Pareto's. The two men worked independently and there was 
considerable debate over who produced the first 'scientific' theory of elite domination (Albertoni 1987). 
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competing elites mitigates against the development of totalitarianism. However, democratic 

elite theory has been criticised for emphasising elites at the expense of the public, and for 

being over-concerned with democracy and civil rights at the expense of economic equality 

(see Etzioni-Halevy 1993). Recognising these criticisms, Etzioni-Halevy presents a `demo- 

elite perspective', picking up where "previous elite theory has left off' (1993: 93). Most 

significantly, Etzioni-Halevy re-defines elites as "those people who have an inordinate 

share of power, on the basis of their active control of resources. " (ibid: 94), where 

`resources' include any scarce commodity, including organisational-administrative 

resources, symbolic resources such as knowledge, material-economic resources, charisma, 

time, motivation and energy. Hence Etzioni-Halevy shifts from the position of previous 

democratic elite theorists, who defined elites in terms of offices held, to a position where 

elites are defined in terms of their structural power. This enables the leaders of opposition 

groups to be defined as an elite, as well as those who defend the status quo. 

Elite Networks and Post-structuralist Power 

The tradition of elite theories hence establishes the principle that elite status derives 

from control of resources; however, as Hoggart (1991) has argued, elites should not be 

defined "by position holding or success in attaining societal benefits, since the former does 

not focus on effects and the latter includes lottery winners" (p 194). Furthermore, from 

Pareto to Etzioni-Halevy all elite theories assume a vertical model of society, with the elite 

at the top, the masses at the base, and an amorphous sub-elite in the middle. Such a model 

both reproduces the notion of the elite as being 'superior', and says little about the links 

between the elite and non-elite. Indeed, it is much more constructive to follow Simmel's 

(1955) vision of society as a "web of social relations", and identify the position of the 

'powerful' in the societal network. Due to an elite's use of patronage to reproduce itself, 

elites emerge as 'clusters' within the network. In this representation both the internal 

structure of the elite, and the differential nature of the elite's connections with the non-elite 

are revealed. These relations have been studied by a number of social network analysts 

notably Laumann and Pappi (1976) and Knoke (1990); with Knoke developing the notion 

of an 'elite network', that is an elite described in terms of the social or professional relations 

between its members. 

However, the work on elite networks by social network analysts has been conducted 
from a rigidly quantitative, structuralist perspective and thus has tended to make the size 
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and shape of networks overly deterministic whilst underestimating the fluidity of the social 

system. This raises the question of power. Is the concept of elite networks simply linking 

individuals with resource-derived Weberian power, or is it suggesting that there is power 
inherent in the relations themselves? Certainly, the attention given to the flow of patronage 

and influence along relations demonstrates that power can be transmitted by elite members 

through social networks. Gaining power is a matter of who you know as much as what you 

possess. 

Yet even this approach does not fully explain the power of the elite. In a supposedly 

pluralist democracy, there has to be some reason why the concentration of power by an 

elite network is tolerated (and even supported) by the wider population. What we need is to 

modify Michel's 'Iron Law of Oligarchy' such that elites are capable of organising not just 

resources and administrative structures to their advantage, but also are able to control the 

production and reproduction of discourses of power. By discourses of power, I am referring 
to the popularly-diffused beliefs and prejudices which establish the qualities expected of 
leaders, which present the elite as being worthy of power, and which define what power or 
influence an elite may reasonably be expected to have. In other words, discourses of power 

create the circumstances in which a non-elite attributes power to an elite thus making them 

powerful (following Foucault 1980). Control of discourses of power by the elite is vital 
because the elite itself is discursively created. We can therefore identify three elements in 

the definition of an elite: 

i) An elite has privileged access to, or control over particular resources 

ii) Members of an elite are linked by a network of social or professional relations 

which may be used for recruitment, or the transmission of influence or patronage. 

iii) Elites are socially and discursively constructed as an 'elite' either by themselves 

or by others. 

Conventional elite theory as outlined above, has concentrated on the first of these three 

elements. In the remainder of this chapter the importance of the last two elements will be 
discussed. 
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Elite Networks and Local Politics 

In this section I want to connect the discussion of elite theory above with local 

politics and governance. In particular I want to use illustrations from existing literature to 

argue that elites can be identified in local governance, in the form of exclusive social or 

professional networks which are used for recruitment into political activity, patronage or 

the transmission of influence. Indeed, the elite described by Hunter (1953) in Atlanta, is 

effectively an elite network of individuals who belonged to the same clubs, associations or 

churches. Ehrenhalt (1992) describes a similar picture for other towns in mid twentieth 

century America, '7 but argues that such informal power structures have been supplanted by 

the rise of the professional politician. However, Hunter (1980) in his second study of 

Atlanta finds that the power structure has indeed changed, but that informal networks and 

meetings still play a major role in policy-making. In Britain, Stacey (1960) detailed the 

overlapping membership of political parties, churches and social organisations in Banbury; 

whilst Cochrane et al. (1995) have observed how an `elite network' of business leaders and 

politicians dominated the quasi-governmental committer associated with Manchester's 

Olympic bid. 

From a different perspective, the role of social networks in the political process has 

been studied using social network analysis (see Scott 1991). Starting from a structuralist 

model of society as a complex web of social relations, social network analysts examined 

the role of social networks in forming political opinions; and developed a focus on 

`political networks', defining elites as a form of social network (Knoke 1990). Most 

notably, Laumann and Pappi (1976) tried to model the power structure of a German city 

using quantitative methods and a structuralist framework to attempt to rank the most 

influential actors in the city and to investigate their social interactions, processes of 

opinion-forming and policy-making, and `interface' with the community (see also Gould 

1989; Knoke 1990,1993). The social network analysis approach, however, can be 

criticised on a number of grounds. It tends to over-categorise individuals and 

organisations, polarising sections of the elite, and understating the complexity of political 

positions. It tends also to stress things that are not necessarily important to the political 

process - the shape of networks, and the form of an actors relations with other actors, 

understating the role of human agency to disrupt such structures, whilst the emphasis on 

" Ehrenhalt describes, for example, how in Concord, California, elite interaction was mediated through the 
Chamber of Commerce, and in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, through the Rotary Club and an informal 
conversational circle of businesspeople. 
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the role of networks in opinion-forming disregards the importance of discursive power. 

Above all, the approach understates the fluidity of the societal network. Far from being a 

stable structure that can be modelled, it is constantly changing through births and death, 

and as new social relations are made and old ones broken. The distribution of power in the 

network is also liable to change for reasons beyond the network's control, especially when 

moderated by an electorate, and perhaps resembles more Deleuze and Guattari's (1988) 

vision of the rhizome, or Foucault's nodes and channels of power (Philo 1992), than a rigid 

structuralist formulation. 

Consequently, although I wish to retain the term 'elite network', I wish to adopt a 

more flexible, qualitative approach to analysis. I define an elite network as a cluster within 

the societal network, of individuals who have some form of political power or influence. 

The boundary of the elite network is ambiguous, the elite's size and influence waxing and 

waning over time, and the non-elite is not seen as a homogenous mass, but it is recognised 

that certain members of the non-elite have much closer relations with the elite than others. 

The focus of my analysis is concerned not with the shape of the network, but rather with 

the ways in which the network is used for recruitment of political actors, patronage and 

conveying influence. 

For example, social contacts and family connections are the most important factors 

in recruiting members of the Conservative Party, accounting for nearly half of party 

members (Whiteley et al. 1994); whilst candidates to local councils are frequently 

approached and asked to stand by friends or acquaintances, rather than standing on their 

own initiative (Barron et al., 1987,1991). The scope for elite patronage, meanwhile, has 

been expanded by the growth of non-elected local government, with the practice of making 

appointments from the chair's social network observed with regard to regional health 

authorities (Stewart 1995), housing association boards (Kearns 1992), and NHS Trust 

boards (E. Peck 1993). Furthermore, Fischer et al. (1977) describe how mutual friends 

were used to help resolve a fiscal crisis in New York; whilst Temple (1993) describes how 

a long-standing professional relation eased the creation of a joint Alliance-Labour 

administration on Devon County Council in 1985.18 Equally important is to recognise how 

the use of social networks is exclusionary, allowing certain members of the non-elite to 

have greater influence on the elite than others, as'Newby et al. (1978) observed, 

18 In the case discussed by Temple, both the Alliance and Labour group leaders taught at Exeter University 
School of Education. 

74 



"given that the members of the rural working class are rarely to be found 

playing golf, shooting pheasants, or drinking gin and tonics with those in 

positions of power and eminence, the quality and quantity of their contacts 
with leading council members may be expected to be highly restricted. " 

(p 269) 

It is therefore clear that the process of policy-making in the local state cannot be 

understood without considering the use of social and professional networks. 

The use of social and professional networks for recruitment, patronage and 

exercising influence not only means that certain social groups are disproportionately 

represented in local governance, but also that there is a geographical inequality. The 

spatiality of elite networks can be approached in two ways. Firstly, elite networks can be 

plotted to show where elite members live. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, the homes of elites do 

tend to be clustered, especially in wealthier, middle class areas, reflecting socio-economic 

resource biases (see Ehrenhalt (1992) on Concord; Hunter (1953) on Atlanta; Paddison 

(1983) on Glasgow; also Higley 1995). The identification of certain streets or 

neighbourhoods with the elite becomes "a symbol of the close-knit political system under 

which people not only made decisions together but socialized and chose to build houses 

next door to each other. " (Ehrenhalt 1992: 52). Moreover, the spatial extent of the elite 

may be larger than the territory of the local state concerned, embracing individuals who do 

not live in the locality where they have political influence. 19 Such spatial inequalities may 

be significant given the degree to which local politics revolves around issues which involve 

balancing the local interests of specific neighbourhoods (such as where to locate public 

facilities or the impact of building a new road). 

Secondly, the spatiality of elite networks can be investigated through identifying the 

places in which social networks are created and realised - that is the meeting places of the 

elite. Ehrenhalt (1992) describes a picture of small-town American politics where, "a small 

and close-knit elite... made most of the important community decisions in private, 

frequently over coffee or lunch in a local coffee shop or restaurant. " (p xix). In Sioux Falls, 

South Dakota, the elite breakfasted together in Kirk's Restaurant; whilst in Utica, New 

York, the local Democratic party boss held court at Marino's Restaurant (ibid. ). Similarly, 

19 For example, Jamie Peck (1993) observed how many of the key actors in the business/political elite 
instrumental in Manchester's regeneration live outside the city in Cheshire or Lancashire; whilst Dahl's 
(1961) study of New Haven was criticised for failing to acknowledge this factor. 
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Hunter (1953) observed that "in locating these men of power in a community one finds 

them, when not at home or work, dividing their time between their clubs, the hotel 

luncheon and committee rooms, and other public and semi-public meeting places. " (p 10). 

What is significant about this geography is how access to these 'back-regions' of the 

political process is restricted. Membership of an elite network is not open to anyone, and is 

not necessarily enabled by merit or office-holding. It may be equally important to 

participate in the right social spaces, and getting into those social spaces may require 

meeting other criteria. Such spaces may be physical locations or ephemeral meetings - 

access to the majority of which are essentially restricted (e. g. a private party, an office, a 

club meeting). Qualifying to access the right office, or social club, or church, through 

occupation, interest or religion, may place an individual in that part of the non-elite with 

direct contacts with elite members; but entry into the elite itself, and into the more 

informal, amorphous spaces of elite power (parties, lunches, quiet drinks) requires 

matching cultural norms and expectations. 

If we are to state that elites use their social and professional networks to consolidate 

their power, then we are saying that influence is exercised, patronage is bestowed and 

individuals are recruited to positions of power through interactions conducted in these 

restricted meeting places. The meeting places of the elite network therefore form an 'elite 

space' to which access is restricted and which acts as a 'backstage' for elite activity away 

from the public glare and public accountability, and in which the discourses peddled to the 

public may be contradicted. This construction deliberately echoes Erving Goffman's model 

of front and back regions, whereby there is a 'front region' in which a controlled 

performance is given and a 'back-region' in which suppressed facts may appear: 

"A back region or backstage may be defined as a place, relative to a given 
performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is 
knowingly contradicted as a matter of course. " 

(Goffman 1971: 114) 

The importance of back-regions to local political elites has been recognised by 
Albert Hunter: 

"Although the public frontstage may reflect the power of local elites, it is in 
the backstages where the power itself is most often wielded. The backstages 
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of elites are carefully guarded from public view, and they have the power to 
protect them. " 

(Hunter 1995: 154) 

This becomes particularly significant when we consider the current trend in Britain towards 

'opening up' local government, allowing the public to attend council meetings, instituting 

public question times, the presentation of petitions, and the use of consultation meetings 

and local referenda, all of which create a front-region impression of public participation in 

the political process. However, I would argue that the extent of this participation is 

inevitably compromised because most important decisions continue to be taken informally 

in the elite's back-region. 

The social networks of political actors, and the places in which they are produced 

and reproduced, are therefore significant both in the definition of elites and in 

understanding the local decision-making process. However, elite networks alone do not 

explain the concentration of power and influence, nor how such potential undemocratic 

practices are tolerated by the public. Hence, it can be argued that the operation of elite 

networks must be supported by the production, circulation and acceptance of popular 
discourses. 

Discourses of Power 

The resource-base of elites assists in explaining why elite members are more able to 

participate in the political process than other citizens; the use of elite networks illuminates 

the process of distributing influential offices and the mechanisms of decision making; but 

neither can explain why the concentration of power with an elite is accepted within a 

democratic state. This requires the third element of elite definition - discursive power. 

I am here following Foucault's assertion that power must be supported by the 

production and circulation of a discourse - an ensemble of social practices through which 

meaning is made of the world (Gregory 1994). In this conceptualisation, discourse is seen 

as embedded in the conduct of day-to-day life; but also as reproduced through texts - not 

only written texts, but also verbal, visual and material texts (Barnes and Duncan 1992; 

Fairclough 1995; Yanow 1995). Thus a 'discourse of power' is an ensemble of social 

practices, folk knowledges and texts which promotes a particular set of popular perceptions 

and prejudices, creating the circumstances in which an entity, organisation, person or elite 
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is attributed with power, thus making it powerful. The role of discourses of power in 

supporting the power of the state as a whole has already been commented upon, what I am 

suggesting here is that elites too require the circulation of discourses which present them as 
'natural' leaders of the societies they influence. Historically, such discourses include the 

notion of `the divine right of kings' and the aristocratic discourse of a `natural order' (see 

chapter 7). In contemporary society, the influence of business leaders in the new local 

governance is justified by an 'enterprise discourse' which contends that commercial 
knowledge will rectify the inadequacies of the state (Jones 1995). Similarly a pro-business 
discourse led to considerable overlap between business and political elites in many small 

towns during much of the twentieth century. 

Elites are hence discursively constructed. What makes a loose collection of 
influential individuals into an elite is that they are widely considered to from one, a popular 
discourse which in turn strengthens the power of the alleged elite. Elites may discursively 

construct themselves as such, or they may be constructed as elites by others. Thus, for 

example, Cochrane et al. (1995) quote observations of the `Manchester Mafia' or `the 

Establishment', an identity not constructed by the city's business leaders - to whom they 

refer - themselves. Similarly, Paxman (1991) questions the meaning of the term `the 

Establishment', concluding that it has "potency because of its vagueness.... The vision 
keeps regenerating itself by adjusting to new orthodoxies and extending its embrace to 

those who might threaten it. " (p 3), and tellingly observing that "virtually no-one admits to 

membership of the thing. " (ibid. ) 

The discourses of power which involve the discursive construction of elites must be 

circulated through local society if they are to contribute to shaping the local power 

structure. Recalling Law's observation that "left to their own devices human actions and 

words do not spread very far at all" (1994: 24), it can be argued that for discourses of 

power to establish durable power structures, they must be reproduced through material 

means. This might be achieved through books, documents, election leaflets, the local media 

and so on, using both textual and visual representations (Fyfe and Law 1988). Discourses 

of power are also conveyed through landscapes of power, including both the reordering of 
the landscape and construction of monuments (Short 1991; Yanow 1995; Zukin 1988), and 

a de facto 'marking of ownership', through for example the use of family crests on public 
buildings; and through public drama and ceremony which re-iterate the elite's values. 
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Culture, Politics and the Transpolitical. 

Through discussing the discursive construction of elites, I have shifted from the 

position traditionally adopted by research on local politics, which concentrates on social 

and economic factors, to one which highlights the importance of cultural practices to local 

power structures. This reflects a more general interest which has emerged in geography in 

recent years in investigating the intersection of 'the political', 'the cultural' and 'the spatial'. 

As MacPhail and Painter (1993) observe, political geographers have conventionally tended 

to neglect cultural and discursive issues, whilst Duncan (1995) argues that cultural 

geographers have traditionally depoliticised their research. However, the more recent 

politicisation of social and cultural geography has not been reciprocated by a cultural turn 

within political geography. Consequently, political geography has failed to engage with the 

potential for exploring the political implications of the 'new cultural geography's' concern 

with the textual and the discursive (MacPhail and Painter 1993). 

If, however, politics is understood in its broadest sense, embracing everything from 

the feminist slogan that 'the personal is political' to geopolitics, then MacPhail and Painter 

argue that there is scope for a cultural geography of the political. In this approach the 

cultural is seen as 'the mobilisation of meaning' such that all political actions and 
institutions are cultural phenomena. The 'polity' in particular is viewed as providing a link 

between the discursive and the material -a formulation that complements the three 

elements of elite construction discussed above. In this way a renewed investigation into the 

contribution of the polity to discursive practice could reverse the process by which the 

politics within cultural phenomena are reduced to aesthetics, such that the political itself is 

mysticised (Duncan 1995). Equally, political geographers must understand how the form 

and practice of the polity reflects its relation to the discursive as much as to the material. 20 

What is being proposed therefore is more than just an interest in political cultures or 

cultural politics, but a more general interest in the intersection of the political and the 

cultural, where the whole range of social and individual practices are seen as political, and 

where all politics is seen as cultural. This suggests a vision of the 'transpolitical', where 

20 The intersection of the cultural with the political has begun to be explored in a number of directions, 
including the political and socio-cultural aspects of citizenship (Painter and Philo 1995); the political 
symbolism of landscapes (Duncan 1995; Zukin 1988); the identity politics associated with new cultural 
movements (Duncan 1995; Jacobs 1995; Painter 1995); the (hidden) politics of cultural events (Matless 
1994; S. Smith 1993); and the use of cultural media and discourses to support political programmes (Hall 
1995). 
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politics spills over into areas not conventionally seen as political, whilst the old political 

certainties are deconstructed (Clarke and Doel 1994; Philo 1994). To speak of politics in 

the late twentieth century is to speak of the state; yet to speak of the state is the speak of an 

amorphous collection of institutions and quasi-official organisations, with power and 

influence dispersed between numerous elites competing over a terrain that is both cultural 

and political. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter I have attempted to establish the conceptual terrain for my thesis. 

The state has been introduced as the major agency of power in contemporary society, 

however, as research on the new local governance, and a re-reading of theories of the state, 

make clear, the state can no longer be approached as a monolithic entity. Rather it must be 

viewed as a loose collection of organisations with numerous loci of power, which has 

delegated some of its authority to quasi-official bodies producing a system of governance 

which extends beyond the commonly accepted boundaries of the state. Whilst an 

investigation of local power structures must acknowledge the power of the local state, it 

cannot be comprehensive without also addressing the influence of actors behind and 
beyond the state. It has been argued that elitist approaches provide the best means of 

uncovering this wider power structure, but acknowledged that elite theory is problematic in 

its conventional form and must be modified. This has been attempted through stressing that 

elites are defined not only terms of resource-control, but also as social networks, and 

through discursive construction. Such a formulation leads to the conclusion that local 

politics must not only be studied with relevance to the material, but also to the cultural. 

In answering the question of who has power or influence in the rural local state, I 

have consequently adopted two foci. The first considers the role of elite networks - how 

they are created, used, described and have changed historically; the role of political parties 

and organisations; and the places in which they are created and operate (see chapter 6). The 

second looks at discourses of power, and at related discourses of politics and leadership 

and discourses of locality and rurality; investigating how political actors have thought 

about local politics, government, power, rurality and place, and how this has effected the 

local political process (see chapter 7). 
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5: METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES IN 

RESEARCHING ELITES 

M. I'vegot a couple more things to ask you, and the first one is 
actually about...... Flow important do you think it is that people 
have.... the idea.... I'm trying to tkinkhow to phrase this.... 

I: Would you Cike a banana? 
M. - fir... t1iankyou very much.... 
I: ? hey're a bit over-ripe. 
M. - 5ankyou.... 

Interview Transcript 

Introduction 

The previous three chapters have introduced the conceptual background to my 

research. Before the narrative of the empirical study is presented I want in this chapter to 

introduce the methodology employed in the empirical research. A significant literature has 

developed in recent years around the issues involved in researching elites. This literature 

and the questions it poses are discussed below before the location of my empirical study is 

introduced and the methodological techniques employed are outlined and discussed. The 

final part of the chapter considers the representational and ethical problems inherent in 

interpreting data and constructing an academic narrative. 

Researching Elites 

Methodological issues in researching elites have received renewed interest in recent 

years, accompanying a more general revival of interest in studying elite groups in 

geography and sociology. Both Hertz and Imber (1995) and Moyser and Wagstaffe (1987), 

in introductions to the two most notable books on subject, comment on the relative paucity 

of work on elites compared to studies of less-privileged groups, with Moyser and 

Wagstaffe observing that the problem is partly methodological in nature. As Wagstaffe and 

Moyser (1987) remark, 

"Very few, if any, of those who study elites think it easy or straightforward. 
There are numerous arguments over definition, legendary disputes about 
selection procedures and underdeveloped theories and techniques. " 

(p 183) 



Such comments, and the attention paid to methodology for studying elites more generally, 

are a recognition that "studying elites is not the same as studying mass population" 

(Moyser and Wagstaffe 1987: 22). Whilst there are many methodological problems which 

elite research shares with other research projects - particularly issues related to the practice 

of specific techniques - there are also questions of power-relations, positionality, 

sensitivity, validation, access and definition which are peculiar to researching elites. 

These issues to some extent transgress boundaries between work on various types 

of elites. Collections such as Hertz and Imber (1995) and Moyser and Wagstaffe (1987) 

tend to emphasise the commonalities between researching political, economic, social and 

professional elites, rather than the differences. The methodological issues discussed in this 

chapter, therefore, refer to questions raised across a range of research, but particular 

attention will be paid to the context of researching political elites, and to the methodology 

employed in my own empirical work on local political elites in Somerset. 

The methodologies adopted by previous work on elites have varied with the type of 

elites studied, the concept of elite employed, and the disciplinary background of the 

researcher. In political science and sociology there was a period of interest in extensive 

research on large-scale elites during the 1970s. Whilst some of this work was historical, the 

studies of contemporary elites tended to draw upon the combined use of questionnaire 

surveys and documentary sources, which were subjected to quantitative analysis (see 

Crewe 1974; Stanworth and Giddens 1974), although there was a lesser tradition, 

particularly concerned with political leadership, which was based on in-depth interviews 

(Jones and Norton 1978). On the whole this body of work in Britain did not particularly 

study local political elites (on which there had been a much stronger focus in the 1960s); 

however, there was during the 1970s and 1980s a considerable amount of research done in 

the United States and Europe on community power elites from a structuralist perspective, 

using the quantitative methods of social network analysis, as discussed in chapter 4 

(Laumann and Pappi 1978; Knoke 1990,1993). Even where studies did not explicitly use 

social network analysis, the tendency was to employ quantitative techniques in an attempt 

to model influence. (Hunter and Fritz 1986). 

In contrast, much of the work that has been done on business and professional elites 

by sociologists and geographers has employed qualitative methods, predominantly semi- 
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structured interviews and documentary analysis (see Gamson 1995; Herod 1996; 

McDowell 1996; Parry 1996; Richards 1996; Thomas 1995; Useem 1995). A minority of 

projects, particularly those conducted by social anthropologists, have attempted to use 

ethnographic techniques including both participant and non-participant observation, with 

varying degrees of success, as shall be discussed below (see Becker 1995; McDowell 1996; 

Pierce 1995; Gusterson 1995; Shurmer-Smith 1996). 

The specific area of research into local politics in Britain has witnessed a number of 

phases in research foci and methodology. Rhodes (1975) was able to write of 'the lost 

world of British local politics', referring to the relatively small amount of research 

conducted in the area before that date, and noting that the majority of that research was 

focused on urban authorities in the London area and concerned with the representational 

aspect of local government. The studies listed by Rhodes are predominantly in the 

'community studies' mould, involving the intensive study of a particular locality employing 

ethnographic techniques, interviews and questionnaire surveys (e. g. Birch 1959; Clements 

1969; Lee et al 1974; Madgwick et al. 1974; Stacey 1960; Stacey et al. 1975). In 

subsequent years, researchers have in part answered Rhodes's criticisms, showing a greater 

concern for comparative studies and for the role of local government officers. Much work 

conducted on British local government during the 1980s and 1990s has also been more 

theoretical in emphasis, especially through the investigation of local state theory, regulation 

theory and regime theory; although Painter and Goodwin (1995) consider the challenges of 

developing concrete empirical research within a regulationist framework, and Ward (1995) 

poses similar questions in the context of regime theory. Such empirical studies of specific 

localities that have been conducted have mainly focused on particular policy processes 

(such as planning, see Charlesworth and Cochrane 1993; Murdoch and Marsden 1994); or 

politics of 'hung councils' (see Temple 1993); or the consequences of the restructuring of 

the local state, especially the creation of non-elected bodies and public-private partnerships 

(Holliday 1994; Peck 1995; Peck and Tickell 1995) - and have tended to be based on semi- 

structured interviews and documentary analysis (see Boyle and Hughes 1995; Jones 1995). 

There has also been a limited amount of essentially ethnographic work published which 

has drawn on the local government experience of the author (Blowers 1980; Elcock 1974). 

These various approaches were combined by Game and Leach (1995) who used four main 

methodological techniques in their study of party groups in local government: 
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(i) a focus on 'critical issues', including local government reorganisation, party 

strategies in a situation of no overall control, school closures, and service 

decentralisation. 

(ii) 'cascade interviews' conducted with key actors involved with the critical issues 

who then facilitated access to other actors in the issue network. 
(iii) participant and non-participant observation and shadowing. 

(iv) focused interviews with council leaders, chairs, chief executives and national 

party officers. 

Although the exact techniques are not copied, there are similarities between the 

methodology adopted by Game and Leach, and the methodology used in this study, as shall 

be discussed below. 

Like most of the research on British local politics, Game and Leach do not however 

explicitly frame their research in terms of elites, and therefore do not explicitly discuss any 

of the methodological issues associated with researching elites. Nonetheless, implicit in 

their work are the two major methodological issues with which writing on researching 

elites has been concerned, identifying elites and gaining access to them. 

Identifying Elites 

The question of how one identifies an elite in order to identify the subject of a 

research project is closely tied to what definition of 'elite' is adopted, as discussed in 

chapter 4, and how power is conceptualised, as discussed in chapter 3. If power is seen as 

vested in individuals, derived from the resources they control, then elites can be identified 

as those who hold certain offices, or who have certain resources. If power is seen as 

contingent upon wider relations, however, then it can only be ascribed, and elites only 

identified, through the study of specific policy processes. The 'community power debate' 

between the supporters of Hunter (1953) and those of Dahl (1961) was essentially 

methodological, between a reputational approach to identifying the powerful and a 

instrumental approach respectively. Noting the lack of consensus about identifying elites, 

Moyser and Wagstaffe (1987) observe that in selecting cases for empirical research on 

elites, "instead of precision and sophistication, there is argument and ad hoc procedure" (p 

14). Later they discuss how some elites are 'self-defining' (such as Anglican Bishops) 

whilst others are "fuzzy and not clearly delimited" (Wagstaffe, and Moyser 1987: 191). 
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Political elites tend to fall into the latter category because political power is not necessarily 

restricted to neat official categories; adding qualifiers such as 'local' further complicates the 

process. To some extent the problem is a circular one: we are required to identify 

prospective elite members before conducting the research to confirm that they are an elite. 

This issue of perspective is acknowledged by Cochrane (1996) who observes that studies of 

elites tend to prove that their elite is important, because alternative narratives are blocked 

off at the point of case selection. 

In identifying the elites which are the focus of this thesis, I have followed the three- 

faceted definition of elites outlined in chapter 4; that is, that elites are defined through their 

privileged control over or access to resources; through a close-knit social or professional 

network; and through discursive construction. Each of these elements must be approached 
by different methodologies. A resource-oriented approach involves firstly deciding what 

resources might be important in bestowing elite status. We can make assumptions based on 

previous studies which might for example suggest that capital and land are important 

resources, and thus accordingly use directories and other documentary sources to identify 

business-leaders and major landowners in the locality. We can also chose to identify what 

resources are important in particular situations through in-depth studies of 'critical issues', 

tracing the actors who had influence in those situations and the basis of their intervention 

and influence. Thirdly, we can observe that holding certain offices within the local state 
(for example as a councillor, or magistrate, or chief planning officer) bestows privileged 

access to certain resources, and therefore all people holding those offices must be 

considered as at least potential elite members. 

A network-oriented approach involves identifying the social relations which exist 
between potential elite members and modelling social networks from them. The primary 

methodology involved here is social network analysis, which at its simplest level is 

concerned with the production of sociograms depicting networks of relations between 

certain actors (Knoke 1990; Scott 1991). At a more advanced level, social network 

analysis uses quantitative techniques to produce models of networks' form, shape, size, 
directions and degrees of interaction and flows of influence. This advanced work has been 

criticised for being overly structuralist (see chapter 4) and as such is not particularly 

relevant to the 'relational method' (Knoke 1993) of identifying elites. As observed in 

chapter 3, social network analysis is concerned both with 'ego-centric networks' which 
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trace the social relations radiating out from a particular individual, and 'categorical 

networks' which show the relations between a set of actors defined by a common attribute 

(Fischer et al. 1977). Ego-centric networks could be used to identify elites, by starting with 

a 'known' elite member and asking them to list their friends and associates who they also 

consider to be part of the elite (see Bridge 1993) (this would hence be essentially 

reputational in its approach); but it is categorical networks which are perhaps more 

relevant, with elite membership being the 'common attribute' defining the set of actors. 

There are, however, a number of problems with this approach. Firstly, there is the question 

of selecting the actors between whom a network might be constructed, which involves 

denoting actors as potential elite members before investigating their social and political 

relations - hence this relational approach cannot be used in isolation to identify elites, but 

only in conjunction with other approaches. Secondly, there is the practical difficulty of 

obtaining comprehensive information about elite social relations. The potential elite 

members might be asked directly to identify their social relations themselves, but there is 

no guarantee that every one would agree to participate, or be wholly truthful, or employ the 

same definition of 'social relation' (see Frith 1954). Such information can be complemented 
by the use of public domain information on society membership etc. (from directories, 

minutes, newspaper reports) but this will be equally incomplete. Hence, the network-model 

reproduced cannot be an accurate representation of the elite network, but can be seen only 

as indicative of the network that might exist. Thirdly, there is the ethical issue of privacy - 

collecting information on individual's friendships, acquaintances, family and club 

memberships is inevitably an invasion of privacy, and such information must be carefully 

used, as shall be discussed later in this chapter. 

Finally, a discourse-oriented approach is essentially reputational, and to some 

extent represents a return to the kind of methodology adopted by Hunter (1953) albeit 

within a new theoretical framework. Thus at one level we can simply ask a sample 

population to name the actors who they consider to be 'powerful' or 'influential' locally. In 

the empirical study for this research no attempt was made to ask this question of the 

'general public', but it was included on a postal questionnaire sent to 258 potential elite 

members, the results of which are discussed in chapter 6. At a second level, we can identify 

the actors that are being constructed as being important in the reproduction of discourses 

through the popular media, by listing the names most frequently referred to in newspaper 

reports or other publications. Finally, at a third level, we can identify the discourses of 
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power that are circulating and the types of people which they are seeking to present as the 

elite. 

Thus the methodologies employed both to identify elites, and for subsequent 

research on elite structure or behaviour, are strongly influenced by the conceptual approach 

adopted. It is the lack of a clear theory of elites (or a reluctance to follow classical elite 

theory) that has resulted in the methodological problem of identifying elite, and the 

adoption of a clearer definition of an elite - as done above - helps to resolve the 

methodological problem. However, having identified an elite, a second problem is raised 

by the question of access. 

Access to Elites 

The problem of negotiating access to a research subject is not restricted to studies 

of elites. Positioning any individual or group as a focus of research involves an invasion of 

privacy and thus securing their consent in order to gain the access necessary for qualitative 

research is a delicate matter (C. Jones 1991). Equally access to documentary sources may 

involve the negotiation of access with the agencies responsible for holding that 

information, who may be concerned about the infringement of their corporate rights 

(Powell and Lovelock 1991). This applies for all groups and organisations whether 

considered to be an 'elite' or not. Indeed, it might be argued that an 'elite' which may 

consider itself powerful enough to control the invasion of the researcher may be easier to 

gain access to, than threatened minority communities (especially those whose legality 

might be ambiguous) to whom access and accumulation of knowledge might pose very real 

practical dangers (Wagstaffe and Moyser 1987). At the same time, there are particular 

issues associated with negotiating access to elites, which arise because an elite's power may 

rest upon discourses of secrecy and exclusivity and on maintaining restricted access to its 

spaces. Given that 'knowledge is power', an elite may have as much of a vested interest in 

preventing the wider dissemination of its knowledge, as a threatened community has in 

preventing the accumulation of knowledge about itself. Furthermore, elites by their 

definition have the power to prevent access, to grant partial access to permit misleading 

access. As Ostrader (1995) phrases it, studying elites is "studying up", where the researcher 
is in the rare position of being significantly less powerful than the research subject. 

87 



Despite these considerations, however, there is some disagreement amongst those 

who have studied elites as to the difficulty of access. The conventional wisdom that access 

to elites is difficult has been challenged by Ostrader who comments that "the difficulties of 

gaining access and establishing the rapport necessary to study elites have been exaggerated, 

whereas the difficulties of protecting the research and the researcher have been rarely 

discussed" (1995: 135). She argues that gaining access is not achieved in a single moment, 

but is rather an ongoing process, involving not only a well thought-out strategy but also 

"luck and a willingness to take advantage of opportunities" (ibid. ): 

"gaining access and establishing rapport has been an ongoing process over 
time, checking me out, testing me and finding I could be trusted, gradually 
letting me in to different parts of the organization. " 

(Ostrader 1995: 142) 

McDowell (1996) and Cochrane (1996) paint a less rosy picture, detailing their difficulties 

in gaining access to certain elite groups or elite spaces. Essentially their experience is the 

same as Ostrader's - that of partial access to the elite and to elite space, but whilst Ostrader 

emphases how previously closed sections become opened over time, for McDowell and for 

Cochrane, the differential access represents attempts by the elite to dictate the narrative 

constructed by the researcher whilst preventing the construction of a potentially more 
'revealing' alternative. 

The ease of access to elites is strongly influenced by four factors - the researcher's 

positionality, timing, the subject's interest in the proposed research, and the methodology 

which the researcher wishes to use. Each of these factors were significant in my own 

relative ease of access to the local political elite in Somerset. 

The question of the researcher's positionality reflects the importance of trust in the 

research relationship. A researcher will find it easier to get access to an elite if they are able 

to construct an elite status for themselves, or if they are able to use contacts which the 

potential subject regards a 'trustworthy' and is therefore willing to extend that trust to the 

researcher being introduced. Hence, McDowell (1996) records how she deliberately played 

up her affiliation to Cambridge University in order to gain access to elites in the City of 
London; whilst Hunter (1995) and Hirsch (1995) both talk about using mutual contacts to 

gain access to elites. The issue of using contacts to gain access is discussed in more detail 
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below in the context of locating empirical research, and as shall be noted I did not in my 

research use contacts, preferring in the first instance to make the approach myself as I felt 

this would give me greater freedom to establish my own agenda. The fact that I was able to 

gain relatively good access without needing to use 'gatekeepers' indicates that my status 

was not an issue for the elite I was researching - this would imply that the identity I created 

for myself in my letter of introduction (see appendix A), as a postgraduate research 

student at the University of Bristol - and indeed the confirmation of my status as conveyed 

through my use of headed letter-paper, combined with the notion of Bristol University 

being a local university' - was sufficient for me to be considered as trustworthy. 

The importance of timing is highlighted by Ward and Jones (1996) who argue 

through their concept of 'political-temporal contingency' that access is a contingently 
determined process, enabled by interaction between the researcher and potential research 

subject across time and space. The ability to access certain elites may change over time 

(and space) depending on events. Thus they describe how Jones was able to get fairly easy 

access to elites involved in Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) of a kind that would 

not have been possible a few years earlier because the publication of two critical reports 
had reduced the sensitivity of the topic, whilst the bankruptcy of the South Thames TEC in 

1995 had created a group of 'disenfranchised' people who were willing to talk. Similarly, 

there are two instances in particular where the access I gained to elite members benefited 

significantly from recent events: with the Quantock Staghounds and with members of non- 

elected local governance bodies, both of whom I had expected would be less willing to 

grant access because I expected them to be less likely to regard themselves as 'public 

figures' than elected councillors. However in practice they proved to be two of the most 

accessible groups -a position which conversation was to reveal to be the consequence of 

previous events. Thus the Quantock Staghounds had realised that they had been damaged 

by their poor public relations during challenges to field sports in the 1980s and had 

deliberately improved their public relations, appointing a spokesperson, and adopting a 

much more open stance. Likewise, many of the members of non-elected local government 

who I interviewed implied through phrases such as "we've got to be open" that they had 

been stung by the accusations of secrecy and malpractice directed at quangos and were 
determined to 'clear their name'. 

1 Two interviewees asked after Professor Haggett. 
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The experiences described by Ward and Jones (1996) also illustrate how access can 

be eased by capturing the interest of the potential subject. They state that some 

interviewees were willing to talk because they recognised their own lack of knowledge 

about other parts of the TEC network and were hoping to learn themselves from their 

participation. Establishing a mutual interest not directly connected with the research project 

can also sometimes have the same effect. Parry (1996) describes how one key informant 

was enrolled by the chance discovery that they shared a common interest in the law of the 

sea. Again, capturing the interest of potential participants was important in my empirical 

research. This took a number of forms: some participants clearly had their own pet projects 

which they saw my research as a way of broadcasting to a wider audience; others were 

genuinely interested in the changing local politics of the area and wanted to hear my 

opinions on "questions they had and observations they had made; whilst others were 

interested because of their own educational experience or that of their family - one former 

councillor sent a letter back with his questionnaire saying that he had great sympathy for 

me as his daughter had just finished her PhD. 

Finally, the intended fieldwork technique is important as it is far easier to gain 

access to practice a relative unobtrusive method such as documentary analysis or a postal 

questionnaire or an interview; than for obtrusive methods such as participant observation 

or shadowing. This is significant because it produces a major weakness in methodologies 
for researching elites. In the previous chapter I argued elite networks can be considered to 

operate in what Goffman refers to as 'front-regions' and 'back-regions', and that whilst the 

elite's front-region engages with the public political process, it is in the back-region - 'elite 

space' - that the elite network is constructed and is used to transmit patronage and 

influence. Understanding the use of elite space hence is vital to any attempt to research an 

elite power structure. The question of 'gaining access' to elites is therefore essentially a 

question of gaining access to elite spaces - which are by definition restricted spaces. 

Furthermore, elite space is differentiated; as Hunter (1995) observed, 

"in a more informal, exclusive gathering of elites I learned that even this 
seeming backstage had yet other backstages. While listening to three men in 
conversation discussing an issue, one of the three suddenly turned to another 
and said, I think we'd better talk about this later. ' The two others 
immediately turned, looked at me, and haltingly and jocularly proceeded to 
change the subject. " 

(pp 155-6) 
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Access to one part of the elite's back-region does not permit access to all parts, and 

may indeed be completely illusory - giving the impression of accessing elite space whilst 

not permitting access to a further back-region whose existence need not be realised until 

confirmed by experiences such as that of Hunter. The questions that consequently arise are 

'how do we know when we've got to the back-region? ', and 'how do we maximise our 

chances of getting there? ' - which returns the issue to methodology. The interview 

technique can be moulded to maximise the chance of witnessing the back-region - an 

interviewee is far more likely to adopt a back-region persona when interviewed at home 

than when interviewed in their office. But even here it became apparent to me from the 

change in tone of interviewees between the formal interview and the pre- and post- 

interview small talk, that they regarded giving an interview as a performance and acted 

accordingly. Conventional ethnographers would of course inform us that the only way to 

really enter the back-region is through participant observation, yet as noted above, gaining 

access to elites to practice participant observation is extremely difficult, because allowing 

participant observation means compromising the exclusivity of the elite space and risking 

the disclosure of sensitive information with which the researcher is not trusted. To fully 

participate the researcher has to fit the discursive construction of the elite, which is rarely 

the case. Gusterson (1995), McDowell (1996) and Shurmer-Smith (1996) all relate their 

frustration at being denied the access to practice their intended participant observation 

amongst the elites of nuclear scientists, City of London businesspeople and the Indian civil 

service respectively, and consequently having to adopt alternative methodological 

strategies. For these reasons participant observation was not attempted in my research, 

although front-region non-participant observation was. Thus, whilst we may hypothesise 

about the importance of an elite's back-region, our methodological capabilities tend at best 

to allow us glimpses of back-region, but never to actually enter it. 

Reading the Front-Region 

Whilst understanding the elite's back-region is crucial to studying elites, it is also 
important to research the elite's front-region. Following Goffman's original categorisation, 

the front-region is where performances are given which are routinely contradicted in the 

back-region. Hence whilst an elite network operates in the back-region, it is in the front- 

region that discourses of power are performed. The front-region might be 'dramatic' - 
meetings, civic ceremonies, public spectacle and events, and person-to-person contacts 
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such as during election campaigns; 'written' - official reports, books and local newspapers; 

or 'built' - the 'landscape of power', in Zukin's (1991) words. Each of these needs to be 

'read'. 

The 'reading' of the written front-region is the most conventional of the suggested 

strategies, involving documentary analysis as shall be discussed later in this chapter. The 

'reading' of the dramatic and built front-regions however are more innovative approaches 

and deserve further comment at this point. The 'reading' of the dramatic front-region 

essentially involves non-participant observation, as part of the public audience. Suttles 

(1990) notes that he went to "public hearings, press conferences, unveilings, ribbon 

cuttings, and topping-off ceremonies" (p 281), in his study of the politics of land 

development in Chicago. Such occasions offer the opportunity to note interactions between 

elite members, but also to observe the symbolism, language and imagery used in presenting 

the elite to the public. More exclusive events which are nevertheless open to some public 

participation - such as charity dinners - similarly present opportunities, as Hunter (1995) 

notes: 

"On these occasions, one may simultaneously be exposed to both formal and 
informal social relationships among elites. For example, more formally, one 
can note who is present/who is absent and who is sitting at the head 
table/who is not, and one can analyze the content of the printed program if 
available; more informally, one can observe the networks of interactions 
and the deference and demeanor displayed in introductions. " 

(p 160) 

My research in Somerset has focused on the first type of event rather than the second, due 

to the absence of semi-public festive occasions which presented the opportunity for 

participation - the social gatherings of the elites in question appearing to occur further back 

into the back-region. As is discussed in more detail below, I did however attend a number 

of public ceremonies, meetings and events which formed part of the elites' front-regions. 

The 'reading' of the built front-stage is perhaps the most methodologically 

innovative. Essentially it involves treating buildings as visual data to be textually analysed. 

Whilst buildings have been recognised to be media for the transmission of elite discourses 

of power (A. Hunter 1995; F. Hunter 1980; Yanow 1995; Zukin 1991), less has been 

written about how to read the way in which buildings perform this function. As Yanow 
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observes, the tradition of hermeneutics establishes that artefacts including architecture may 

be read as texts invoking the same critical processes as involved in the reading of written 

texts. She connects this approach to the literature on the narrative and rhetorical character 

and political theory and policy analysis, and that on the social meanings of built space to 

explore the policy stories that are told by community buildings in Israel. This she does 

through 'reading' the siting, scale, design, materials, and decor of buildings in comparison 

to those of neighbouring buildings and of other buildings of a similar function, reading 

these styles and features as being symbolic of wider discourses. For example, she describes 

the siting and scale of a community centre as being symbolic of power: 

"Scale and surrounding space tell of the command of resources. To take up 
space physically is also a sign of power and control: The Center stands 
alone, without challenge" 

(Yanow 1995: 411) 

This approach can be adapted to the analysis of local politics in Britain. Public 

buildings such as council offices, libraries, market halls and shopping centres - and indeed 

the whole design of town centres - can be read as 'telling' policy stories, as their 

construction has commonly been the product of political initiative and discussion. The 

siting, scale, design, materials and features of public buildings convey discourses of power 
for public consumption - supporting the power of the institutions and the elites which 

control them. The power of elites is frequently directly represented by the incorporation of 

statues, armoury and dedications into public architecture. Similarly the power of elites may 

be indicated by the scale and siting of the private buildings which host their back-regions, 

for example Masonic Halls and country mansions. 

The process of researching elites therefore raises a number of methodological issues 

from the 'reading' of the embodiment of discourses of power in the elite's front-region, 

through questions of identification, to the problem of gaining access to the elite's back- 

region. I have attempted to acknowledge and resolve these issues in the adoption of a 

methodology for the empirical research informing this thesis, as shall be discussed in the 

remainder of this chapter. Firstly, however, the context of the empirical research must be 

introduced through establishing the rationale behind the selection of the case study and an 

introduction to the fieldwork location. 
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Locating Research 

Almost by definition, studies of local politics have tended to be empirically 

grounded in a particular location. Although some work has been conducted at a more 

theoretical level, or on trends across local government within a state as a whole; the in- 

depth 'ethnographies' of local politics, in whose tradition I would wish to place this 

research, necessarily involve studying the politics of a locality - usually defined in terms of 

the politically-constructed territorial divisions of the local state. Hence, the 'case study' is a 

fundamental method for research on local political elites. As case studies can make no 

claim to be representative of a wider whole, results cannot be generalised from them (Rose 

1991). However, greater 'relevance' for a more general scale can be gained by seeking to 

study the 'mundane' rather than the 'exceptional'. As this criteria presents a multitude of 

potential locations for research on local politics, the selection of a fieldwork site is 

essentially pragmatic. 2 

On this basis both Hirsch (1995) and Hunter (1995) advocate studying one's home 

community. Their argument has several facets: that as a 'natural participant' studying one's 

own local community allows the researcher to conduct 'participant observation' in a way 

which might not be possible elsewhere; that the researcher is already familiar with the local 

culture and 'patois' - and consequently has a stronger sense of "what counts here" (Hirsch 

1995: 73); and that the research has pre-existing local contacts which enable easier access 

to the elite: 

"Although reluctant to 'fess up' to such personal connections, field 
researchers whose 'street smarts' lead them back to an area they already 
know something about often produce stronger studies than those who 
choose to avoid their own background to freshly learn about topics 
thoroughly new (and foreign) to them. " 

(ibid. ) 

The implication is that 'insiders' are better able to get at and evaluate information than 

'outsiders', However this 'conventional wisdom' has been challenged by Herod (1996) and 

2 The pragmatic selection of fieldwork locations is reflected in Rhodes's (1978) observation that studies of 
urban local politics, especially in south cast England, were over-represented in work on British local 
politics. Furthermore, a substantial number of studies of rural local politics were located in places close to 
the researcher's institutional base, for example Lee et al. (1974) on Cheshire; Madgwick et al. (1974) on 
Ceredigion; and Newby et al. (1978) on East Anglia. 
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Sabot (1996), both of whom argue from their own research experiences that they received 

'better' information as 'outsiders' than as 'insiders'. Sabot reported how she (a French 

woman) and her American colleague received very different amounts and kinds of 

information from the same interviewees whilst researching local politics in Glasgow and 

Saint-Etienne, with local elites being more willing to explain the relationships between 

elite members and to give access to secret documents to Sabot in Scotland, and her 

colleague in France. The reasoning for this distinction is two-fold. Firstly, 'insiders' are 

regarded as a greater 'threat' by local elites than 'outsiders' because in the dismantling of the 

front-stage performance, or the disclosure of confidential information, the researcher's 

status (and agency) as a local citizen cannot be separated from their academic performance. 

Secondly, the pre-existing knowledge that 'outsiders' are presumed to have is much lower 

and hence people are more willing to spend time explaining basic details which can 

produce revealing insights into their perceptions of local politics and society. 

My own selection of a fieldwork location was influenced by similar concerns about 

the quality and 'truthfulness' of the information I could obtain in my own home locality, 

and by other ethical questions. Whilst I recognised the pragmatic benefits of studying an 

area I was already very familiar, the fact that I already knew some of key local political 

actors for me raised questions of privacy, particularly with regard to the postal 

questionnaire on social activities and contacts. Where the researcher has no pre-existing 
knowledge of the respondent, they are able to decide what information they will present to 

the researcher. Where the researcher already knows some details about that person, that 

right is to some extent removed - and if that pre-existing knowledge was learned in a non- 

research context, would it be ethical to use it in the research? Consequently I chose not to 

conduct my empirical research in my own home local district - South Somerset - but 

selected instead the neighbouring districts of Taunton Deane and West Somerset. This was 

in effect a compromise between pragmatic reasoning and concerns. The area was easily 

accessible from both Bristol and from my parents' home - which could be used as a base. I 

was already familiar with its geography, history and politics; but whilst I knew people in 

South Somerset who could be used to contact people in Taunton Deane and West Somerset 

if necessary, I did not personally know any of the political actors in those districts. This I 

felt allowed me to be a relative 'outsider' whilst already having some'local knowledge'. 
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Introduction to Taunton Deane and West Somerset 

This thesis is based on empirical research conducted in the local government 

districts of Taunton Deane and West Somerset, which form two of the five districts in the 

county of Somerset, in south west England (see figure 5.1). The fieldwork site is defined 

in terms of the official local government boundaries, although as shall be apparent in 

subsequent chapters, these boundaries are essentially arbitrary. The two districts had a 

combined population in 1991 of 128,314 (Taunton Deane 93,958; West Somerset 34,356) 

(OPCS 1992), and a land area of 118,920 hectares (Taunton Deane 46,236 ha; West 

Somerset 72,684 ha). The largest town is Taunton, which has a population of 56,414, 

including the villages of Bishops Hull, Comeytrowe, Norton Fitzwarren, Staplegrove and 

Trull, which have been effectively engulfed by the rapid growth of Taunton in recent 

decades. The only other town in Taunton Deane is Wellington (population 11,287), 

although there are a number of large villages swollen by recent development including 

Bishops Lydeard, Creech St Michael, Milverton, North Curry and Wiveliscombe. The 

largest town in West Somerset is Minehead with a population of 11,883. Other local 

centres include the towns of Dulverton (1,406), Watchet (3,430) and Williton (2,461) and 

the villages of Porlock and Dunster (figure 5.2). 

The uneven distribution of population reflects the physical landscape of the area. In 

the north west, the high ground of Exmoor, together with the neighbouring Brendon Hills, 

are a National Park. The Quantock Hills in the north, and the Blackdown Hills in the south 
east, are both designated as Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. All three upland areas 

are sparsely populated. The majority of the population is to be found on the coastal strip 

alongside the Bristol Channel, including Minehead, Watchet and Williton, and in the vale 

of Taunton Deane. In the far north east corner of the area, around the villages of 

Burrowbridge, North Curry and Stoke St Gregory, is the edge of the Somerset Levels - an 

area of low-lying land at sea level which were reclaimed in the Middle Ages. 

Agriculture still forms the dominant land-use in the area, particularly the hill 

farming of sheep in the upland areas, and dairy farming in Taunton Deane and on the 

Somerset Levels. Parts of Exmoor, the Blackdown Hills and the Quantocks are used for 

forestry; and tourism is important in West Somerset, especially in Minehead which hosts a 

Butlin's holiday camp. There is a limited and declining industrial tradition in Taunton, 

3 All population figures for individual settlements are taken from OPCS (1994). 
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Wellington and Watchet, but today the service sector is the major employer, especially in 

Taunton, which has experienced considerable commercial development in the past decade. 

Hinkley Point Nuclear Power Station in the north east corner of West Somerset is also a 

major local employer. Most of West Somerset and the Blackdown Hills form a Rural 

Development Area. 

The population of the area increased by 14.6% between 1971 and 1991 (OPCS 

1992). This has largely been absorbed by Taunton and surrounding villages. The increase 

in population has been due largely to in-migration from other parts of the country, 4 partly 

for employment and partly for retirement. In 1991,22.0% of the population of Taunton 

Deane and 30.0% of the population of West Somerset were of pensionable age. 

Historically, West Somerset was dominated by five major landowners - the 

Luttrells of Dunster Castle, who also owned Minehead and large parts of the coastal area 

around Williton; the Acland-Hoods of Stringston; the Wyndhams of Orchard Wyndham; 

and the Earls Fortescue and Earls of Carnarvon on Exmoor. The families sold most of their 

land in the area during the twentieth century, although the Luttrells and Acland-Hoods still 
have estates around East Quantoxhead and Stringston respectively. In contrast, the Taunton 

Deane area was largely owned by small landowners. The 'Great Manor of Taunton Deane' 

itself was originally held by the Bishop of Winchester, which enabled the town to develop 

a degree of independence and a civic merchant elite emerged, governing through the Court 

Leet and later the Borough Council. Somerset County Council was formed in 1888 and 

parish councils in 1894. From the late 19th century until 1974, the area was also governed 

by 4 Rural District Councils - Dulverton, Taunton, Wellington and Williton - and 3 Urban 

District Councils - Minehead, Watchet and Wellington. 

Today elected local government is divided between Somerset County Council, 

Taunton Deane Borough Council, West Somerset District Council, 78 parish councils and 

8 parish meetings -a structure that the Local Government Review recommended should 

remain unchanged (see chapter 8). The Exmoor National Park Authority has certain powers 

over planning and development on Exmoor and the Brendon Hills, and became 

independent of the County Council in April 1996. Non-elected local governance bodies 

with power in the area include the Avon and Somerset Police Authority, the Somerset 

4 In-migration contributed 9.5% to the population of Taunton Deane between 1981 and 1991, and 14.3% to 
the population of West Somerset over the same period (OPCS 1992). 
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Health Commission, the Taunton and Somerset NHS Trust, the Avalon NHS Trust (mental 

health), and the Somerset Training and Enterprise Council. Taunton Deane plus the south 

western corner of West Somerset forms the Taunton parliamentary constituency, with the 

rest of West Somerset being part of the Bridgwater constituency. 

Since the decline of the Liberal Party after the First World War, politics in western 

Somerset have been dominated by the Conservative Party. The Labour Party became active 

in the area during the 1920s, although with little success until 1945 when it won the 

Taunton constituency (which it held until 1950). 5 During the 1950s and 1960s, Labour had 

local strongholds in Wellington and parts of Taunton, although the rest of area remained 

predominantly Conservative, though technically 'non-political' in local government. In the 

first elections to Taunton Deane Borough Council in 1973, the Conservatives took 37% of 

the vote and won 22 seats to be the largest group on the council - although a large residual 

independent bloc prevented them having overall control; in elections to Somerset County 

Council the same year, the Conservatives did achieve overall control, with 43% of the vote. 

However since the 1970s, Conservative support has declined to the benefit of the 

Liberals/Liberal Democrats (tables 5.1 and 5.2). 

% of votes cast Seats won 
Cons LD/Lib Lab Ind Cons LD/Lib Lab Ind 

1973 37.4% 4.5% 29.5% 28.6% 22 0 13 13 
1976 39.2% 9.1% 29.2% 22.5% 26 0 11 11 
1979 45.5% 0 36.7% 17.8% 26 0 14 9 
1983 40.9% 23.4% 26.3% 9.4% 32 1 10 6 
1987 43.3% 36.3% 15.3% 5.1% 28 15 7 3 
1991 33.7% 47.0% 10.4% 9.0% 13 29 7 4 
1995 30.2% 41.6% 23.0% 5.1% 14 29 7 3 

Table 5.1: Elections to Taunton Deane Borough Council, 1973-1995. 

Source: Railings and Thrasher (1993a), (1995). 

An Independent held Bridgwater during the same period. 
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% of votes cast Seats won 
Cons LD/Lib Lab Ind Cons LD/Lib Lab Ind 

1973 43.3% 8.6% 29.2% 19.0% 34 2 8 12 
1977 57.7% 9.3% 17.4% 15.5% 44 0 3 9 
1981 38.8% 24.9% 21.4% 14.9%_ 33 8 9 7 
1985 38.5% 44.9% 14.1% 2.6% 24 26 7 0 
1989 45.6% 36.2% 11.5% 6.7% 32 17 6 2 
1993 34.8% 50.8% 9.4% 5.0% 13 41 2 1 

Table 5.2: Elections to Somerset County Council, 1973-1993 

Source: Railings and Thrasher (1993a), (1993b) 

The Alliance ran the County Council with a minority administration between 1985 

and 1989, when the Conservatives regained control. In 1989, the Liberal Democrats gained 

control of Taunton Deane District Council; and in 1993 they regained control of the 

County Council. Independents dominated West Somerset District Council until 1995 6 

(table 5.3). At parliamentary level, however, the Conservatives remained dominant, 

although Taunton is now considered to be a marginal constituency (see table 5.4); in 1994, 

the Liberal Democrats won the Somerset and North Devon European Constituency. 

% of votes cast Seats won 
Cons LD/Lib Lab Ind Cons LD/Lib Lab Ind 

1973 6.4% 7.2% 8.7% 77.7% 3 1 1 27 
1976 32.3% 5.1% 3.2% 59.5% 5 1 0 26 
1979 14.9% 5.1% 0 80.0% 3 1 0 28 
1983 18.9% 12.0% 0 69.1% 4 1 0 27 
1987 30.4% 14.1% 5.9% 49.6% 6 0 0 26 
1991 23.2% 6.8% 27.1% 42.9% 5 1 3 23 
1995 20.9% 20.6% 27.4% 31.2% 9 2 8 13 

Table 5.3: Elections to West Somerset District Council, 1973-1995 

Source: Railings and Thrasher (1993a), (1995) 

6 In the 1993 County Council elections, the Liberal Democrats won 8 of the 12 wards in Taunton Deane 
and 1 of the 5 wards in West Somerset; the Conservatives won 4 wards in Taunton Deane and 3 in West 
Somerset; and one Independent was elected in West Somerset. 
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Bridgwater Taunton 
Cons LD/Lib Lab Other Cons LD/Lib Lab Other 

1918 68.6% 31.4% 72.4% 27.6% 
1921' 
(by- 
elec) 

61.1% 38.9% 

1922 46.9% 46.4% 6.7% 43.6% 56.4% 
1923 47.3% 52.7% 47.5% 52.5% 
1924 52.7% 40.0% 7.3% 52.1% 38.8% 9.1% 
1929 46.8% 33.8% 19.4% 45.9% 33.9% 20.2% 
1931 77.5% 22.5% 72.9% 27.1% 
1935 56.8% 23.4% 19.8% 63.4% 36.6% 
1938 
(by- 
elec) 

46.8% 53.2% 

1945 39.9% 14.3% 45.8% 47.2% 52.8% 
1950 48.8% 36.1% 15.1% 46.4% 10.2% 43.4% 
1951 56.3% 43.7% 54.4% 45.6% 
1955 59.2% 40.8% 52.1% 8.4% 39.5% 
1956 
(by- 
elec) 

50.8% 49.2% 

1959 50.5% 17.3% 32.2% 49.4% 15.3% 35.3% 
1964 44.7% 19.4% 31.5% 4.4% 46.5% 17.3% 36.2% 
1966 44.4% 17.5% 38.1% 47.6% 11.6% 40.8% 
1970 
(by- 
elec) 

55.5% 12.6% 31.9% 

1970 52.3% 11.9% 35.8% 53.5% 10.0% 36.5% 
1974 
(Feb) 

43.7% 26.8% 29.5% 45.1% 25.8% 29.1% 

1974 
Oct 

44.3% 22.4% 32.8% 0.5% 44.6% 23.7% 31.1% 0.6% 

1979 54.0% 16.9% 29.1% 53.2% 14.8% 29.4% 2.6% 
1983 52.3% 30.0% 17.7% 52.9% 29.2% 17.9% 
1987 51.5% 30.3% 18.2% 51.4% 33.7% 14.9% 
1992 46.8% 29.7% 21.7% 1.8% 46.0% 40.8% 12.7% 0.4% 

Table 5.4: Parliamentary elections in Bridgwater and Taunton constituencies, 1918-1992 

Source: Craig (1983a), (1983b), (1984), (1988); Railings and Thrasher (1993c). 
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Support for the political parties remains geographically fragmented. The Liberal Democrats 

have emerged as the leading party in Taunton wards such as Fairwater, Rowbarton, Trinity 

and Comeytrowe, and in wards including villages such as Bishops Lydeard, Creech St 

Michael and North Curry. The Conservatives remain the dominant party in most rural 

wards in Taunton Deane (such as Neroche, Blackdown and West Deane), areas of West 

Somerset including Crowcombe and Porlock, and in the Manor and Priory and Wilton 

wards in Taunton. Labour's support is concentrated in Minehead, Watchet, Wellington and 

three Taunton wards - Halcon, Lyngford and Pyrland; whilst Independents? continue to 

represent many wards in West Somerset, and have remained dominant in the 

Wiveliscombe ward of Taunton Deane (figure 5.3). 

The Practice of Fieldwork 

Having discussed some of the general methodological issues in researching elites 

and introduced the location for my empirical research, I want to now outline the 

methodology adopted in my fieldwork and discuss some of the specific issues concerning 

the techniques employed. Essentially, my fieldwork was oriented around three concerns: - 
(a) the elite networks which exist in the study area and how they are used; (b) the 

discourses of power and discourses of rurality which circulate in the study area; (c) local 

issues which represent a contesting of rurality and impact on local politics. These foci were 

not separated out during fieldwork, but rather the same techniques were used to collected 

information on all three. The main techniques used were: 

(1) Questionnaire surveys were mailed to 240 local political actors between 

September 1994 and January 1995, with a further 18 being sent to newly elected 

councillors in May 1995. The questionnaires were aimed at collecting 

information on elite networks (see Appendix B). 

(2) 26 semi-structured interviews were conducted between November 1994 and 
September 1995. The majority of these were wide-ranging interviews with elite 

members, but a small number were directly related to 'critical issues', and two 

Of the 12 'Independents' elected to West Somerset District Council in May 1995, four were members of 
the Conservative Party (including the chair of the Constituency Association), 4 were not members of any 
party and I have no information on the affiliations of the other 4. Two of the three Independents elected to 
Taunton Deane Borough Council in May 1995 are former Labour Party members. 
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were conducted with local 'observers' - the editor of a local newspaper, and a 

local historian. 

(3) 1 attended a number of events in the locality between July 1994 and November 

1995 including council meetings, carnivals, hunt shows, hunt meets, and the 

Remembrance Day ceremony. The purpose of this method was to observe the 

elite operating in its front-region. 

(4) Information was collected from a number of printed sources, including local 

newspapers, election literature, local history literature and directories. 

Each of these techniques will be discussed below. 

Questionnaire Survey 

The mailed questionnaire survey was used in my research to gather information 

from a larger number of political actors than would be possible by interview, about their 

social and political activities. As appendix B shows, the questionnaire asked about political 

positions held and membership of social and political organisations in order to assist in 

identifying elite networks. Because of the private nature of this information no names were 

written on the questionnaires and each respondent was identified only by a code number on 

the return envelope. The list of names to which questionnaires were sent was selected from 

information collected from printed sources. All serving county and district councillors in 

the area were sent questionnaires, as were those defeated or stepping down at the most 

recent election. Other questionnaires were sent to senior council officers, to non-elected 

members of the Health Authority, NHS Trust and Exmoor National Park Committee, to the 

officers of the constituency political parties, and to other people who were judged to be 

potentially influential including senior magistrates, leaders of local interest groups, former 

senior councillors and people who featured regularly in local news reports. The 

questionnaire was a modified version of one used for the same purpose in research on local 

politics in West Dorset for my undergraduate dissertation, which effectively served as a 
'pilot study' allowing superfluous questions to be dropped and new questions introduced for 

the present study. 
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The mailed questionnaire is not a commonly employed method in qualitative 

research, being judged as too structured and restricted in the information it produces. The 

methodological literature on questionnaire surveys frame their use almost entirely in terms 

of quantitative data (Babbie 1992; May 1993). Even within this literature there is very little 

discussion about the specific method of the postal questionnaire (Goode and Hatt 1952 

being the exception). May (1993) presents the mailed questionnaire as a cheaper alternative 

to extensive personal surveying, but it is argued that mailed questionnaires do not get high 

response rates. Babbie (1992) suggests that a response rate of 50% is adequate, 60% is 

good, and 70% is very good. As table 5.5 shows the overall response rate to my survey was 

66.7%, although the rate fluctuated wildly between categories reaching as high as 89% 

from county councillors, and as low as 20% from 'business leaders' - reflected perhaps to 

extent to which they considered themselves to be active in local politics, or as being a 

'public figure'. 

Therefore, although there are considerable faults with mailed questionnaires and the 

survey did not in itself reveal anything conclusive about local politics in Somerset, it did. 

succeed within the narrow objectives I had for it - in collecting factual information on elite 

networks; in identifying potential people to interview; and in raising issues to be discussed 

further in interviews. 

Total Sent Returned 
Answered 

Returned 
Unanswered 

Response 
Rate 

County Councillors 19 17 89% 
TDBC District Councillors 53 36 68% 
WSDC District Councillors 31 24 77% 
Newly Elected Councillors '95 18 14 78% 
Former Councillors 50 30 5 60% 
Council Officers 12 5 42% 
NELG Members 16 13 81% 
Business Leaders 5 1 20% 
Party Officers 22 10 1 45% 
Town and Parish Councillors 7 5 71% 
Magistrates (if not included above) 5 3 60% 
Others 20 14 70% 

TOTAL 258 172 6 66.7% 

Table 5.5: Response to Questionnaire Survey 
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Interviews 

Interviewing was the most important element of the methodology I adopted and the 

means by which most information was collected. The interviews had a dual purpose - the 

collection of information which would contribute to a narrative about local politics in 

western Somerset; and the probing of the interviewee's narrative about and perception of 

local politics and rurality. The interviewees were chosen on the basis of trying to get a 

diverse range of perspectives by selecting a cross-section of local political actors (table 

5.6). They were hence not necessarily the most senior or most influential in their field. 

Some of the interviewees effectively volunteered themselves by indicating their willingness 

to help further on their returned questionnaires. The others were selected either because of 

the position they held or had held, or because they were involved in specific issues, or 

because they were known to have a specific perspective on local politics, or because the 

preliminary analysis of the questionnaire returns and documentary sources suggested that 

they were influential actors. 

With the exception of two interviews directly related to the issue of staghunting and 

two interviews conducted with 'local observers'; all the interviewees had previously 

received and returned a questionnaire and thus had been introduced to my research. I wrote 

to all potential interviewees asking if they would be willing to be interviewed (see 

appendix A), and followed-up with a telephone call to confirm a meeting. Only one person 

asked declined to be interviewed and another was unable to find time in the period I 

suggested. I was unable to contact three other potential interviewees despite frequent 

telephone calls over a prolonged period of time; and one interviewee did not turn up at the 

arranged time and place. 

The interviews were essentially semi-structured in format. I had a list of subjects to 

discuss based on the interviewees questionnaire responses and my knowledge of them and 

their interests culled from newspaper reports etc., though I allowed the interviewees to 

direct the flow of the interview through their answers. The interviews were always opened 

with a focused question about how they came to be involved in local politics or appointed 

to a particular position, in order to help establish rapport, and ended with a general 

question about how they saw local politics developing in the future, which I hoped would 

allow them to say anything more which they wished to but hadn't been able to fit in with 

their answers thus far. 
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Interviewed Declined/ 
Unable 

Unable to 
Contact 

Present Councillors 15 3 
Former Councillors 3 2 1 
Non-elected Local 
Government Members 

4 1 

Others 4 

Male 18 3 4 
Female 8 

Conservative 9 1 2 
Liberal Democrat 7 1 1 
Labour 4 
Non-party 6 1 1 
Note: The second column shows those approached who declined to be interviewed or were unable to be 
interviewed in the time available. The third column shows those contacted by letter but whom I was unable to 
contact by telephone to arrange an interview. 

Table 5.6: Interviews arranged and unsuccessful approaches, by position, gender and party 

affiliation. 

The interviews were essentially semi-structured in format. I had a list of subjects to 

discuss based on the interviewees questionnaire responses and my knowledge of them and 

their interests culled from newspaper reports etc., though I allowed the interviewees to 

direct the flow of the interview through their answers. The interviews were always opened 

with a focused question about how they came to be involved in local politics or appointed 

to a particular position, in order to help establish rapport, and ended with a general 

question about how they saw local politics developing in the future, which I hoped would 

allow them to say anything more which they wished to but hadn't been able to fit in with 

their answers thus far. 

As such I attempted to structure my interviews in a manner responsive to some of 

the major issues raised in the methodological literature on interviewing, including the 

questions of rapport and direction. In following the model of a semi-structured interview, I 

am working with the notion of the interview as a conversation (Burgess 1982). This 

approach recognises that the interview is an exchange of speech between two (or more) 

participants and that conversational rapport needs to be established in the early stages of 

the meeting. It also acknowledges that the course of the interview can be directed by either 
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participant and allows the interviewer to pick up on interesting ideas introduced by the 

interviewee (Burgess 1982; C Jones 1991; S Jones 1985). These issues are common to all 

interviews; but there is also a specific literature on interviewing elites. The argument here 

is that interviewing elites is different because the power relations are reversed: whereas in 

'normal' situations the status of the researcher might intimidate the interviewee, in 

interviewing elites it is the interviewee who has the superior status. Furthermore, as 

Critchley (1996) and Ostrader (1995) point out, elites are used to giving their opinion and 

speaking 'on the record' and the way in which they 'perform' in interviews reflects this 

experience. Three of my interviewees mentioned recent interviews with journalists in the 

pre-interview small talk. 

Thus in interviewing elite members the researcher has to attempt to get beyond the 

front-region performance which the interviewee may see the interview as. This strategy is 

implicit in all stages of the interview from arranging the meeting onwards. The location of 

the interview is significant, an interview conducted at the interviewee's home or on neutral 

territory is more likely to offer an insight into the back-region than one conducted in their 

office (McDowell 1996), because the interviewee is likely to adopt a different persona, as 

Hunter (1995) observes: 

"If elite interviews are conducted in 'the office', the informant is more likely 
to be operating with this formal position as master operating status" 

(p 156) 

Because of the association of the office with a formal position, and the home with 

private life; a councillor is likely to speak as Councillor if interviewed at the council 

offices, but as a private individual if interviewed at home. This context is also effected by 

who else is present. Most interviews are conducted one-to-one, but where both a husband 

and wife were active in local politics I tried to interview them together. This not only 

further informalised the interview, but also produced an interesting triangulation of 

opinions and statements. Successfully directing a interview towards the elite back-region is 

also helped by having substantial background information on the interviewee and likely 

topics of conversation. As Hirsch (1995) states, "it is virtually impossible to over prepare 

for an interview" (p 73). The collection of information from library sources, local 

newspapers and the questionnaire survey enabled me to know quite a lot about my 
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interviewees before I met them, which allowed me to ask questions which might not have 

otherwise emerged (for example about their involvement in various organisations). 

The careful setting-up and preparation for an interview can assist in establishing 

rapport once the interview has started. The more a rapport can be developed and the more 

an interview can be made 'conversational', the more likely it is that the front-region 

performance will be dropped, and glimpses of the back-region revealed. Ostrader (1995) 

devotes considerable attention to the question of rapport, but makes a different argument: 

"I also learned after a few mistakes not to behave like a guest because being 

a guest set the wrong tone and led us into 'socializing'. Not behaving like a 
guest meant that I stopped . accepting offers of tea and cookies in the 
afternoon, although I would accept offers of morning coffee. " 

(p 144) 

Ostrader's attempts to establish a 'businesslike' attitude for an interview are aimed at 

maintaining the researcher's control of the agenda. However, I would argue that a 

businesslike approach encourages the interviewee to adopt their formal persona, and 

reduces the opportunity to get beyond a front-region performance (see also Richards (1996) 

who warns of the danger of the interviewer being too deferential), I always accepted offers 

of drinks, and on one occasion, lunch, which I found had two benefits. It extended the time 

available to roam my eyes around the room looking for any 'clues' to the back-region such 

as photographs, invites, certificates etc.; and it extended the period of small-talk with the 

interviewee. This was important as it became apparent that the interviewees would use my 

tape recorder to structure the meeting. They regarded the time when the tape recorder was 

switched on as the 'formal interview' and would give a 'performance' to some degree, 

accordingly. When the tape recorder was not on, they would frequently offer more candid 

opinions and comments about their colleagues and experiences, and would often be keen to 

question me. 

The most important element for a successful interview is the establishing of trust 

between the interviewer and interviewee (Czudnowski 1987). If the interviewee feels that 

the interviewer can be trusted not to abuse the information that they are being given, then 

they will be more willing to give personal information and take the interview into the back- 

region (S Jones 1985). In extreme cases, the establishment of this rapport may be so 
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successful that the interviewee may use the anonymous interview to admit very sensitive 

information - what Parry (1996) has called'the interview as confessional'. The disclosure of 

this kind of information, however, raises significant ethical problems as shall be discussed 

later. Gaining the kind of trust which successfully enables an interview to be more than a 

performance is a consequence both of the careful preparation of the interview, and of 

putting across the right re-assuring image - both verbally and non-verbally (S. Jones 1985) 

- during the interaction of the interview. 

Observation 

Non-participant direct observation was employed in this research to a very specific 

reason which is different to how participant observation might have been used. Whilst 

participant observation is associated with attempts to enter a back-region on equal terms; 

non-participant observation was used in order to study the elite's front-region and in 

particular the reproduction of discourses of power. As such this observational strategy 
involved attending a series of 'events' - including council meetings, hunt shows, hunt 

meets, carnivals and the Remembrance Sunday ceremony - and being alert to the entire 
'performance' and its consumption, using all senses. In particular attention was paid to who 

was present; the interaction between elite members; what was said/performed/acted; what 
images and metaphors were used, especially those of place or rurality; and to cultural 

references, and references to other events. Additionally it was also important to be aware of 

who was not present, and of any alternative discourses and representations which were 

either performed at or alongside the event, or which were explicitly excluded. The most 

obvious example of this is the treatment of anti-hunting discourses at hunt events. 

Although only a small part of my fieldwork strategy, observation was important for 

gaining an impression of the circulation of discourses of power which could not be 

obtained through other techniques. 

Documentary Sources 

The use of documentary sources in my research may be divided into two categories. 
Firstly there was the collection of factual information from directories and other sources. A 

wide range of sources, from lists of contacts for Women's Institutes through the local 

Conservative Party yearbook to Who's Who and Burke's Peerage (see appendix C) were 

used to collect information on potential elite members which was subsequently used to 
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piece together elite networks (see Bell 1974 on the use of directories in elite research). 

Information on elite networks was also collected from the annual reports of various local 

governance bodies and from the minutes of meetings. Minutes were also extensively used 

to construct the narratives surrounding 'critical issues' such as staghunting on the 

Quantocks and local government re-organisation (see chapter 8). The process involved in 

this data collection is relatively straightforward once the appropriate sources have been 

discovered (see also Hakim 1993). 

Secondly, a number of documentary sources were subjected to more rigorous 

textual analysis. These were documents such as election leaflets, annual reports and local 

Who's Who, which are used by elites to circulate discourses of power. As such the 

composition of the texts, the choice of words and phrases, the metaphors employed and 

subjects raised were all analysed in the context of the text's conditions of production and 
intended audience (Fairclough 1995). Non-written texts are an equally important part of the 

transmission of discourses (Allan et al. 1994), and hence the use, composition and imagery 

of photography and artwork in such documents was also analysed. 

In addition, local newspapers straddle the two categories. A subscription was taken 

out to the main local newspaper, The Somerset County Gazette, from April 1994; and 

copies of the other local newspapers in the area, the West Somerset Free Press and the 

Wellington Weekly News, were bought on an occasional basis. As Hunter (1995) has noted, 

the local press can be an invaluable resource for elite research. At one level they are a vital 

source of information on elite members and local issues; not only is such information 

relevant in its own right, but being aware of local news helps to establish rapport and open 

avenues of inquiry during interviewing. At a second level, local newspapers can be read as 

texts through which discourses are reproduced, both in news reports but also through the 

letters pages - the Somerset County Gazette in particular having an excellent letters page 

which acts as a forum for political discussion locally and to which senior elite members are 

frequent correspondents. 

However, the use of material from local newspapers is even more problematic than 

that of other documentary sources, as it has already gone through a process of editorial 

mediation. Furthermore, the role of local media in reproducing information about local 

issues and events cannot be considered separately from their position relative to the social 
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and institutional networks of local elites (see Franklin and Murphy 1991; Hall 1995; 

Thomas 1994; Thomas et al. 1996). This integration into elite networks can potentially 

influence the production of news in a number of ways. 

Firstly, the editorial approach of the newspaper may be influenced by proprietorial 

influence. The owners of independent ̀ family-owned' newspapers were traditionally part 

of the local establishment; if they did not play any direct role in local governance 

themselves, they would socialise with key local political actors, some of whom might be 

invited to join the newspaper's board. This factor is of minimal concern in the case of my 

fieldwork, as none of the newspapers concerned are locally owned - although proprietorial 

influence may still be significant with regard to the newspaper's general political stance. 8 

Rather elite interest in the media is concentrated on the local radio station, Orchard FM, 

but as this was not used as source of information the connection is not problematic .9 

Secondly, as councils are amongst the major suppliers of `copy' to local 

newspapers (Franklin and Murphy 1991), along with clubs and societies, the police, law 

courts and businesses - whose press releases may or may not be re-written; local 

newspapers will be inclined not to be critical of the institutions concerned, resulting in an 

inherent conservatism in the local media's treatment of powerful local agents (Hall 1995; 

Thomas 1994). Thirdly, a pro-business bias can result from the financial dependency of 

local newspapers on advertising from local businesses (Thomas 1994). Finally, editors' and 

journalists' own social networks may include political actors, and this social connection 

may influence the treatment of news items (Aitchison 1988). For example, the attitude of 

the West Somerset Free Press towards development in Minehead is alleged to be 

influenced by the life-long friendship between one of its journalists and the chair of the 

anti-development pressure group, Minehead Action on Planning (MAP): 

8 The Somerset County Gazette is owned by South West Counties Newspapers Ltd., a subsidary of 
Southern Newspapers p. l. c., based in Bournemouth. The West Somerset Free Press is owned by Tindle 
Newspapers Ltd., a Surrey based company whose chairman was born in Somerset but has no political 
involvement in the county. The Wellington Weekly News is owned by Tiverton and Wellington 
Newspapers Ltd., whose parent company is Associated Newspapers p. l. c., which also owns the Daily Mail 
and General Trust p. l. c., largest shareholder in the Bristol Evening Post p. l. c. which owns the Western 
Gazette. 

9 Orchard FM is run by Somersound Ltd., whose Chairman is Ewan Cameron, a local landowner, deputy 
lieutenant and former High Sheriff, who was national president of the Country Landowners Association 
1995-6. Other directors include his cousin, Mark Vaughan-Lee and another landowner and former high 
Sheriff, Charles Clive-Ponsonby-Fane. The then Conservative MEP for Somerset, Margaret Daly was a 
director until 1993, when she was replaced by Kit Chapman, a Taunton hotelier, director of Somerset 
TEC, and a key figure in the Save Somerset Campaign (see chapter 8). 
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"The leader of Minehead Action on Planning has got the ears of the press. 
[He] went to school with Mr Rundle, who is a reporter on the Free Press 

and the Daily Press, and they meet regularly. We all know this because we 
know where they meet, they meet regularly on Thursdays to discuss what is 

going to go in the Free Press on Friday and the Daily Press on Saturday. 
And it's always from one point of view. " 

166 - West Somerset District Councillor 

Furthermore, the use of direct quotations from local newspapers - as is done in several 

places in this thesis - raises a number of additional problems. Firstly, inaccuracies and 

errors in the newspaper reports could be reproduced unchecked in my account. Secondly, 

the information reported in the newspaper may only be partial, influenced by factors such 

as who initiated the story, who the journalist spoke to and what details the journalist was 

give access to. Thirdly, the nature of the information will be influenced by its originating 

source; for examples, statistics will usually support the position of the agency which 

supplied them to the newspaper, whilst letters to the newspaper will be written with that 

particular audience in mind, adopting a particular style and use of information, and often 

addressed a specific point (maybe in reply to a previous letter). Finally, information 

reported in the newspaper has already been `crafted' by the journalist, taking decisions 

such as who to quote, what to quote, what details to report and what to leave out, 

influenced either directly by the political context, or more likely by journalistic discourses 

of what is `good news' and ̀ good copy'. I have attempted to be sensitive to these factors in 

using information derived from local newspapers and other published sources. Sources of 

information have been cited, and where appropriate I have discussed in context in which 

the information was reported. 

Constant Research 

The methods outlined above were employed not as discrete or autonomous 

processes, but as parts of a fieldwork strategy in which they supported each other. 

Moreover, the time spent performing the four techniques should not be seen as the only 

methodological moments into which all data collection was squeezed. Rather I would 

stress the importance of constant research - that the researcher should be constantly alert to 

possible sources of information, both within and outside the fieldwork location. A sign or 

poster or building seen on the way to an interview may prove just as significant as any 

information obtained in the interview itself. Becoming open to such sources of information 

not only potentially supplies interesting nuggets of information and 'missing links' in elite 
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networks, but also enhances the researcher's 'street smarts' (Hirsch 1995), their 

understanding of the culture and society of the location and the elite they are studying, 

which in turn helps the researcher make critical decisions about the direction of the 

fieldwork and the research in general. 

From Fieldwork to Folio 

The collection and interpretation of empirical data are intertwined and cannot be 

easily separated into discrete stages of the research process. The collection of data involves 

decisions about the relevance and context of the information being collected and the 

interpretation of this data is done through repeated revisiting the texts starting from the 

point at which the text is initially seen. Nonetheless, the interpretation of texts (by which I 

am referring to all presentations of information whether written, verbal or visual) raises 

specific issues independent to the issues of data collection. Furthermore, the whole process 

of 'writing', moving from fieldwork to the completed manuscript is an interpretative 

process to which little critical attention has been paid. 

An Interpretative Strategy 

Much attention has been paid to problematizing the collection of qualitative data, 

recognising that the results of qualitative research are influenced by the positionalities of 

the researcher and the researched, by the research environment, and by structural factors. 

The need to be aware of these conditions of production and collection has been stressed in 

literature on the interpretation of qualitative data (Fairclough 1992,1995; S Jones 1987). 

However, less attention has been paid to the problematisation of the interpretation of 

qualitative data and its reproduction in academic texts. 

This is significant because the 'story' which is presented to the readers of the 

academic texts - a. k. a "the research findings" - are mediated through the interpretative 

stage. This mediation is never neutral, but reflects the interests, ideologies and theories of 

the analyst. Unlike positivist and quantitative research, qualitative research can lay no 

pretensions to searching for an unequivocal 'truth'; but equally it cannot claim to 'truly' 

represent its subjects. If qualitative research is experiential, then it is the experiences of the 

researcher not the subjects that are dominant. This presents problems for those who seek to 

escape academic orthodoxies and use research to give voice to 'others' rather than 

reproducing academic voices. We can never avoid interpreting - and thus mediating and 
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transforming - qualitative data, because the interpretation begins before and during the 

empirical research - in the formulation of research proposals and interview schedules, in 

the taking of notes. All we can do is become conscious of our interpretation process - the 

intellectual exploitation of the subjects' words and opinions - through the imposition of our 
ideas, theories and categories on their narratives, and the editing of their texts to provide 

soundbites and illustrations for our texts. If we can become conscious of this process, then 

perhaps we can become sensitive to the possibilities we are excluding and begin to counter 

our interpretations within our own texts. These issues will be discussed below primarily in 

relation to the interview, as this was my main methodological technique, but can equally 

apply to the interpretation of other texts as well. 

Thus, in my own case I brought to fieldwork my own agenda which was fashioned 

by the personal and conceptual influences which I introduced in chapter 1. I wanted to 
know about the interviewee's (or questionnaire respondent's) social and professional 
networks and how they were employed in the political process; and about their perceptions 
of power, locality and rurality and their influence on their political activity. But it was also 
clear that the interviewees came to the interview with their own agendas. Sometimes this 

was very obvious, such as the case of one councillor who is locally well-known as an 
opponent of party politics in local government and who used the interview to promote 
Independent local politics. Such interviews often assumed an evangelical quality and 

recognising the importance of the subject to the individual helped to position them in the 

context of the wider local power structure. Most of the time, however, the interviewee's 

agendas were more subtly incorporated into the interview. If I were only to 'read' the 
interview from the perspective of my own pre-set agenda, such subtleties may be missed. 
So how should we deal with this problem? 

The key to is perhaps to recognise the etymological source of the interview - as an 

exchange of views. This key element of qualitative research is characterised by the 

competition of two agendas - that of the interviewer and that of the interviewee. We should 

examine each separately. Firstly we should deconstruct our own agenda - the questions or 
topics we have identified in advance, the spontaneous questions asked in response to 

answers given, the ordering of the interview that has been begun mentally as the interview 
is still being conducted - identifying the pre-conceived ideas from which it was formed, 

and the influences which produced those pre-conceived ideas " concepts, theories, 
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ideologies, beliefs, ideas garnered from readings and empirical work and personal 

experience. We can then read and interpret the interview text in the conventional manner, 

cutting it into pieces to slot into our ready-made boxes, but recognising the possibilities 

that have already been closed off. Indeed, the interview text is 'read' several times - whilst 
it is being conducted, during transcription, the reading of the transcript and dozens of less 

formalised moments of mental musing. By the time the text is formally 'analysed' or 
'interpreted' so it may be represented in the academic text, we already have a mental map of 

the text embedded in our minds, with pathways and boundaries, favourite spots and 
dismissed dull districts which are rapidly skipped past. 

Secondly, the interview should be revisited from the interviewee's perspective. 
Discarding, as much as is possible, the ordering of our preconceived agenda; the interview 

should be read as a 'smooth space'. From this we should endeavour to detect the 
interviewee's agenda, through paying attention to the subjects they raise, the routes they 

take away from the questions, the questions they ask back, the words and phrases they 

emphasise, the key-words they use frequently and the linkages they make between subjects 

and answers. 

At the same time, we should remember that the interviewee's agenda is not neutral 

either, but is formed by their positionality and their pre-conceptions and hence must be 

deconstructed too. Importantly, the interview must be recognised to be a performance to a 

greater or lesser degree; in Goffman's terminology it straddles the front- and back-regions - 
the interviewee may knowingly contradict some of the 'facts' presented in more public front 

regions, but it is itself a front-region of sorts and the story related may be contradicted in 

back-regions inaccessible to the interviewee. To grasp at the interviewee's agenda we must 

understand with what persona they are speaking - official or private; in what space - front- 

region or back-region; to what audience; their expectations of the interviewer; and the 
factors which are forming or constraining their answers. The interviewee's narrative must 
be related to the small-talk around the interview-proper, and to other encounters and other 
texts. 

This concern to read the interview from the interviewee's perspective and to 
"understand the world of the research participants as they construct it" (S Jones 1985b: 56), 
is central to much of the literature on analysing qualitative data. In approaching this issue, 
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Jones adopts the thesis of Glaser and Strauss (1967) that theory should be 'grounded' in the 

concepts and theorising of the people who form the subject of the research. Whilst 

acknowledging that she can never completely empathise with the research participants, 

Jones attempts to create a 'second level' of meaning which retains some link with the 

constructions of the participants. Her process for doing this involves structuring interview 

transcripts through the creating of categories which are derived from "the crucial base of 

the categories and concepts of the research participants" (Jones 1985: 59) (although she 

acknowledges that she will inevitably formulate broader concepts which reflect her 

concerns rather than those of the participant). She then explores connections between the 

categories to map the data, "listening for, and seeking to represent, persons' explanatory 

and predictive theories about those aspects of their world being described to us" (p 60), 

hence approximating a cognitive map for the interviewee which might point to their 

ordering of the world. 

This is the approach to interpretation which I have aimed to achieve with this 

research. I must, however, confess that it has inevitably been compromised by the 

practicalities of time and the need to keep the thesis relatively focused. Furthermore, it is 

difficult to assess how successful I have been in recognising the interviewees' agendas. 
Without the time to go back and conduct follow-up interviews the best that can be achieved 
is to send interviewees copies of papers resulting from the research and asking for 

comments. This again something which I intend to do but as yet have not accomplished. 

We also need to go beyond the analysis of interview transcripts to develop a 

sensitivity for what is not said. This is particularly important when researching power; 

following the logic that if interviewees are not prepared to give certain answers or discuss 

certain topics or name certain names even within the relative anonymity offered, then there 

must be some constraint, some sanction they fear, some power they perceive (Hallsworth 

1996). Such reservations may be made explicit by the interviewee, by asking for the tape 

recorder to be switched off, by asking not to be quoted, or by the use of phrases such as "I 

won't name them here... " and "I shouldn't say this... ". Certainly this is something which I 

experienced during the course of my fieldwork and it is topic which I will return to in 

chapter 10 in the context of asking what power centres can be identified in the rural local 

polity. 
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However, often there may be no indication given of the information which the 

interviewee has chosen not to mention. A greater appreciation for the conditions of 

discourse production and reproduction may assist us in' speculating about this information; 

and this is an area which critical discourse analysis seeks to explore (Fairclough 1992, 

1995; M Jones 1995). Fairclough argues that discourses are composed of three dimensions 

- text, discursive practice and social practice - and that discourse analysis must be sensitive 

to each of these. The interpretative process he outlines (1992, pp 231-9) involves 

examining each of these dimensions: (i) the discursive analysis of the text looking for 

interdiscursivity, intertextual chains and intertextuality, and at the coherence of the text and 

the conditions of the production and consumption of the text; (ii) textual analysis looking 

at the structure of the text itself and features such as grammar, ethos, transitivity, theme, 

wording, vocabulary and metaphor; and (iii) the analysis of the social practice within which 

the text is framed, such as the social matrix and orders of discourse and its ideological 

effects. The aim of this analysis is to understand the text as located within a broad social 

and ideological context, and thus an appreciation of this context may help indicate the 

power relations which structure the interviewee's or author's narrative. However, critical 

discourse analysis does not escape the crucial question of how do we interpret what is not 

said, except in the terms of our own agenda? By mobilising our own categories and 

interpretations we can guess at what is left out, what is not said, and speculate why. But we 

cannot identify what the interviewee has consciously chosen not to tell us, to exclude from 

their agenda. To some extent this becomes dependent on how much we trust the 

interviewee's agenda, whether it is designed to lead us away from where they perceive 

power to be, or towards it. 

Having recognised that there are different agendas, different readings and different 

interpretations which are implicit in the data collected, how do we then proceed to the 

production of a'research findings' narrative? For example, I ended all my interviews with a 

general question about the future of local politics in the area. What surprised me was the 

number of interviewees who then unprompted talked about competitive tendering, or 

regional government, or the devolution of decision making to parish councils. None of 

these topics were part of my pre-set agenda and I could not see how they might be 

accommodated. But if they were the 'big stories' for the people actively involved in local 

politics, could I be justified in ignoring them? 
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Any attempt to reconcile the diverse representations into a single narrative would 

be a reversion to monovocal interpretation - such that even if the subjects' discourses were 

acknowledged and accepted, they will be reproduced through a framework constructed by 

myself as researcher. To some extent this is inescapable, converting the subject's words 

into the researcher's words involves interpretation. The notion of 'polyphony' has been 

developed in recognition of this, attempting as much as possible to use the subjects' own 

words (Crang 1992). Yet the selection of these 'soundbites' is still problematic, and the 

quotations are linked and ordered by the researcher. This raises the further question of how 

research can be reproduced and represented in a manner which allows the researcher's 

narrative to be balanced, questioned, complemented and even contradicted by other 

narratives. 

This involves reproducing not only data which supports the researcher's narrative, 
but also data which follow other agendas. If the research texts are viewed without the 

ordering imposed on them by the researcher, then all parts become potential for quoting not 

just those which provide the snappiest soundbites. This perhaps requires us to reconsider 

our intentions in quoting others' texts. Conventionally I would argue this has been as 

illustrations, to add to the narration and to lend 'authenticity' to the argument. If we instead 

are quoting to enable others to speak through our texts, then the quotations that are chosen 

may be very different. However, because the subjects are not choosing the quotes that are 

representing them, this remains a reproduction of the researcher's interpretation of what we 

consider the subjects might want to say in response to our questions/arguments. We are 

speaking for them, not giving them authority. Furthermore, difficult problems remain about 

how we can represent in written texts the thoughts and opinions of the subjects that remain 

unspoken and even partly concealed from us. 

Therefore whilst we can adopt a greater awareness of the biases we inject into 

interpretation, and a greater recognition of alternative narratives that our subjects might 

want to tell but which conflict with our preconceptions -I remain sceptical about whether 

we can ever escape interpretation and representation in academic texts and the intellectual 

exploitation of our subjects' thoughts and words. 
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Ethical Questions 

Given that I have conceded above that the interpretation and use of information 

from qualitative research necessarily involves a degree'of 'intellectual exploitation' it is 

apparent that research is inevitably fraught with ethical questions. As Homan (1991) has 

noted, "social research offers considerable opportunity for the invasion of privacy" (p 53). 

This is particularly relevant in my research where I have explicitly set the limited invasion 

of the elite's private back-region as an objective. Against this, however, is placed the need 

to have the trust of the elite in order to facilitate smooth access, as discussed above. At the 

data collection stage, therefore, the major ethical question is that of recognising the limits 

to the researcher's ability to pry and respecting peoples' right not to participate and to 

withhold information when participating. This will inevitably produce 'holes' in the data 

which must be recognised when constructing a narrative from it. Having collected sensitive 
information, the handling and usage of that information is a further ethical dilemma. In 

order to facilitate access to more personal information I gave reassurances that identities 

would be protected or disguised in the text and in the storage of data. At the same time, for 

the information to useful I could guarantee neither total anonymity nor total confidentiality. 
The system which consequently used was to identify questionnaire respondents only by a 

code number on the envelope, which have also been used as reference numbers when 

quoted in text along with a broad status signifier (such as 'district councillor'). Where I 

have quoted especially sensitive information, no reference number has been used and the 
description kept as general as possible. 

There is a further question raised about whether all information gathered can be 

used and in what context. Interviewees do occasionally request - after speaking - that 

certain comments are not attributed to them. Can however such comments be quoted 

anonymously or paraphrased? Information which does not carry such riders may also be of 

questionable use. As Parry (1996) has observed, interviewees can become carried away in 

the 'confessional' information that they admit - is it is role of the researcher to censor their 

own narrative in these cases? Furthermore, there is the ambiguous nature of comments 

made during small-talk before and after the interview; given that interviews seem to use the 
tape recorder as a symbol of what is 'on-record' and 'off-record' should comments from 

small-talk be used at all? 
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These questions connect into the issue of how research findings are published and 
disseminated. As Ostrader (1995) advises the researcher should establish at the start of the 

fieldwork process that they reserve the right to publish material collected. Thus I 

established my right to use quotations and information in publications in both the letters 

sent to interviewees and the covering letter for the questionnaire survey (see appendix A). 

The issue of reproducing information and opinion is particularly sensitive when dealing 

with political research, as the research itself becomes political and can have unforseen 

consequences if reproduced insensitively (Ram 1995). Thus the narratives produced by the 

researcher must be interrogated not only for their faithfulness to the research participants' 

stories, but also for the question of whom they empower. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter I have attempted to outline and discuss the methodological processes 
by which I conducted my empirical research. The following chapters, which draw on this 

work, should be read in the context of the discussions above which hopefully go some way 
towards explaining how the narrative which I present was developed. 
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6: ELITE NETWORKS IN SOMERSET 

"It sort of spreads out like an incestuous sort of tree. " 
Former County Councillor 

Introduction 
Over the previous four chapters I have built up a conceptual image of what the 

contemporary local power structure in rural England should look like. Combining the 

observations of previous work on rural politics, with Latourian ideas of power, revised 
theories of elites and recent research on local governance, I have suggested that we should 
find power split between diverse agencies of local governance, but also the continuing 
existence of elites which are able to bridge the various agencies. In the next four chapters, 
this conceptual image will be compared to the picture of local power which emerges from 

empirical work in Somerset. In chapter 7I will discuss the importance of discourses of 
power and rurality in the county; in chapter 8, I will study four major issues in Somerset 

and what they tell us about local politics; and in chapter 9I will examine the limits to local 

power. But first in this chapter I intend to look at the mechanics of the local power 
structure - or who does what and how. 

In doing so I shall be drawing on my empirical research, as described in the last 

chapter. Examples and information given in the text will be pulled from a number of 
sources including interviews, questionnaire answers, local newspapers and other published 
documents. Where direct quotations are used, these will be taken either from interviews 

with the people concerned or from comments written on the postal questionnaire. The 

quotations are not attributed to named individuals in order to protect the identities of those 

concerned, however, numerical codes and brief descriptions have been used to allow 
different speakers to be distinguished and comments to be contextualised. Quotations 

where the numerical code is preceded by an `I' are taken from interviews, those preceded 
by a `Q', from the postal questionnaire. Information contained in tables and graphs was 
collected both the questionnaire survey and from published sources as acknowledged; 
whilst the information represented in the network diagrams was collected from a range of 
sources, including questionnaires, interviews, newspaper reports and published documents 

such as committee lists. 

The Inequality of Power and Influence in Somerset 
There is an unequal distribution of power and influence in the local state in Taunton 

Deane and West Somerset. However defined, those actors who are 'involved' in local 

politics, who hold offices in local governance organisations, who have 'influence' in the 
policy-making process, are not representative of the wider local population. In common 
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with local government across Britain, they are disproportionately male, middle- or late- 

aged, and middle class (see Barron et al. 1991; Stoker 1991). To take office-holders as an 
indicator, figure 6.1 shows that all levels of local governance in western Somerset are male 
dominated. ' Whilst there has been a steady increase in the proportion of female 

councillors, such that the level in 1995 was marginally higher than the national average 

recorded by Widdicombe (1986), even on the most balanced council - Somerset County 

Council - only a third of members are women, compared to over half the local population? 
Furthermore, despite attempts to increase the participation of women in local politics - 
such as a Labour party policy of standing at least one female candidate in all multi-member 
wards in Taunton Deane - the overwhelming majority of candidates from all parties in the 
1995 local elections were men, further bolstering the gender-imbalance of the councils 
(figure 6.2). Although on paper a number of senior local governance positions in west 
Somerset are held by women, closer examination reveals that in fact there is a relatively 
small group of influential women many of whom hold several positions? Despite these 

prominent individuals, women remain significantly under-represented in local governance. 

Similarly, figure 6.3 shows that both councillors and senior non-elected office- 
holders in western Somerset are disproportionately drawn from the highest social classes. 
In particular, certain professional groups such as farmers, employers and managers in large 

organisations, and education professionals are heavily over-represented (figures 6.4 - 6.6), 
these three groups together making up over a quarter of Somerset County Council and 
Taunton Deane Borough Council, and nearly half of West Somerset District Council. 

As well as councillors, the figures in this chapter refer to both 'senior non-elected positions' and 'senior 
local governance personnel'. I define 'senior non-elected positions' as including the Lord Lieutenant, Vice 
Lord Lieutenant, High Sheriff, co-opted members of the County Education Committee and County 
Environment Committee, appointed members of Exmoor National Park Authority, non-executive board 
members of the Somerset Health Commission, Taunton and Somerset NHS Trust, Avalon NHS Trust and 
the Training and Enterprise Council, members of the County Advisory Committee on Justices of the 
Peace, the Magistrates Courts Committee, and the Somerset Probation Committee, and appointed 
members of the Avon and Somerset Police Authority. I define 'senior local governance personnel' as 
including the senior officers of the three principal councils (those listed in the Municipal Yearbook), the 
executive directors of the Health Commission, NHS Trusts and TEC, the Chief Officer of the Exmoor 
National Park Authority, the Clerk to the Magistrates Court Committee, the Chief Probation Officer, and 
the Chief Constable. 

2 Between 1975 and 1995, the proportion of female councillors on Somerset County Council increased 
from 12.5% to 35%; on Taunton Deane Borough Council from 10% to 23%; and on West Somerset 
District Council from 19% to 31%. All population statistics are taken from the 1991 census, as reported in 
OPCS (1992), OPCS (1993) and OPCS (1994). 

3 For example, Lady Gass, who was appointed as Somerset's first female Vice Lord Lieutenant in 1996, 
having become its first female High Sheriff in 1994 and first female Deputy Lieutenant in 1995, and who 
is also a county councillor and a former vice-chair of the Exmoor National Park Authority; or Jackie 
Ballard, former Deputy Leader of Somerset County Council and Liberal Democrat parliamentary 
candidate for Taunton in 1992 (and prospective candidate for 1997); or Jean Hole, Mayor of Taunton 
Deane in 1994-5, former leader of the council's Labour group and Labour parliamentary candidate for 
Taunton in 1992. Other senior offices held by women in 1996 included the Vice-Chair of Somerset 
County Council, the General Manager of Taunton Deane Borough Council, the chair of Watchet Town 
Council, the chair of the Somerset Health Commission, the chair of the Avalon NHS Trust, and the chair 
of the Somerset Probation Committee. 

124 



Somerset County Councillors 

Taunton Deane Borough Councillors 

West Somerset District Councillors 

Parish Councillors 

Senior Non Elected Positions 

Senior Local Government Personnel 

Magistrates 

Deputy Lieutenants 

Chairs, School Governors 

West Somerset Population 

Taunton Deane Population 

Somerset Population 

-+- --+ ----+-------r---- - 4-- _- ----- r -- ._ 
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

Percent 
  Male   Fernale 

Figure 6.1: Gender in local governance in western Somerset 

Note on categories: County and district councillors as at May 1996; Parish councillors in Taunton Deane 

only, as at May 1995; Senior non-elected positions and senior local governance personnel, as at May 1996, 

see footnote 1; Magistrates for Taunton Deane and West Somerset benches, 1994 list; Deputy Lieutenants for 
Somerset, May 1996; Chairs of school governing bodies in Taunton Deane and West Somerset, as in April 
1994; Population statistics taken from the 1991 Census (OPCS 1993). 
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Figure 6.2 Gender of candidates in elections to Taunton Deane Borough Council and West 

Somerset District Council, May 1995 
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Figure 6.3: Social class of councillors 

Note: For definitions of social class see OPCS (1990). Information on occupation of councillors from 
questionnaire survey and council documents; population statistics taken from OPCS (1993) and OPCS 
(1994b). 
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Figure 6.4: Farmers on Councils 

Note: Workforce refers to economically active population between ages of 18 and retirement age. Workforce 
statistics from OPCS (1994b). 
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Figure 6.5: Employers and Managers on Councils 

Note: Workforce refers to economically active population between ages of 19 and retirement age. Workforce 

statistics from OPCS (1994b). 
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Figure 6.5: Educational Professionals on Councils 

Note: 'Educational professionals' include teachers, lecturers and 'education consultants'. Workforce refers to 
economically active population between ages of 18 and retirement age. Workforce statistics from OPCS 
(1994h). 
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However, whilst a head-count of office holders provides an interesting indication of' 

the biased representation of the local population in local governance, it carries a risk of 
functionalism. Holding office as a councillor or as a board member of an appointed body is 

not the same as having power or influence in the local state. Interestingly, over a quarter of 

councillors do not consider themselves to be 'powerful' or 'influential', whilst a number of 

non-councillors who are active in local politics or society do claim to be powerful or 

influential in the locality (figure 6.7). All but one respondent in senior non-elected local 

governance positions, and all but one of the (admittedly few) senior local governance 

personnel who replied to my questionnaire considered themselves to be influential at least 

to some extent. 

Councillors 

Non-councillors 

40 

®No answer MNo__ OQualified Yes DYes 

Figure 6.6: "Do you consider yourself to be powerful or influential? " 

In answering this question, some respondents emphasised what they regarded as a 
distinction between being 'powerful' and being 'influential', both in respect of their own 

position, and in attributing power and influence to others: 

"Most influential is probably still 
depends on your concept of 'power' 
parties on TDBC and WSDC. " 

Sir Walter Luttrell. Most powerful 
Arguably the leaders of' the majority 

Q205 - Landowner 
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"Powerful is a very relative word" 
Q 120 - Former Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"I am tempted to say that local councillors have most influence. Power is 
more elusive to be sure about. Power often seems to be wielded 
anonymously. " 

Q104 - Former Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

It is thus important to distinguish between 'power' and 'influence' in the local state. 
Perhaps in contradiction of the last quotation, I would argue that if most forms of 'power' 

are monopolised by agencies of the local state (see chapter 4), then individuals can only be 
'powerful' in so far as they are able to use the apparatus of the local state machinery. 
'Influence', however, is more difficult to define and to attribute, and is more widely 
dispersed amongst the local population. 

As was noted in chapter 5, the methodology adopted to identify 'powerful' or 
'influential' actors is largely dependent on the concept of power or influence employed. 
However, in general, two methods of attributing power and influence have been used in 

studies of local power: the reputational approach and the decisional approach. At this 

preliminary stage in identifying potential elites in western Somerset, I wish to briefly 

consider the power structure as suggested by a reputational approach, based on the peer- 
nomination of `powerful' or `influential' individuals by respondents to a questionnaire (see 

table 6.1). ° 

Interestingly, it is people holding what are conventionally regarded as being the 

most senior political offices in a locality who are cited most frequently as being 
influential: - council leaders, members of parliament, the Lord Lieutenant, and county 
councillors. It is difficult to determine from these answers whether it is individuals 

themselves or the offices held that are regarded as being influential or powerful, and most 
probably they represent a mixture of the two. This is more clearly not the case with some 
of the other figures on the list, in particular the small number of named individuals cited. 
Furthermore, there are a number of 'groups' who are clearly regarded as being influential, 

either collectively or as individuals, including businesspeople, developers, landowners and 
the Freemasons. In contrast, senior local government officers - where one would presume 
that it is the office not the individual which is seen as being powerful - are cited by a 
reasonably large number of people, but are not at the top of the list. 

4 The question was included on a postal questionnaire survey sent to 258 individuals, all of whom were 
considered to be potential elite members. See chapter 4, figure 10 for more details 
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Number of citations 
Jefferson Horsley, Leader, Taunton Deane Borough Council 29 

'County Councillors' 21 

David Nicholson, MP for Taunton 21 

'District Councillors' is 

Tom King, MP for Bridgwater 17 

Chris Clarke, Leader, Somerset County Council 15 

John Meikle, Conservative Leader, TDBC 12 

Sir Walter Luttrell, Lord Lieutenant (since retired) 11 

Businesspeople/Employers 11 

Sheelagh Douglas, General Manager, TDBC 10 

The Electorate/The Public 9 

Colin Rockall, Chief Executive, West Somerset District Council 9 

Brian Tanner, Chief Executive, SCC 9 

Builders/Developers 9 

Landowners/'Wealthy families'fThe rich' 8 

Liberal Democrats 7 

Freemasons 7 

Lady Gass, Conservative County Councillor & High Sheriff 95-96 7 

'Senior Local Government Officers' 7 

Members of Non-elected Local Government Boards 6 

Mayor of Taunton Deane 6 
Local Media 6 

Police / Police Superintendent / Chief Constable 6 

Meigan Lyons, Chair of WSDC (93-95) 5 

Teachers/Headteachers 5 

Chambers of Commerce 5 

Maurice Jennings, Chair, TDBC Strategic Planning Committee 5 

'Senior Councillors' 5 

Magistrates 4 

'Committee Chairs' 4 

Jackie Ballard, Deputy Leader, SCC (93-95); Lib Dem ppc for Taunton 4 
Exmoor National Park Administration 4 

Ralph Clark, Chair, SCC 4 

Planners 4 

Taunton Rotary Club 4 

Table 6.1: Individuals, positions and organisations most often cited as being influential or 
powerful in Taunton Deane and West Somerset by questionnaire respondents 
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In judging the relevance of these figures, however, it is interesting to note how 

answers varied with the positionality of the questionnaire respondent. Many people 
nominated people or organisations from their 'own side; for example, Labour councillors 
were only cited as being influential by members of the Labour Party, whilst one Catholic 

councillor was alone in citing the Catholic Archdeacon of Taunton. Conversely, some 

respondents clearly suggested people with whom they had particular experience in 

opposing, often indicated by prefacing their comments with "unfortunately... ". For 

example, an Exmoor landowner cited the Liberal Democrat chair of the National Park 
Committee, but added, "I agree with nothing he says". There was also a distinction between 

the answers offered by people in junior and senior positions. Junior councillors and non- 

councillors quite often cited council leaders and senior councillors, but the council leaders 

themselves nominated a wider group of actors, including employers and businesspeople, 

developers, Quango members and senior local government officers, (although they all said 
they considered themselves to be influential). The small number of senior council officials 
who gave a reply were more divided. One concurred roughly with the council leaders, 

nominating business interests and the judiciary; another nominated 'senior councillors'; 
whilst a third cited "the people at large". 

Equally, there was also a geographical difference, with farmers and landowners 

more likely to be cited by respondents in West Somerset, and with general agreement that 

officers were more influential than councillors on West Somerset District Council as a 
result of its traditionally non-partisan nature: 

"Positions in WSDC carry little power. " 

Q17 - County Councillor 

"[WSDC] is an independent council with no political groupings (and not 
even a members' room until very recently! ) - officers make all the play. " 

Q13 - County Councillor 

As such, what the table perhaps most clearly demonstrates is that there is no one 
individual or group of people who are by common consent regarded as having power or 
influence. A large number of people see political leaders and councillors generally as being 
influential, but equally many people suggest that influence rests away from formal electoral 
politics - with business leaders, landowners, farmers, pressure groups and other social 
groups. Different people, looking from different positions, with experience of different 

sections of local governance, and with different ideological standpoints, see the distribution 

of power and influence in Somerset in different ways, and no one person is in a position to 
offer a wider picture. 
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The problem with this kind of reputational approach is that it is based on 
perceptions and presents no evidence of actors cited actually exercising any of their alleged 
power or influence. The need for such evidence is the underlying principle of the decisional 

approach, which involves desconstructing specific policy networks and identifying those 

actors who have had an input. This methodology means that it is difficult to employ a 
decisional approach in identifying influential actors at the scale I am addressing - which 
involves a number of organisations across a number of policy fields. However, some 
indication of the individuals who are actively involved in the political process might be 

gained from an analysis of the local media. Table 6.2 shows the individuals most often 
mentioned in the Somerset County Gazette, in an `active' context - leading a campaign, 
demanding action, organising a meeting, announcing proposals etc. As such they have been 
distinguished from those people who were reported performing an official duty, a list 

which is headed by offices such as Mayor, council spokesperson and coroner (table 6.3). 
Finally, table 6.4 lists individuals most frequently referred to in letters to the editor, and is 

an attempt to judge which political actors provoke the greatest public debate. 

These tables reveal a slightly different hierarchy than the reputational citations of 
political actors. Indeed, only five people are amongst the top twenty individuals in both the 

reputational list and the list of `active' newspaper citations: - the leaders of Taunton Deane 
Borough Council and Somerset County Council, the Member of Parliament for Taunton, 

the Conservative Leader on Taunton Deane Borough Council, and the chair of Taunton 
Deane's Strategic Planning Committee. Thus suggests that there is a small nucleus of 
senior local politicians who, whatever their actual influence, are both highly visible and a 
have a reputation for being influential, but that there are also other perceived influences 

which are less publically prominent, and indeed, that there are a number of local political 
activists who can attract considerable publicity for their actions, but who are not respected 
as being influential by their peers. 

Traditional accounts of rural politics have emphasised the material basis of rural 
power (see chapter 2). Newby et al. (1978), in particular, placed the ownership of 
agricultural land and the wage-capital relationship between farmers and landowners and 
their labourers at the core of the rural local power structure. As agricultural restructuring 
has reduced the importance of such relations to the local economy, however, so has their 
importance to the local power structure also declined: 

"I don't think the farming community has quite the clout that it used to have 
but certainly it does have a certain clout, very much so. I remember being 
told when I stood that I had to cultivate the farming vote. Very much so, 
because of course there are quite a number of big farms around here. But it's 
difficult, very difficult, to actually say how influential they are. There aren't 
nearly as many of them, of course, as there used to be. Because, of course, 
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Number of articles 
David Nicholson, MP for Taunton 169 

Jefferson Horsley, Leader, Taunton Deane Borough Council (LD) 95 
Chris Clarke, Leader, Somerset County Council (LD) 88 
Alan Debenham, Taunton Deane Councillor (Ind) 59 
Graham Watson, MEP for Somerset & North Devon (June 94+) 53 
Jackie Ballard, County Councillor & Lib Dem ppc for Taunton 48 
Bryan Furney, Chair, Minehead Town Council & West Somerset Cllr (Lab) 42 
Andrew Govier, Taunton Deane & Wellington Town Cllr (Lab) 40 
Libby Lisgo, Taunton Deane Cllr & Labour ppc for Taunton 36 
John Meikle, Conservative Leader, TDBC 36 
Maurice Jennings, Chair, TDBC Strategic Planning Cttee (LD) 33 
Peter Watkin, Deputy Leader, TDBC (LD) 30 
Alan Benyon, Head of Development Services, WSDC 27 
John Pragnell, President, Wellington Chamber of Commerce 27 
Humphrey Temperley, Chair, Exmoor National Park Cttee (LD) 27 
Jean Hole, Mayor of Taunton Deane 95-96 (Lab) 26 
Val Buissink, Taunton Deane Cllr (to 95) and Town Cllr (LD) 23 
Sheelagh Douglas, General Manager, TDBC 23 
Tony Knight, Watchet Town Councillor (Con) 19 
Michael Rose, Chair, Wellington Town Council (LD) 19 
Jim Dunkley, Chair, TDBC Commercial Services Cttee (LD) 17 
Nigel Edwards, West Somerset Councillor (to 95) (Con) 17 
Ross Henley, Taunton Deane Cllr & VC, Wellington Town Council (LD) 17 
Brenda Henson, County Councillor (from Oct 95) (Lab) 17 
Colin Rockall, Chief Executive, West Somerset District Council 17 
Bea Roberts, County Councillor (Con) 17 
John Walker, West Somerset Councillor (to 95) (Con) 17 
Ernie Warren, Taunton Deane Councillor (Ind) 17 
Brian Colleridge, Headteacher 16 
Ray Dickson, Taunton Deane & County Councillor (LD) 16 
Tom King, MP for Bridgwater 16 
Nicky Messarra, Secretary, Minehead Chamber of Trade 16 
Ian Aldridge, West Somerset & Watchet Town Councillor (Lab) 15 
Bob Chapman, Environment Director, SCC 15 
Sally de Renzy Martin, Chair, Watchet Town Council 15 
Adrian Prior-Sankey, Taunton Deane Councillor (LD) 15 
Phil Stone, Chair, TDBC Housing Committee 15 
Table 6.2: Individuals most often mentioned in an 'active context' in the Somerset County 

Gazette, 6th May 1994 - 26th April 1996. 

Note: Excluding advertisments, sports pages, letters pages, leisure pages and reports of club meetings. 
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Number of articles 
Jean Hole, Mayor of Taunton Deane 95-96 73 

David Nicholson, MP for Taunton 65 

Michael Rose, Coroner & Chair, Wellington Town Council 56 

David Applegate, Mayor of Taunton Deane 94-95 54 

Nan Heal, TDBC Spokesperson 42 

Roger Smith, Somerset County Council Spokesperson 33 
Tom King, MP for Bridgwater 17 
Sir John Wills, Lord Lieutenant (from April 1995) 15 
Jim Thompson, Bishop of Bath and Wells 12 
Michael Pearson, Spokesperson, Somerset Red Cross 12 

David Shattock, Chief Constable II 
Lady Gass, High Sheriff 94-95 10 

Richard Lewis, Bishop of Taunton 10 
Trevor Smith, Mayor of Taunton Deane 93-94 9 
Jim Dunkley, Deputy Mayor of Taunton Deane 95-96 8 
Joe Passmore, Chair, West Somerset Magistrates Bench 8 
Jane Barrie, Chair, Somerset Health Commission 6 
Ralph Clark, Chair, Somerset County Council 6 
Richard Frith, Archdeacon of Taunton 6 
Bryan Furney, Chair, Minehead Town Council 6 
Jefferson Horsley, Leader, TDBC 6 
Sir Walter Luttrell, Lord Lieutenant (to April 1995) 6 
Ed McNally, Chief Executive, Taunton & Somerset NHS Trust 6 
Sheelagh Douglas, General Manager, TDBC 5 
Humphrey Temperley, Chair, Exmoor National Park Committee 5 

Table 6.3: Individuals most often mentioned in an 'official context' in the Somerset County 
Gazette, 6th May 1994 - 26th April 1996. 

Note: Excluding advertisments, sports pages, letters pages, leisure pages and reports of club meetings. 
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most farmers now, they don't have that many employees, so they can't be 
that, erm, influential as they used to be. " 

1120 - Former Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Instead, the experience of social and economic restructuring has led to suggestions 

that other forms of material capital are being mobilised to influence local politics. The 

business community in general is commonly regarded as being influential, through its 

centrality to the economic well-being of the locality and its dominance of the local labour 

market. As the number of independent, family firms in the locality has decreased in relative 

terms, this effectively attributes influence to a few major employers - Taunton Cider in 

Taunton; Relyon and Aerosol International in Wellington; and Butlins in Minehead - and 

their parent companies, located outside the district. Amongst locally-based companies it is 

builders and developers, who have had a prominent role in the recent development of the 

area and who through planning are strongly effected by local government policy, who are 

most often attributed with influence, as in the rather vitriolic comments of one councillor: 

"'Money talks', especially re: the current centralised dictatorships of the four 
Tory right-wing, ruinous governments - i. e. Whitehall (abetted by the 
wheelers/dealers in the top echelons of the big business fraternity who 
run/donate to the Tory right-wing cause); 'developers'tspeculators', both 

national and local names and especially those who also fit the previous 
description; and 'quango' appointees, especially those who fit into any of the 
previous two descriptions! In other words, in a casino-led country it's 

always'the Mafia' who rule, via'the dealers' who take the takings! " 
Q27 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Such images of covert business power allude more to a perceived indirect influence 

on local governance, than to formal participation in elected local government. Indeed, as 
described earlier in this chapter, whilst both employers and farmers are over-represented on 
local councils, neither group are dominant. A more direct relationship between material 

capital and authority is perhaps suggested by non-elected positions, especially those of the 

lieutenancy and shrievalty. All High Sheriffs appointed in the last 12 years have been 

farmers or landowners, and no one other than a major landowner has yet been appointed as 
Lord Lieutenant. However, as shall be discussed later, this is perhaps more indicative of 

the cultural and social capital that stems from landownership than the actual mobilisation 

of material resources. 

What, therefore, is being suggested, is that in the contemporary local power 

structure, power and influence are consequences more of personal, cultural and social 
capital than the control of material capital. The importance of cultural capital - fitting the 

right discourses of power - is discussed in the next chapter; but here I want to briefly 

consider how personal capital - factors such as time availability, communication skills, 

135 



confidence, motivation and knowledge - are important in allowing individuals the 

opportunity to participate in local governance, and hence to gain power or influence. 

For example, the both the time that is required to be spent on council work, and the 

daytime meetings of Somerset County Council and West Somerset District Council - 

requiring time to be taken off work - discourages certain sections of the population from 

standing as candidates: ' 

"There's a lot of councillors now that are excluded from being in the swim 
because they can't give up the time, you know, they go to meetings, they 
haven't read the reports, they haven't read the papers, so they don't know 

very much, so there are a few now who are being covertly excluded because 
they haven't..... you know, they've got full time jobs, maybe a family, and 
from the point of view of getting people to be candidates, this is an 
unfortunate thing that has developed. " 

127 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"There's now a by-election taking place and I am at the moment, you know, 
being besieged by people wanting to know why I'm not standing, and the 
answer to that is.... because I would want to do the job properly, it's a very 
demanding role as a county councillor... [my wife] is able to make the 
effective amount of time, but I couldn't, I would be frustrated by it... so 
there we are. " 

1402 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The time factor does not only work against those in employment, but is also very 

significant with regard to the gender and age balance of councils, acting as a handicap 

against the participation of people with young families: 

"There was a Tory councillor who joined the council at the same time as me 
in '87, her husband worked on shift and her children were, oh, seven or eight 
or something like that, and after a short period, after a short time, she said 
'I'm running out of babysitting points', and after four years she stood down. 
It didn't, it didn't fit together. " , 

129 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The consequence has been to favour people who are in positions where they have 

more time available to spend on political activity, described by one councillor as including, 

Barron et at. (1991) found that county councillors spend an average of 29.4 hours a week on council 
work, with committee chairs spending an average of 38.4 hours a week. The financial reward for this time 
is minimal. In 1994-5 members of Taunton Deane Borough Council received £804 basic allowance. 
Twelve councillors received a `special responsibility allowance' varying between £15 and £1,800. Four 
councillors did not claim an attendance allowance, but all others did, with amounts claimed ranging 
between £49 and £1,104. Thus the highest total allowance claimed was by the council leader, who was 
paid £3,019 for what is effectively a full-time job (Somerset County Gazette 11/8/95). 

136 



"people who are unemployed, pensioners, people who can get loss of earnings or time off 
from work, public service workers. " 

Personal capital can also refer to the skills and attributes that an individual has 

which are particularly disposed to political activity, such as communication skills, 
organisational ability, confidence and motivation. Ehrenhalt (1992) has suggested that the 
increasing number of teachers involved in local politics in the United States is in part due 

to their professional experience in communicating ideas. The same factor may be 

significant in explaining the relatively large number of teachers involved in local politics in 
Somerset; certainly the combination of secure employment and communication skills are 
seen as being a possible explanation of the increasing influence of the professional middle 
classes: 

"[People in] what I call the middle management area.... of DT, or gas, or 
county council, or whatever, they are paid really generally quite a 
reasonable, 'comfortable salary, not, you know, a marvellous amount, but a 
reasonable salary; they may also have social consciences; they're articulate, 
they're whatever, and they find that politics or local council work is an 
outlet for their particular aspirations. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Linked to these qualities is the question of having the right knowledge. This does 

not just refer to educational qualifications, but rather works in two ways. Firstly, an 
individual may be seen has having external knowledge that could be of use to an 
organisation. This is particular significant in appointments to non-elected bodies, for 

example in the appointment of accountants to health authorities and NHS Trust boards, or 
in the example given by one former appointer: 

"At the time, and I do underline at the time, I perceived that we were fairly 
weak on the personnel management side.... therefore if I thought the 
authority on the professional side was a bit suspect there, I would look for a 
very good, say, industrial person or personnel manager in the locality and 
ask them to become a member, so he could put his input in as a member 
even though he wasn't an employee. " 

1156 - Former Health Authority Chair 

Secondly, influence in local governance can be argued to be assisted by knowledge 

of the relevant system. Such 'inside knowledge' is suggested as a reason why a relatively 
large number of local government employees become politically active, even to the extent 
of standing for election to other authorities. Similarly, it can be suggested that the influence 
which a councillor has above and beyond that of the ordinary citizen is simply the 
consequence of being better informed and more knowledgeable about how the council 
works: 
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"Where it's easier for me as an elected member of a local council to make 
things happen than it is for the ordinary member of the general public in the 
street... Lots of them could make a lot of things happen... than they realise, 
it's just that they don't understand the system. It's just lack of knowledge.... 
If they knew where to go, who to see and how to put things, they would 
probably get things done far quicker. So, influence and knowledge, you see, 
is probably the prime factors of how we actually get things done. " 

I81- Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Having the right personal capital, in terms of having a combination of 

communication skills, knowledge, motivation and the necessary time available, is therefore 

seen by some as being the key factor in enabling an individual to participate in local 

politics and exercise influence: 

"Personally I wouldn't like to say that I had any power at all. I would much 
rather that it was actually put that you were in a strong position of influence, 
that you could, through your political knowledge and your political 
background and your education, you could actually put forward a reasoned 
argument in such a way that people would understand what you say firstly, 
and then, hopefully, accept the information that you were putting over. " 

181 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"There's a sort of a new breed of councillor has come along that are more 
dedicated, they're giving up more of their time, and erm they're more in the 
swim on a level basis with the officers and there's much more where a 
councillor very often controls the council rather than the officers of the 
council. " 

127 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Yet there are many people who do have this personal capital, but who are not 
influential in local governance, or not as influential as their peers. This may be through the 
individual's choice - but there are others whose attempts to become more influential tue 
thwarted. Therefore, we need not only to look at personal capital, but also social capital - 
the relations and contacts that an individual has. 

The importance of social capital in rural politics was recognised in the notion of 
'political occupations' (Grant 1977), the notion that in a non-partisan system the 

professional contacts that a candidate had with people in the electorate contributed to their 

election chances (see chapter 2). There is certainly evidence that political occupations 
remain important today, especially in West Somerset, where Independents are still the 
largest group on the district council and where councillors include a village garage owner, 
a village shopkeeper, a retired postmaster, a retired community worker, a retired butcher, a 
baker, two nurses and three teachers - all of whom might be expected to be well known in 

their wards through their work. Furthermore, there is evidence that political occupations 
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are relevant even in party-political elections. Conservatives in Milverton, for example, 
contribute their loss of a by-election for Taunton Deane Borough Council in 1994 in part to 
the "special factor" that the successful Liberal Democrat candidate was the ex-wife of the 

ex-vicar and worked part-time at the village school, ' 

There is also a second dimension to social capital, that which concerns the social 

contacts and relations which an individual has with other people who are active in local 

politics and governance, and it is this form of social capital which will be the focus of the 

rest of this chapter. 

Elite Networks in Somerset 

The concept of elite networks has been introduced in previous chapters. To recap 
briefly, in chapter four I argued that elites are neither discrete nor homogeneous, but rather 
are composed of a network of social and professional relations, both between members of 
the elite, and extending outside to individuals in the non-elite. Indeed, it was argued that the 

existence of such a network of contacts is part of the definition of an elite. Thus, in 

approaching local political and governance actors in Somerset, we should expect to find 
individuals linked into at least one such network. The process of identifying and 
representing such networks, however, is fraught with difficulties (see chapter 5), involving 

as it does the gathering of what is essentially personal information about individuals. Any 

representation of an elite network is hence likely to be inaccurate or at least incomplete, and 
this note of caution should be attached to all the networks reproduced in this chapter. 

Despite the inadequacies of the approach, it can be considered satisfactory if we are 
not attempting to get an exact representation of the elite's social networks, but rather an 
approximation of the social topography of the local power structure. Thus western 
Somerset it can be broadly stated that a considerable number of local political activists are 
linked through social and professional relations into an elite network, which can be further 
divided into three ̀cores', each with a distinctive social and political character (figure 6.8). 
The first core (figure 6.9), is effectively the continuation of the `traditional rural 
establishment'; it is middle class, politically Conservative and has a strong agricultural bias. 
Amongst the individuals included in this network are the Lord Lieutenant, the Chair of the 
County Council, and a number of present and former councillors and holders of non-elected 
governance positions, who are linked together through family and professional contacts, 
and through their involvement in organisations such as the Royal Bath and West 
Agricultural Society, ' the Red Cross (figure 6.10), stag- and fox-hunts (see chapter 8), and 
the National Farmers Union (figure 6.11). 

6 When the councillor stood down at the subsequent elections in May 1995, the Conservatives regained 
the seat with the Liberal Democrats in third place. 

The Royal Bath and West Agricultural Society is responsible for organising Somerset's major annual 
agricultural show. 
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The second core (figure 6.12) consists largely of local businesspeople, most of 

whom are Conservative in their politics. They are closely linked through organisations such 

as the Chambers of Commerce, Rotary Clubs and Masonic lodges in Taunton, Minchead 

and Wellington, the Taunton Court Leet, Taunton Soroptomists and the Minehead Gala 

Committee, and include a number of senior figures in non-elected local governance, such 

as the chairs of the Somerset Health Commission, the Taunton and Somerset NilS Trust 

and the Training and Enterprise Council, as well as the district coroner and the 
Conservative leader on Taunton Deane Borough Council. 

Finally, a third, less distinct core, is based on connections through social and 

voluntary organisations in Taunton, and service sector work places (figure 6.13). This 

`emerging liberal elite' is also less socially or politically homogeneous, but includes a 

significant number of `service class' in-migrants, who tend to be Liberal Democrat in their 

political affiliations, and include the Leader of Taunton Deane Borough Council, the chair 

of the Taunton Magistrates Bench and a number of district and county councillors (figure 
6.14). They are, therefore, the group of people which is seen by some as replacing the 

previous hegemony of the business elite in Taunton: 

"There are a lot of county council employees who are members of the 
borough council...... and then I think the utilities, electricity, gas, BT and 
whatever, are another provider of candidates and councillors. So, the 
utilities and the... county council in the main, have significantly replaced 
and probably exceeded the previous influence of the business community. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Simply identifying the existence of such networks, however, does not reveal 
anything about their consequences for the practice of local politics and governance. A 

group of councillors may all be members of an organisation, attend meetings, and yet this 

may have no effect on their work as councillors. Hence we also need to look at the ways in 

which elite networks are used for recruitment, patronage and the exercise of influence. 

Recruitment 
The use of social contacts are highly important in the initial stages of recruiting 

people into political activity. As described in chapter 4, studies have found that social 
networks provide an important means of recruiting members for all political parties, but 

there is also a second stage of recruitment when people who have shown a political interest 

are then recruited into political activity -a process that may be the beginning of recruitment 
into the local elite. This is perhaps most commonly performed in terms of individuals 
being approached and asked to consider standing as a candidate for election to one of the 
councils. Except in a few favourable localities, all the parties have experienced a dearth of 
willing potential candidates putting themselves forward for election, and the fielding of a 
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respectable slate of candidates is more often the product of active recruitment, as one 

councillor acknowledges: 

"If you wanted to be a candidate and you joined one of the political parties, I 
mean, if you showed that you're an activist, interested, knowledgeable, 
capable, you'd find yourself a candidate probably on May 4th elections, 
because there's such a scarcity anybody who comes in that really shows that 
they know their stuff and they're keen and active, you'd be on the list. " 

127 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

What is striking is how frequently just such an experience features in councillors' stories of 
how they became active in local government: 

"For twelve years I wasn't involved in politics at all, just single issue items, 
and really it was through social contacts that I was approached and asked to 
stand in eighty-seven. " 

142 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

I was asked to stand. I make observations from time to time that they 
couldn't find anybody else so they started scraping the bottom of the barrel 
and I got, I got my hand twisted up behind my back and was asked to 
stand. " 

121 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"One of our local, erm, Tory members asked me if I would like to stand, and 
she gave me a booklet, at the time I was just flying out to Grenada... so I 
took the booklet with me, read it, and thought 'Yes, I would like to do it'. 
Not, by any means, from a political angle at all... that... you know... I'm 
really not into politics whatever. I suppose I've always been a bit blue, but 
I'm not, you know, I don't consider the politics side of it... I was really more 
interested in what was going on around in our villages and towns" 

1263 - West Somerset District Councillor 

"I was then thought to be a suitable person to represent this area on the 
county council, they not being very happy with the person who was at that 
time doing it. In fact I would not have liked to have opposed this chap..... 
but extraordinarily the old chap died. And that was that, you know. So they 
were then looking obviously for a candidate and it was put to me that I 
should stand. " 

1190 - Former County Councillor 

"I was fairly critical, I suppose, of the local council..... so somebody said to 
me 'put up or shut up', okay, fine, and then the local party, as they still are, 
they're desperate for candidates, and so said'would you put up? ̀ 

178 - West Somerset District Councillor 
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"I can't remember why I was asked, it's so long ago, isn't that dreadful? I 
can't remember, anyway I stood and I, er.... I didn't get in, not in eighty- 
three. And then I was asked to stand again because they were desperate" 

1120 - Former Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The networks which exist between political actors and the way in which they are 

used in recruiting candidates are also evident on the nomination papers of candidates. In 

the May 1995 elections to Taunton Deane Borough Council, 41 candidates had their 

nomination papers ' signed by other candidates. Figure 6.15 shows the 'nomination 

networks' for Bishops Lydeard ward and the social relations existing between the nominees 

and candidates. For party political candidates, the list of nominations may simply reflect 
the attendance at the relevant branch meeting, and imply nothing except that there is only a 

small core of activists for the party in that ward. However, in non-partisan elections, the 

collection of nominations has to depend far more heavily on social networks. This becomes 

significant in parish council elections, which tend not to be contested by political parties, 

and where again there can be a severe shortage of self-proposing candidates, ' In order to 

ensure that candidates are found, individuals may take it upon themselves to recruit from 

among their own social network, or alternatively, a group of people who know each other 

as neighbours or friends may reach a collective decision to put themselves forward: 

"A group of younger people said, 'We'll give the village an opportunity to 
elect somebody younger'. Not that there was any great dissatisfaction with 
the Parish Council, it was just that they thought... I believe I'm right in 
saying.. and not as an organised group, certainly much less any party 
political intention behind it, they, you know, just put their names forward, 
no doubt having talked about it to each other. " 

121 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Either way, figure 6.16 demonstrates how in the village of North Curry networks of 

nominations emerged, drawing upon existing social networks. 

A more subtle way in which social networks have had the effect of recruiting 
political actors is by what might be termed, 'activating by example'. In other words, there is 

no deliberate attempt to recruit an individual through a social network, but knowing 

someone active in local politics through a social network encourages an individual to 
become involved themselves. Again, this kind of experience features in the life-histories 

told some present councillors: 

8 In Taunton Deane and West Somerset the only sub-district councils contested on explicitly party political 
lines are Wellington Town Council, Minehead Town Council and Watchet Town Council. In May 1995, 
ten out of 41 parish councils in Taunton Deane had less candidates nominated than vacant seats. 
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"At parish council meetings was the district councillor who was exceedingly 
good, very well motivated, he cared about the people and about local 
services, and the county councillor used to come along to the meetings as 
well, and I was impressed-by this district councillor and county councillor, 
by the way they really cared, fought hard for the things that people wanted, 
and were prepared, if necessary, to get their hands dirty to get things done. 
And that impressed me and I thought, 'I could do that, that's the sort of 
councillor I could be. " 

115 - County Councillor 

"In my very early teens I was friends with the now mayor, her son, they 
were active Labour people.... so from my earliest days I was aware of party 
politics. I went and stuck up skittles for the Labour Party. I never joined 
them, vaguely worked for them... It evolved through that in my latter teens 
into supporting the Liberals. " 

1255 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Social networks are thus seen as contributing to raising people's political awareness and 
later providing opportunities by which individuals might be recruited into political activity. 

Patronage 
Once recruited into political activity, the importance of an individual's social 

network does not diminish. Rather the new contacts developed through political activity 
incorporate an individual into new social networks and begin to open up new opportunities 
as to how their political career might develop. I am referring here to patronage, which I 
distinguish from recruitment as being concerned with appointing people already active in 

politics as opposed to recruiting people into politics. The area of local governance most 
commonly linked with patronage are the various non-elected boards such as health 

authorities and NHS Trusts. As was noted in chapter 4, studies conducted elsewhere have 
described how social networks have been used in the appointment of board members. It is 
interesting to compare this evidence with the defence often used for 'quangos', that they 

wider the range of people involved in local governance: 

I do believe that, out there, there are hundreds of people with considerable 
talents, limited time, who would genuinely like to make a contribution to 
making the wheels turn, but who don't fancy the idea of every four or five 
years going around and banging on doors saying 'will you vote for me'. 
There's nothing dishonourable about that, and I think that quangos gave us 
the opportunity to tap that considerable reservoir of talent and goodwill. " 

1156 - Former health Authority Chair 

The problem that arises with this approach, however, is that the people or person 
responsible for the appointments has only limited knowledge of what people there are 'out 
there', willing or wanting to 'make a contribution'. Members of their own social and 
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professional networks are the most obvious candidates, and attempts to widen the field 
frequently mean little more than tapping into the social networks of associates: 

"You touch on a problem when you're appointing to these bodies, because 
for everybody you know for good or ill, there are 101 very worthy people 
you haven't got to hear about. And you have to canvass around a bit, and ask 
people whose judgement you respect 'do you know anybody who might be 
worth looking atz' and you gradually build up" 

1156 - Former Health Authority Chair 

This radial process means that people who are active in local politics, people who 
are known to those with the power to appoint, or those consulted by the appointing 
authority, are more likely to be appointed than someone with equivalent skills but who is 

outside those networks. The experience of two members of appointed bodies follows this 

pattern: 

"It was really through my links with Angela Sneddon, who was then the 
leader of the Labour Group on the County Council, who was somebody I 
met at various meetings.... As leader of the Labour Group on the County 
Council when there was a vacancy for a nomination on behalf of the County 
Council to the Community Health Council she was asked if she had a name 
to put forward..... And she asked me if I was interested in it and she knew 
my background. " 

1410 - Community Health Council Member 

"I find that with my local contacts when I was chucked off the council it 
meant that I still had contact to a certain extent, I still knew what was going 
on. And, from the point of view of that, I'm now chair of a district and 
county arts committee. " 

1120 - Former Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

This kind of patronage leads to the concentration of political and governmental roles 
with a fairly small group of people. Over a third of Taunton Deane Councillors in May 1996 
also held some other local governance office - as a school governor, magistrate or member 
of an appointed body. A third were also members of other councils, whilst nearly half held 
offices in non-political organisations (table 6.4). 

At the same time, there is also a small group of councillors who do not have any 
outside activities. One interviewee suggested that there are two types of councillor, those 
who "become a councillor and don't do anything else", and those who are councillors "with 
a lot of strings"; but, this can be expanded to produce a rough typology of five types of 
local political activists: 
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Taunton Deane Borough 
Councillors 

Wcst Somerset District 
Councillors 

Members of another council 17 16 
Magistrates 3 0 
School Governors 18 3 
Members of NHS Trust Board 1 0 
Other appointed local governance 
position 

5 6 

Office in political party 21 10 
Office in another organisation. 24 12 
No outside activities 5 5 
Incomplete information on councillor 11 10 
Total number o councillors 53 32 

Table 6.4: Other positions held by Taunton Deane and West Somerset Councillors (as at 
May 1996). 

a)'County leaders, who are active in a number of (often county-wide) organisations at a 
senior level and who also tend to hold senior positions in local councils or non-elected 
local government. 

b) 'Community activists', who are active in a number of organisations, but not necessarily 
at a senior level. 

c) 'Professional politicians', who are very active in political parties and/or local 

government, but who do not have many interests outside this narrow field. Some have 

taken early retirement to concentrate on political activity. 

d) 'Specialists', who are very active with another narrow field, such as hunting, the 

environment or the arts. 

e) Representatives', who may serve as councillors, but not in a senior position, and who 
do not have many other outside activities. 

Each of these types of activists can be found in the elite networks. The 'county 
leaders' and 'community activists' tend to be the key figures in the networks, with their 
numerous contacts bridging various fields of interest. The participation of councillors and 
other politicians in non-political organisations, such as hunts or a hospital league of friends 
is important in bringing 'specialists' into the network, whilst councillors with no outside 
interests are least likely to be integrated into the network, a position which might be self- 
reproducing as they are then less likely to be the recipients of patronage. The 'county 
leaders' tend to be from landowning or senior business backgrounds, and are mostly to be 
found in the 'traditional establishment'; the 'professional politicians' in contrast, tend to be 
from the professional middle classes, and are more prominent in the 'emerging liberal elite' 
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- indeed their narrow but intensive political activity may be viewed as a strategy for 

matching the benefits which 'county leaders' accrue from flexible time, wealth and 
patronage. What is perhaps most significant about elite networks, however, is that they 

provide channels of communication and interaction between the different types of political 
actors - which leads to the third way in which networks are used, for the exercise of 
influence. 

Influence 
The exercise of influence through elite networks is more ambiguous than the use of 

networks for recruitment or patronage, not because the consequences are less visible, but 
because there are a multitude of ways in which it is done. At one extreme there are fairly 
direct, overt, ways of trying to influence decision-makers in private meetings - the old 
'smoke filled rooms' metaphor. There is certainly some sense of personal contacts being 

used to influence decisions and internal elections: 

"I'd actually quite like being a bit sort of behind the scenes. I mean, I got 
Meigan Lyons [the council chair] where she is, and she knows it, knowing 
that I was out of the frame. " 

178 - West Somerset District Councillor 

However, perhaps more important are more subtle forms of influence, whereby 
knowing someone through social contacts means that a decision-maker is more informed 

about a particular position or argument than another, or is more inclined to be sympathetic 
to a particular case. This kind of influence is seen as working between councillors and 
council officers, and between junior or opposition councillors and council leaders: 

"On your day to day contact with the officers, I think if you get to know 
them socially then you're far more likely to get them on your side and if they 
don't want to do something and you do, they're in a position that it could get 
slowed down, that they do it at the pace they want to do it, but if you've got 
a friendly relationship, they're far more likely to do it at the speed that you 
want to do it. " 

181 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"Well, Jeff Horsley, he's the leader, he and I have been involved in local 
politics for a long time, CND as well, many, many years..... yeah, we have a 
good measure of things that I see eye to eye with them, we work together. " 

1411 - Independent Councillor 

Thus the stories which are being told are of using networks to gain support for an 
idea in order to accumulate more power or influence than an individual's actual office 
allows. This is an interesting observation when compared to commonly held perceptions of 
power and influence. As was noted earlier, even when political actors were asked who is 
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powerful or influential, council leaders emerged at the top of the list. However, council 
leaders themselves offer a different account of their influence: 

"I wouldn't over-estimate my role. I'm only one out of 53 votes, when it 
comes to actually, say the budget, I have to carry, I have to enjoy the full 
support of my colleagues within the group for me to exercise that 
influence. " 

1400 - Council Leader 

What is being described here is much more a Latourian notion of power (see chapter 3), 

with power being identified not with positions but with relations, the mobilisation of which 
is necessary for power or influence to be exercised. Accordingly no single position in local 

governance can said to be inherently powerful or influential: 

"Offhand I can't think of anybody who can really cause things to happen 
without having to round up masses of support from others. " 

Q156 - Former County Councillor 

Exercising influence thus depends on enrolling other actants into networks which 
collectively can result in a particular outcome. In the purest Latourian sense this would 
include the enrolment of non-human technologies, devices, machines and media of 
communication; but here I wish to concentrate on the enrolment of human actors in 

particular settings. Thus, to exercise influence in the council chamber a councillor must 
secure the support of a majority of colleagues -a process which involves both formal party 
political structures and social networks. In this context the comment of one town councillor 
that, "In Minehead we work as a team", turns from being at first glance an attempt at 
creating an impression of consensus, to being a statement of pragmatic necessity. 
Moreover, the enrolment of actors involves valuing their potential influence within 
particular contexts. Each individual's own potential influence is essentially restricted by 

their office, their interests and their place in the elite network: 

I think 'power' and 'influence' flow within circles or areas of interest. John 
Meikle and Jefferson Horsley have influence in the area of Taunton Deane 
Borough Council. Sir Walter Luttrell and Lady Gass both have influence on 
'countryside' matters in the Quantocks/Exmoor. I don't know who has the 
greatest influence in farming or business in the TD & WS areas. Many 
people in the arts share influence, no dominating name comes to mind. The 
Bishop of Taunton in Church affairs. Chief Exec., Somerset CC, Brian 
Tanner, has quite wide and general influence. " 

Q9 - County Councillor 
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"There isn't anybody with power as such, because, don't forget, none of us 
have got power outside the council chamber, you know, as chairman of the 
town council, once I leave the town hall I've got no power whatsoever. " 

178 - West Somerset District Councillor 

"It depends on who you want to influence! " 

Q59 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The relevance of elite networks in this process is that social contacts are mobilised 
by individuals to gain support from actors active in other fields than their own with whom 
they have no formal official relations, but whose influence may be important in furthering a 
particular cause. The practice of this in debates over hunting and local government re- 
organisation will be discussed in chapter 8. 

The Spatiality of Elite Networks 
It is evident from the stories presented in the section above that the local power 

structure in western Somerset can be regarded as being characterised by the existence of 
three linked but distinct elite networks, and that these networks are used in the political 
process for recruitment, patronage and the exercise of influence. What makes the networks 
'elite' is the way in which access to the 'backstages' where the processes of recruitment, 
patronage and influence are performed, is essentially restricted (see chapter 4). To become 

part of the network, or to improve one's position in the network, one has to belong to the 
right organisations, work in the right places, go to the right social events - or find other 
ways of forming and enacting social relations with the right people. Accordingly this is 

also a spatial question. 

All three of the elite networks described have a spatial identity. The 'traditional 

rural elite' is the 'county establishment' not just through its participation in organisations 
which construct themselves as 'county-wide', but because its members are drawn from 

across the county. The 'business elite' in contrast is more tightly concentrated on the three 
towns of Taunton, Minehead and Wellington, which are the commercial centres. This 

spatial compaction helped them historically to dominate local politics in those towns, but 

equally contributed to the loss of their direct influence in local government following the 
abolition of the compact borough and urban district councils in 1974. Thirdly, the 
'emerging liberal elite' is unsurprisingly rooted in Taunton and neighbouring villages which 
have experienced considerable recent growth, as befits its incomer-middle class profile. 

A further aspect of the elite networks' spatial identities are the literal 'meeting 
places' in which the networks are materialised. These vary in their spatial fixidity and their 
public accessibility. At one extreme many spaces of interaction such as society meetings, 
sports events or hunt meets are purely ephemeral, bringing together people in one place for 
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only a short period of time. Often such meetings might occur in different locations each 
time, although others become identified with particular buildings which exist as permanent 

symbols of that organisation's status in local society - for example Masonic Halls and 

churches. Indeed, it is interesting to note that whilst only 14% of the population of 
Somerset claim to attend church regularly (Brierley & Hiscock 1993), at least 40% both 

Taunton Deane and West Somerset councillors are regular church-goers, and a number of 

churches form significant 'elite spaces'. Thus, the congregation of St Mary's, Bishops 

Lydeard, includes four district councillors, two magistrates and a clutch of parish 

councillors, and the congregation of St George's, Wilton, one serving and three former 

district councillors (figure 6.17), the services providing an opportunity for interaction 

outside the formal spaces of local government. 

Similarly, there are a number of workplaces with the potential for almost daily 

interaction between the political actors who are employed there. For example, of the three 

proprietors of Red Lodge residential home, two are district councillors and the third stood 

as a candidate in May 1995; whilst the partners of a Taunton accountancy firm have 

included members of both the Health Authority and Family Health Services Authority, and 

a magistrate. In the public service sector, two district councillors are on the staff of St 

Augustine's School in Taunton, whilst the staff of Taunton School has over the past decade 

included three district councillors and two magistrates, and a further three councillors have 
been employed on the senior staff at Musgrove Park Hospital (figure 6.18). 

The distinction between churches and workplaces as elite spaces is in public 
accessibility. Churches and most societies are open to anyone to join and thus potentially 

offer a way into the elite network. Workplaces, however, are essentially restricted, as 
indeed are a number of societies which construct themselves as being exclusive: 

"I mean there are certain societies where you attended when you were 
Mayor, women's societies, where they were quite happy to invite you as 
Mayor to give speeches and so on... they would never invite you to be one 
of their members because you're a politician and you're a Liberal Democrat 
politician. " 

16 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Even more restricted is the kind of social interaction which occurs between elite members 
in entirely private spaces, and which may be constructed to be exclusive even to their 
political colleagues: 

"There's a couple of my Tory friends, no Tory colleagues, drop friends put 
colleagues, who tend to pop round for G&Ts and the rest of it, but I'm not 
on that circuit because of my lifestyle. " 

178 - West Somerset District Councillor 
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Such informal gatherings can be significant both in enabling small groups to 
discuss matters in private and as a space of discussion between politicians of opposing 
parties and between councillors and officers: 

"Quite often after committee meetings or a full council meeting, a group of 
us will go to the local pub around the corner from the council chambers and 
have a drink, and you'll find that there's officers, Conservatives, Liberal 
Democrats, Labour, all socialising together, you know, when we're out of 
the chamber. " 

181 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Moreover, the spaces in which such interactions take place, need not necessarily be 
located in Taunton Deane or West Somerset. As figure 6.19 shows, friendships formed as 
fellow students at public schools and university are still significant for the 'traditional rural 
elite' in particular, whilst a number of social relations in this network are mediated through 
London gentlemen's clubs such as Brook's and Cavalry and Guards, which like the Royal 
Bath and West Agricultural Society, provide an intersection between the traditional 
Somerset rural elite and national and regional elites. 

The geography of elites which emerges from these stories is one which is at 
variance with the geography of local government as it is presented to the public. Both 
Somerset County Council and Taunton Deane Borough Council have in recent years 
introduced innovations to increase public participation in council proceedings, including 
public question times, the verbal presentation of petitions and advertising meetings. The 
implied message is that the council chamber is the locale of local power and allowing the 
public to participate is giving them a share of influence. However, if councillors 
themselves are indicating that there are other, more restricted, spaces in which matters of 
local politics and government are discussed and even decided, then the public's access is 

only partial and 'elite spaces' remain significant in the political process, as will be explored 
through the narration of four 'stories' in the section below. 

Elite Networks in Practice 
The Lieutenancy Dining Club 

In the first week of October 1995, a small, 13-line item appeared in the columns of 
the Somerset County Gazette. Headed'Dinner with the Lord Lieutenant', it read as follows: 

"The Lord Lieutenant of Somerset, Colonel Sir John Wills Bt., the Deputy 
Lieutenants and honorary members of the Lieutenancy Dining Club dined 
on Thursday, October 3, at Hatch Court, Hatch Beauchamp. Sir John Wills 
presided, and General Sir Michael Rose and Brigadier Christopher 
Wolverson were the guests. " 

Somerset County Gazette, 6/10/95. 
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The seemingly incongruous report was in fact one of the few public glimpses of one 

of the most exclusive elite spaces in the county. As well as the Lord Lieutenant, Sir John 

Wills -a landowner, former county councillor and leading regional businessperson - the 

assembled Deputy Lieutenants included a former chair and a former vice-chair of the 

County Council, the national president of the Country Landowners Association, and two 

board members of the Avalon NHS Trust - John White, the lord of the manor of Taunton, 

and Lady Gass, a county councillor and the only female Deputy Lieutenant. Although the 

identities of the 'honorary members' are not reported, they could be expected to include the 

former Lord Lieutenant, Sir Walter Luttrell -a major landowner in western Somerset - and 

the High Sheriff, Roy Hewett (figure 6.20). The venue too was significant, the imposing 

Bath Stone mansion had been home to two MPs for Taunton and had more recently hosted 

visits by senior Conservative politicians. 

Collectively the members of the Lieutenancy Dining Club are the holders of some 

of the oldest local governance positions in the county. Lord Lieutenants were first 

appointed in 1457, charged with raising county militia; by the sixteenth century they had 

become the monarch's representative in the county and the main channel of communication 
between the government and the country; and by the eighteenth century they were 

responsible for the maintenance of order in the county, not just as commanders of the 

militia, but also as chief magistrate (justices of the peace themselves being of even greater 

antiquity) (Packett 1975). Deputy Lieutenants emerged on an ad hoc basis in the sixteenth 

century to assist the Lord Lieutenant in raising the militia; whilst the origins of position of 
the High Sheriff appear to date from the Saxon era. Until recent centuries the Sheriff was 
the major figure in local government, being responsible for collecting taxes, appointing 

members of parliament and administering the law (Astor 1961). 

With the introduction of institutional local government (see chapter 2), powers 

were removed from the Lieutenancy and Shrievalty, and they are most visible today in their 

ceremonial roles. The Lord Lieutenant is responsible for co-ordinating royal visits to the 

county, presenting medals and Queen's Awards, and presiding at certain civic ceremonies. 
The High Sheriff attends to visiting judiciary and presents gallantry awards (Astor 1961; 

Packett 1975). This visible ceremonial role has created a popular perception of the 

Lieutenancy and Shrievalty as anarchic, powerless, institutions. However, such a 

perception underestimates the practical role that they still play in local governance. The 

Lord Lieutenant (as Custos Rotulorum), is still chief magistrate, and as such is an ex officio 

member of the Magistrates' Courts Committee and chair of the County Advisory 

Committee on Justices of the Peace, which appoints magistrates. ' The High Sheriff is the 

official returning officer for the county; although this role is usually delegated to the Acting 

9 In 1995 a proposal was floated by the Home Office that Lord' Lieutenants should chair the bodies 
responsible for appointing independent members to Police Authorities. The proposal was later withdrawn. 
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Returning Officer (a senior local government officer), the High Sheriff personally 
performed the role of Returning Officer for the Somerset and North Devon constituency in 

the 1994 European Elections. The High Sheriff is also technically responsible for 

summoning jurors and executing High Court writs, though these duties are delegated to the 
Under Sheriffs who are practising solicitors. " 

In recent years the High Sheriff has also taken a pro-active role in crime prevention 
in the county. The High Sheriff for 1994-5 organised a conference of the police, churches, 
youth organisations, social services, magistrates and probation officers to discuss strategies 
for crime prevention. Her predecessor had been involved in an initiative aimed at reducing 
youth crime, whilst the new High Sheriff appointed in April 1996 pledged himself to 
promoting a scheme working with schools to combat drug-related crime. 

However, perhaps more important still is the informal influence attributed to the 
Lord Lieutenant, and especially the capacity for patronage within the Lieutenancy Dining 
Club: 

"A Lord Lieutenant for a county has very little power, but he has 
considerable influence because he knows so many people and a lot of 
people are quite likely to have been to his soirees or whatever, and they 
don't want to offend him and from time to time they might even try to help 
him... and so it's sort of very intangible. " 

1190 - Deputy Lieutenant 

I occasionally get asked will I do something, will I chair a forum on this 
that or the other, you see, and when I look into it I find, quite often, for 
example, somebody will have said 'well we have no idea who to invite to do 
this', and so they go and have a word with the Lord Lieutenant of the 
county, and he says, 'where will it function', you know, and then says 'well 
why don't you try so and so, he might be prepared to do it. ' I mean, he's not 
bestowing patronage, he's dishing out dirty jobs for a start, but I mean, he 
would be a facilitator to put people in touch with other people, I mean, I 
happen to be a Deputy Lieutenant and I know the Lord Lieutenant has 
shunted one or two of these things in my direction. " 

1412 - Deputy Lieutenant 

The influence that the Lord Lieutenant has is therefore perceived to stem wholly 
from his position in the elite network. As this influence rests on the Lord Lieutenant 
knowing people to nominate, the names he is likely to suggest are likely to be drawn from 
his social and professional network, with Deputy Lieutenants and former High Sheriffs 
prominent possibilities. From this perspective, the processes of appointing Lord 

10 The considerable power which the Under Sheriffs have was demonstrated by the role played by the Under 
Sheriff of Berkshire in removing protesters from the site of the Newbury by-pass in 1996. 
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Lieutenants, Deputy Lieutenants and High Sheriffs can be seen not as items of historical 

curiosity, but as events which may have a subsequent effect on the local governance of an 

area - and here a gulf arises between the legal theory and practice. This is implied in a 

description of the appointment of the High Sheriff: 

"It's open to anyone who owns property, although there is a tortuous 

appointment procedure... At the end of each year the retiring High Sheriff 
draws up a list of suitable candidates. You can't apply, obviously. " 

18 - Former High Sheriff 

Thus, whilst technically all property owners in a county, with a few specific exceptions, " 

are eligible to be nominated the method of appointment - whereby the serving High Sheriff 

submits three names to the Queens Bench of the High Court of "persons fit to serve as 

High Sheriff' (Astor 1961: 15), one of whom will be appointed for the following year, and 

the other two in sequence - tends to ensure that High Sheriffs continue to drawn from 

within the elite network of which the retiring High Sheriff is a part (figure 6.21). 

A similar discrepancy occurs with the appointment of Deputy Lieutenants. Legally, 

the requirements of a Deputy Lieutenant are that they live in, or within 7 miles of, the 

county and that they have rendered "worthy service" in the armed forces or "other such 

service as, in the opinion of the Secretary of State [for Defence], makes him suitable for 

appointment as a Deputy Lieutenant. " (Packett 1975: 59). Thus one Deputy Lieutenant 

describes the office, 

"It's a little honour given at a local level to those who've been of some 
service to the community, and at a tolerably high level, you know, and also 
because of its military history it is frequently though not universally given to 
senior officers who may retire in the county, therefore you'll find there's a 
splendid smattering of enormously distinguished senior officers on the list, 
though of course they're getting fewer and fewer in between. I mean most of 
the ones we've got are very ancient now, so you find the later ones that 
come up there are more and more misters appearing, but nevertheless they 
are people who usually have made some contribution. " 

1190 - Deputy Lieutenant 

Inspection of the list of Deputy Lieutenants, however, proves the qualification of serving 
the community to be highly subjective. As the appointment is entirely the gift of the Lord 
Lieutenant, it his subjectivity which is important; and the appointments reflect the biases of 
his elite network. Most are landowners and their contributions to the community tend to 
have been made through the kind of 'establishment' organisations through which the 

The only people legally barred from being appointed as High Sheriff are: peers, Members of Parliament, 
Commissioners or officers of the Inland Revenue or Customs, officers of the Post Office, serving military 
officers, clergy, practicing barristers and solicitors, past High Sheriffs, persons aged over 70, and people 
"who have been adjudicated the guilty party in divorce court proceedings. " (Astor, 1961, p 16). 
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traditional rural elite operates. Three have been Conservative county councillors, one a 
Labour councillor, and one a Liberal Democrat chair of the county council. 12 

The select party gathered in the elite space of the Lieutenancy Dining Club, 

therefore, share more than just titles. For the most part they come from similar social 
backgrounds and are members of the same social networks, the exclusivity of their club 
being reproduced through appointment procedures which draw heavily on social contacts, 
denying the participation of most of the local population and consequently concentrating a 
little-known yet significant degree of influence on matters as diverse as conservation on 
Exmoor and the management of Taunton town centre in the hands of the traditional rural 

elite. 

Keeping It In The Family 
When Lady Gass was appointed High Sheriff of Somerset in 1994, the local media 

commented on two things. Firstly that she was the first woman to hold the post since 
Queen Eleanor in 1285, and secondly that she was the seventh member of her family to 
hold the office since 1403. Two years later when Christopher Thomas-Everard was 

appointed as High Sheriff for 1996-7, the local newspaper similarly noted that he was the 
fifth member of his family to hold the position, the first being appointed in 1258. 

Despite the democratisation of local governance and the move away from 

paternalism, family ties - what Heald (1983) has labelled vertical networks - remain 
prominent features of the local power structure. Although some of the aristocratic families 

which dominated the county in the feudal era have sold their land and withdrawn from 

Somerset politics, others have continued to be active in local governance from generation 
to generation through the twentieth century. The Acland-Hood family (figure 6.22), 

successive generations of which sat as MPs for West Somerset during the 19th century, is 

still represented by Lady Gass, who in addition to being a former High Sheriff is also Vice 
Lord Lieutenant and a county councillor. Her late husband, Sir Michael Gass, was also a 
county councillor, as was her sister's brother-in-law, George Wyndham, a significant 
landowner who was Chairman of Somerset County Council. Living on the edge of the 
Acland-Hood estate are Ernest Wright, a co-opted member of Exmoor National Park 
Committee, and Lady Sarah White, a magistrate and daughter of the 13th Earl Waldegrave, 

a former Somerset County Councillor who until his death in 1995 was a Deputy Lieutenant 
(see figure 6.23). 

12 The Liberal Democrat is Ralph Clark, chair of the county council since 1993, who was appointed a 
Deputy Lieutenant in August 1996. As a former director of the family firm, C. J. Clark & Son, one of 
Somerset's largest employers, and whose family has been a significant player in Somerset politics since 
the late nineteenth century, he is perhaps closer to the traditional rural elite than the rest of the Liberal 
Democrat leadership. Three other Deputy Lieutenants were also appointed at the same time its Clark: a 
retired Admiral of the Fleet; a former High Sheriff (married to the county president of the Red Cross); and 
a second woman - the chair of a major quarrying company on the Mendips. 
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The Acland-Hood family are also distantly related to the Luttrell family (figure 
6.24), who until they sold Dunster Castle in 1976 were the major landowners in western 
Somerset, and who have a significant estate around Quantoxhead. As a magistrate, Deputy 
Lieutenant and High Sheriff, Sir Walter Luttrell was following in the tradition of his father, 

grandfather and great-grandfather, although none before had been Lord Lieutenant. His 
brother is a board member of the Westcountry Ambulance Services NHS Trust and a 
former co-opted member of the Exmoor National Park Committee. 

Rivalling the above dynasty is the Asquith/Bonham-Carter family and its collateral 
branches, members of which have included the 4th Lord Hylton, who was Lord Lieutenant 

of Somerset, and his son, J. H. Joliffe, the High Sheriff in 1993; David Tudway Quilter, 
Vice Lord Lieutenant until 1996; and Victor Bonham-Carter, a former member of the 
Exmoor National Park Committee and President of the Exmoor Society, among others 
(figure 6.25). Additionally, family names such as Heathcote-Amory, Herbert, Lewin- 
Harris, Malet, Mitford-Slade, Trollope-Bellew and Vivian-Neal make multiple appearances 
in the records of twentieth century local government in western Somerset. 

The political dynasties are not limited to feudal aristocracies. In the introduction to 
Griselda Fox's Country Diary (1978), her grandson describes the kitchen at Gerbeston 
Manor, including a table "with one leg now supported on the minutes of the Rural District 
Council". What he neglects to say is that not only was Griselda Fox chair of the Rural 
District Council, but her nephew was also a member, and that her husband was a County 
Alderman and Urban District Councillor, her son a magistrate, and that the family had 
included three County Councillors during the 20th century - all largely based on their 
economic strength in Wellington where the family woollen mill was for decades the largest 

employer. Similarly, the Clark family, whose shoe manufacturing company is still one of 
the county's largest employers, has throughout the century provided numerous councillors 
and magistrates, including the present chair of Somerset County Council; whilst four 

successive generations of one farming family have served as magistrates. 

The explanation of such 'vertical networks' is not perhaps overt nepotism, but more 
a case of 'political families' playing a'role in political societalisation (see Stanycr 1989). In 

other words, growing up in a family which was active in local politics would have made an 
individual more politically aware and maybe inclined them more to get involve. As a 
relative of an established local political figure, they were also perhaps more likely to be 
approached by others and asked to stand for election, or be appointed to a particular 
position. This political societalisation does not only apply to the gentry, as a lower middle 
class councillor demonstrates: 

"My brother in law has been actively involved in local government and 
politics for about the last twenty years, and I started off by helping him with 
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his election campaigns, firstly leaflet drops and then later on canvassing and I 
thought, when the Deane elections came up this particular year, you know, I 
know how a political campaign runs and you've got a bit about local politics, 
so I thought I'd stand and see what'd happen. I never expected to actually 
win the seat. " 

181 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

As table 6.5 shows, there are a large number of families in western Somerset from, 

all backgrounds, with two or more members active in some way in local politics or 

governance. Moreover, there are a considerably large number of married couples who are 
both active in some way (table 6.6). Frequently there might be a division of interests, a 

councillor married to a magistrate, for example; but there were nine married couples who 
both contested the May 1995 elections, two of them successfully. Again, this family 

involvement may stem from living in a political environment, or may be in effect a 

mechanism for coping with the pressures of political activity - both being involved in the 

same activity might be a means of spending more time together, whilst having different 

interests is a way of gaining knowledge about other areas of local governance (see Barron 

et al. 1991). 

PARENT ON/DAUGHTER SON/DAUGIITER IN 
LAW 

District Councillor Wells Town Councillor 
District Councillor inehead Town Councillor 
Mayor of Taunton mayor of Taunton 
District Councillor School Governor 
County Cllr & DL Chair, Parish Council 
Magistrate & School Governor District Council Candidate 
Trustee, Community Council & 
Deputy Lieutenant 

Trustee, Community Council 

District Councillor Chair, School Governors 

un Councillor Magistrate & Parish Cllr 

oun Councillor High Sheriff 

rd Lieutenant District Council Candidate 

un Cllr, Rural District Clir Parish Clir County Council Cand 
rish Cllr & 
embershi Sec, Cons Assoc 

High Sheriff 

istrict Cllr CC Candidate District Cllr Mid Devon 
istrict Councillor Deputy Chair Conservative Assoc 
un Alderman & DL Parish Councillor 

oral District Councillor Parish Councillor 
Rural District Councillor hair, Parish Council 

rban District Councillor un Councillor 
Rural District Councillor strate & Parish Cllr 

Table 6.5: Parents, Sons and Daughters in Local Governance 
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HUSBAND WIFE HUSBAND WIFE 
h, County Council magistrate County Councillor School Governor 

District Councillor County Councillor District Councillor Parish Councillor 
District Councillor NIagistrate District Councillor C Candidate 
District Councillor h, voluntary org District Councillor C Cand & School Gov 

ormer District Cllr School Governor District Councillor Sec, Cons Assoc 
District Councillor District Councillor District Councillor School Governor 
Parish Councillor ormer District Cllr 'strict Councillor Parish Clerk 
District Councillor Sec, social org District Councillor Parish Or & DC Cand 
District Councillor School Governor District Councillor C Candidate 
District Councillor School Governor onner District Cllr District Councillor 
ormer District Cllr School Governor Former Coun Clir mr Mbr, CHC 

DC Candidate onner District Cllr Former District Cllr Town Clerk 
mr District Cllr hair, School Governors Former District Cur r, ENPA 

Ch, NHS Trust Trustee, Red Cross Chair, Parish Council Ch, Health Commission 
r ENPA 'strate School Governor Magistrate 

(County Cllr & DL) Vice Lord Lt & CC (Magistrate) istrict Councillor 
NFU Committee Chair Parish Councillor Sec, Rota a istrate 

own Clerk See Church Council Churchwarden hair Parish Council 
DC Candidate C Candidate SCC Officer risk Clerk 
School Governor Magistrate C Candidate C Candidate 
District Councillor Sec, Cons Branch Magistrate & DL Trustee, Red Cross 
Former Ch, Parish Cl President, WI Chair, School Govs Parish Councillor 
Director, Red Cross hair, NHS Trust ormer DC & Ma 'strate Parish Councillor 
Parish Councillor Parish Clerk onner District Cl r cc, Church Council 
VP, Conservative Assoc r Court Leet mr County Cllr & r Rural Dist Clir 

h, Const Labour Party 
_ 

Chair, CHC Ch, Parish Cl &J s Red Cross & mPC 
mr Lord Lieutenant Patron, Red Cross Fortner County Cl WI 

Magistrate President, WI 

j 

mr County Cllr cc. Church Council 
ir, Health Commission Magistrate ir, NHS Tr & Jl' sh Clerk 
hief Exec, SCC Magistrate istrict Councillo Cons Branch 
istrict Councillor Parish Council Candidate rish Councillor sh Clerk 

Former District Cllr Town Councillor Parish Councillor Cons Branch 
Chair, School Governors Magistrate C Candidate C Candidate 
Fmr Mayor of Taunton) Magistrate Frnr Ch Cons Assoc) C Candidate 

r, ENPA Sec. Church Council Parish Councillor VP, Red Cross 

Table 6.6: Married Couples in Local Governance 

The multiple participation of certain families in local governance need not have any 
paternalistic overtones attached to it, but the effect is nonetheless to concentrate local 

governance- ohs- and potential influence in elite networks and to create further elite 
spaces (in¬ludfr households) to which the public is denied access, but where issues may be 
discussed, decisions taken and political knowledge accumulated. 

Story 3: The Court Leet, Freemasonry and Taunton Business 
On the first Friday in November each year, senior members of the business 

commu ty in Taunton gather at the town's Municipal Buildings for the Law Day of the 
CourrLeet. Watched by guests who include the Member of Parliament, the Mayor, the 
High Sheriff, the superintendent of police and the' lord of the manor of Taunton, the thirty 
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officers of the Court Leet are sworn into office for the following year. The ceremony is an 

ancient one. Dating from mediaeval times, the Court Leet was the original institution of 
local government in Taunton. As a Court of Record it had the same power in the Hundred 

of Taunton Deane as the High Sheriff had in the county; it was responsible for trying 

offences including treason, murder, rape, arson and burglary; for punishing civil 
disobedience; for regulating the price and quality of food, ale, leather and footwear; and for 

early town planning. The offices of the Court Leet reflected these duties: the portreeves 

collected rents and revenues; the bailiffs summoned jurors and seized stolen goods; the 

aldermen policed the maintenance of public order in their wards; the constables enforced 

the law; the rhine ridders supervised the cleaning of gutters; and the shamble keepers, 

aletasters, searchers and sealers of leathers and of greenskins, and the cornhill keepers 

regulated the markets (Hedworth Whitty 1934; Sheppard 1909). 

The official responsibilities of the Court Leet were eventually ceded to the Taunton 

Borough Council - although the loss of the town's charter between 1792 and 1877 

prolonged its existence later than in most other towns. However, the historical link is 

tangential to its current purpose: 

"That was the forerunner... of local administration. But it's almost a play act, 
I mean, you tend to get fed up, we don't do anything except have an outing 
once a year. " 

1220 - Court Leet Member 

"The Court Leet wasn't about history. They may pretended, that may have 
been the excuse for them to come together, but it was an excuse for social 
outings, dinners, of getting together, of the old established businesses in the 
town, of which there are of course fewer and fewer now, coming together 
and enjoying themselves. And, I suspect, influencing each other in terms of 
their opinions and their reactions to what was going on in the town. " 

11347 - Local Historian 

The narrow base of the Court Leet is protected by its oligarchic invitation-only 

method of appointment. As representatives of established Taunton businesses, its members 
include directors of the town's two major building companies, four solicitors, three 

chartered accountants, two chartered surveyors, a civil engineer, an insurance agent and the 
former manager of the County Hotel. It is perhaps indicative of the withdrawal of the 
business community from local government, that few members hold official governmental 
positions; but the Court Leet is probably more important as the most exclusive of several 
inter-linked cogs through which the business community operates: 

"You've got circles in Taunton, and there's a joke, or I find it slightly 
amusing, that if you've got the Masons, and I'm not a Mason, you've got a 
lot of people in there who were in the business community, and you put a 
ring around that, and there's Rotary... So in the Taunton Rotary, if we've got 
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eighty members, which is quite large, I don't know, we might know more 
than one used to, it was probably fifty Masons, I never know, maybe out of 
ninety. Then we've got in Taunton a thing called the Court Leet.. " 

1220 - Court Leet Member 

The larger elite network, which spreads out from the Court Leet through the 

Masons, the Rotary Club, the Chamber of Commerce, the Civic Society and the 

Soroptomists, " links in more active political actors, including both county and borough 

councillors, the Conservative leader on Taunton Deane Borough Council, directors the 
Health Commission, NHS Trust and the Training and Enterprise Council, magistrates and 

school governors (figure 6.26). They still, however, represent a much lesser degree of 

potential influence than the same organisations were able to achieve during the mid 

twentieth century on the old Taunton Borough Council. As in many towns, the dominance 

of that council by businesspeople led to rumour about its internal practices: 

"In the old days of the urban districts and rural districts, smaller councils, 
the accusation was very common at doorstep level, you know, 'it's just old 
Mr Jones and his mob, they run everything in this area, it doesn't matter 
what we do about it. ' you know, sort of thing. It really was accusations of a 
sort of inner mafia, in most cases aimed at rich and wealthy businesspeople, 
landowners, people like that... It used to be quite prevalent in Taunton at 
one time because we had quite a few builders and estate agents and people 
in the real estate world who used to be well known leaders of the council, 
and there was always this accusation also that they had hands in the tills.... I 
mean, we've never had any proven cases here, but you know what the public 
are like. " 

127 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Central to such accusations was the role of the Freemasons. There are nine Masonic 

lodges meeting in Taunton, the oldest dating back to the 18th century. " The foundation 

stone of the Taunton and Somerset Hospital was laid with a Masonic ceremony in 1810 

(Fisher 1962); and the centrality of the Masonic Hall (a former Catholic church), opposite 
the County Hall, perhaps symbolises the importance they enjoyed for much of the twentieth 

century. With over 200 members during the 1940s, Masonic influence in the immediate 

post-war years expanded beyond local government into controlling organisations such as 
the Taunton Operatic Society. The social and economic restructuring of Taunton in recent 
decades has blunted the influence of the Freemasons as with the rest of the business elite, 

13 The Soroptomists are a social organisation for professional women. 
14 The Masonic lodges in Taunton are the Emergency Services; Old Aluredian; Queens College; Richard 

Huish; St George; Taunton Deane; Taunton School; Vivray and Unanimity and Sincerity. There are also 
three ̀ Royal Arch' - the "Supreme Degree" of Freemasonary (Short 1989) - chapters, Sincerity, St George 
and Taunton Deane. There are also two lodges (Exmoor and St Bernard) and a Royal Arch chapter 
(Exmoor) in Minehead; two lodges (Fidelity and Sincerity and Wellington School) and a Royal Arch 
chapter (Fidelity and Sincerity) in Wellington; and a lodge apiece in Watchet (Quantock) and 
Wiveliscombe (Loyal Vacation) (Masonic Yearbook, Province of Somerset, 1993). 
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and if my questionnaire responses are honest there is probably only one Mason still on 
Taunton Deane Borough Council. Nonetheless, the suspicion remains: 

"As a chairman of planning you become very acutely aware to watch out for 
anything that perhaps smells anything to do with the Masons. I get totally 
paranoid at times about it, I mean, it is a subject that I have read quite a bit 
about and really it is just so horrendous. " 

1401 - Planning Committee Chair 

And with it a perception of the potential power held within exclusive elite networks: 

"You must ask the question why? Why do they find it necessary to be in the 
Masons? And then you see the links into local businesses, building 
companies and things like this and you realise that there's a whole network 
there that you never become part of. " 

16 - County Councillor 

The business elite may not have the kind of direct, hegemonic, power it once 
enjoyed on the old Borough Council; but that should not detract from the influence which 
the close-knit network of politicians and businesspeople could can achieve, supported by 

the dominance of a pro-business discourse at national level. The process of local 

governance offers formal channels through which the representations of the Chamber of 
Trade and other organisations, such as the Soroptomists, can be directed: 

"It is a pressure group and if it feels that there's something wrong it will say 
so, locally or nationally, and equally well it likes to take part in local 
consultation. So, my own club is doing something on the Somerset 
Structure Plan, I hope it will be responding to [the Health Authority's] 
purchasing intentions next year. It participates locally in a lot of things and 
really we're just giving a bit of our expertise back into the community 
through that. " 

1408 - Former President, Soroptomists 

At the same time these organisations, along with the Rotary Club, the Civic Society, and 
more exclusively, the Freemasons and the Court Leet, provide elite spaces for discussion 

and decision out of which a 'business' approach can be developed for negotiating with local 

government over schemes such as the controversial re-development of Taunton town 

centre in. 1996, and wider issues of housing and commercial development. On topics such 
as these, the voice of the business elite cannot be ignored and their influence continues. 

Story 4: The Party Set 

So far I have concentrated mainly on social networks between people which exist 
independently to their political activity, but nonetheless may have an influence on it. 
However, for many people, involvement in local politics leads to new contacts, new 
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friendships and new social networks. When it comes to patronage or exercising influence, 

contact through these political networks may be more important than other social relations. 
For the more established elites, the distinction between political and social networks is 
blurred. Social activities are important to the organisation of the Conservative Party and a 
number of councillors were asked to stand having become known through involvement 

with the local Conservative Association; but official party events are not the only fora in 

which party business is conducted: 

"The whole countryside is shot through with these threads of Toryism and 
Conservatism which have their origins in ages past, and although, for 
example, the Royal National Lifeboat Institution to take but one, although 
that's not overtly a Tory front organisation, it is composed basically, 
certainly in the organisational levels, of people who adhere to Tory 
principles. And they get together, it doesn't matter what organisation it is, 
they get together and they talk Toryism, and that's the kind of organisation 
which bolsters the idea of Conservatism and Toryism throughout the 
country. " 

121 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The problem for Labour and Liberal Democrat activists was that the identification 

of established social organisations with Conservatism was so entrenched that either they 
found themselves excluded completely, or at least found that such networks were not open 
for furthering their own party political activities. Instead alternative political networks had 

to be developed. To some extent the social and voluntary organisations within the 
'emerging liberal elite network' perform this role, but it is notable that most of the 
organisations in that network have an implicit political agenda (such as Friends of the 
Earth or the Taunton Association for the Homeless), whilst many individuals involved with 
the more established voluntary organisations included (such as the Citizen Advice Bureau 

or the Council for Voluntary Services) became involved as representatives of the council. 
There is not the same emphasis on social activities as in the other networks: 

"A typical group of Liberal Democrats would be far more inclined to go for 
say a chairman rather than the Mayor. We're very good at sort of wearing 
sack cloth and ashes and not getting involved in social events because they 
might be the cost of a couple of hundred pounds for a buffet and things like 
this, and so on. In other words, we do try and detach ourselves, there is a 
tendency of some people to detach ourselves away from the civic life of the 
town. " 

16 - County Councillor 

Consequently, the social network of leading Liberal Democrat actors is mediated not 
through the social activities of established organisations such as the Court Leet or the 
Lieutenancy Dining Club, but rather through social activities organised by the Liberal 
Democrat party: 
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"A lot of our social life revolves around friends within the party. We go to a 
barbecue for fundraising, we're going to a barbecue on Saturday night to 
raise funds for the party, and it's good fun. We have a dinner up at the 
Village Hall every year in October, and a speaker and raise funds, which 
promotes a social life for political reasons. " 

121 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The promotion of 'a social life for political reasons' performs a useful function in 

connecting socialising with fundraising, but equally importantly it creates elite spaces 
which are explicitly identified with the Liberal Democrats and within which issues and 
strategies can be discussed and contacts formed which might be drawn upon through 

recruitment and patronage. 

Perceptions of Elite Networks 
The existence and use of elite networks therefore permeates all parts of local 

governance in western Somerset and all political parties. Indeed, there is widespread 
consensus that, as one Labour activist expressed it, "networking is very very very 
important. " Where opinions diverge is in the perceptions of how elite networks are used, 
how open or closed they are, and their contribution to the wider political system. 

It is perhaps the role of the long-standing elite networks associated with the 
traditional rural elite and the business community which provokes the greatest 
disagreement. For many of the political actors who are not included in them, they are 
perceived with suspicion, viewed almost as cartels of hidden power, a perception relayed 
by the emphatic use of terms such as 'mafia', 'covert influence' and 'establishment': 

"There are covert influences in West Somerset which are hard to pin down 
but their existence over many years is a cause of concern. No idea of full 
make up of the group, who leads it or how they function. Probably outside 
the council. " 

Q73 - West Somerset District Councillor 

"The local 'mafia' who operate through political, commercial, economic and 
social power [are the most influential]. While traditionally headed by the 
local 'wealthy' families this situation is evolving to bring into the network of 
contacts anyone who is perceived as having the potential to influence local 
affairs. In return new recruits must show loyalty to those at the top of the 
system and be happy to feel they belong and receive their share of the spoils 
from being on the winning side. " 

Q265 - West Somerset District Councillor 
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The picture created by such comments is one which mystifies the role of the 
'establishment', the alleged secrecy which prevents observers from seeing how the elite's 
mechanism works - and thus allows speculation about a mafiosi-type organisation - is an 
essential part of building up the image of a covert power source. Equally important is the 
idea that membership of the 'establishment' is uncertain and restrictive. Although the 

second quote above talks about the 'establishment' expanding from its traditional base, it 

also contends that the 'establishment' is only recruiting those who fit its discourses and are 
prepared to accept its hierarchy -a sentiment echoed in the frustration of a senior 
councillor at not being able to get into the network: "We're not invited. We're not invited. " 

Others, however, dismiss the idea of the 'establishment', arguing that social, 
economic and political restructuring has produced a more open power structure: 

"If you are thinking in terms of Establishment v. non-Establishment, that 
was over 30 years ago. Taunton is no longer dominated by Rotary etc. Too 
many chain stores dominate the scene. The Church is too busy playing 
church games to be relevant. " 

Q24 - Taunton Deane Borough Council 

Among some of the political actors who are linked into the 'traditional rural elite network', 
the suggestion that they are part of the 'establishment' is accepted with resignation, not 
considering themselves as being `establishment', but conceding that others might place 
them as such. One former County Councillor sought to define the establishment differently, 

as being a term which was only relevant with respect to the landowning or commercial 
families such as the Luttrells and the Clarks -a definition which both excluded himself 
from the establishment and removed some of the malice linked to the term in the 
comments quoted above. Another former County Councillor, accepting that he was himself 

part of the 'establishment', suggested that its function was constructive: 

"It's all part of the hand-in-hand structure of the unwritten constitution of 
this country, which is full of the checks and balances, isn't it, you know. 
Hence, be very careful if one is taking any radical move because if you 
knock a brick out of a wall it will loosen the others. " 

1190 - Former County Councillor 

From this perspective, the 'establishment' is not a covert power which pro-actively 
seeks to influence local governance, but purely a re-active defence against radical action by 
elected councillors. Interestingly, this perception of the 'establishment's' function is not 
wildly different from that expressed by some of its opponents, albeit with rather different 
connotations: 
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"You become painfully aware that whatever successes you have at the ballot 
box, the Establishment, and I use that term quite deliberately and loadedly, 
is there. It's in evidence. It's going on and it's 'this lot is only passing by, 
we're here', and they are really quite entrenched. " 

129 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

However, whilst many Liberal Democrat and Labour activists view the networks of 
the traditional 'establishment' as a negative force blocking the ambitions of elected 

government, they perceive their own networks quite differently. Whereas the 'closed' 

networks of the old elite are seen as being about restricting the dispersal of power, they 

argue that their own 'open' networks are about diffusing influence: 

"It's open networks because you're always wanting to look for fresh talent, 
fresh faces, fresh fundraisers to bring in, whereas some others tend to be, 
well, if you don't know who they are this is where one's suspicions rise, 
when you don't know who they are. " 

129 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

For this group of people, their social and professional networks are a form of 'outreach', 

consulting people outside the formal decision-making process and gathering knowledge 
from people involved in a wide range of activities: 

"I think networking in the widest possible sense is vital for the cross- 
fertilisation of ideas. The informal side of council work is just as important 
in outreach as it is in the formal decision-making process. Communication 
and the understanding of ideas, I place a great deal of emphasis on that. " 

1400 - Council Leader 

"If you do have outside contacts it is easier really, because when something 
comes up you can ring up friends and say, well, you know, 'I've got this, 
what do you think? ' 'What would...? ' etc., and if you represent an area too, 
you have contacts in that area. I represented two villages and there were a 
lot of people that I knew who were in sort of different stratas of life, who 
one could, sort of, use as sounding boards. " 

1120 - Former Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"People seem to overlap there interests, and certainly in terms of the 
Community Health Council, we find that we get to hear about all sorts of 
things from people involved in lots of different things. It's not a political 
thing. And I think the same applies to the politics of the area. " 

1403 - Chair, Community health Council 

In drawing a distinction between the constructive, open, use of their own networks 
and the negative, closed nature of their political opponents` networks, liberal politicians 
invite the question of where one becomes the other. This problem is recognised by some: 
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"There's a danger that you do establish what I call, what I suppose is the old 
boy network. I'd like to think that if you are scrupulous in the way you go 
about things, you do not mix the two. You use your social contacts, the 
informal network, for the gathering of information, for the consultative 
aspect of this, without actually in any way prejudicing the formal means, 
your process for establishing your priorities. I like to think that is true. I 
suspect that there will be always those who will see somekind of 
conspiratorial things if they so want, but I'd like to think... I'm afraid that's a 
fact you've got to live with, but I'd like to think we are open in that sense, 
when it actually comes to our proposals which go before the council. " 

142 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The repetition of 'I'd like to think', is perhaps the most telling comment. That whatever the 

practice of elite networks, the perception of their composition and activity will be 

contested by individuals informed by different discourses. 

Conclusion: Elite Networks and the Rural Local State 
In this chapter I have attempted to demonstrate how the local power structure in 

Somerset is characterised by the existence of elite networks of political and social actors, 
and how these networks are employed in the recruitment of political activists, the 
appointment of members of local governance bodies, and the exercise of influence in the 
local state. However, the use of elite networks for these purposes does not in itself 

necessarily have an effect on the nature of the rural local state and its policies. Indeed, such 
a connection is more difficult to prove and perhaps only becomes evident in cases of the 

most blatant use of personal contacts to achieve favoured outcomes. For example, in 1971, 
Williton Rural District Council was accused by a local parish council of "underhandedly" 

allocating public housing. As the accuser stated at the time, "if you are not in favour with a 
councillor, your chances of obtaining a house are slim. " (West Somerset Free Press, 
20/2171). 

The greater openness of local government and the creation of tighter safeguards 
against malpractice probably means that such overt abuse of elite networks does not occur 
today. Rather, networks are used to exercise influence in a much more subtle manner. 
Thus, as one councillor described earlier in this chapter, knowing an officer socially 
outside the context of the council may help in persuading that officer to prioritise a 
particular activity which might otherwise have sat in a pile of other tasks waiting to be 
done. This is not so much an abuse of personal contacts, but rather the employment of 
social capital in the same way that another councillor or activist might use their personal 
capital of communication skills, or education, or knowledge of the system to a similar 
effect. Furthermore, this `quiet' exercise of influence is indicative of a much more complex 
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structure of power relations than envisaged in a model of resource-derived causative 

power. 

The achievement of any desired outcome is the result of the deployment of a 

combination of power strategies. These may involve mobilising the `social capital' of 

personal contacts, but also `personal capital' such as organisational ability and 

communication skills, plus the authority attributed to a particular political office, or the 
demonstration of public support or any of a range of other strategies - as will be 

demonstrated in the case studies in chapter 8. This again evokes a Latourian concept of 

power - where the exercise of power is dependent on the associations formed and 
`technologies' enrolled. Elite networks may be important in this process, but they are not 
the only `networks' in operation. 

Additionally, we should be careful not to over-state the scale of elite networks in 

local governance. They are not hegemonic cabals to which all those in local governance 
positions must belong, nor is all local political business conducted behind their closed 
doors, as one councillor stressed: 

"If we take the local magistrates, I have never ever since I first came to 
Minehead, even since I joined the council, I don't think I've ever bumped 
into one, had a drink with one, been invited to somebody's house for dinner, 
whatever. The local council - almost the same. " 

178 - West Somerset District Councillor 

This does not prevent suspicions forming about the amount of power which elites 
have, and how they practice it. Just as significant as the actual organisation and activity of 
elite networks are the perceptions of them. In other words, the mechanics of the local 

power structure, as represented by the elite networks, cannot be separated from discourses 

of locality and power, through which they are attributed with power, as the next chapter 
will discuss. 

So what difference has the existence of the particular elite networks described in 

this chapter had in shaping the local polity in western Somerset? The answer, I think, is 

that elite networks have acted as ̀ gate-keeping mechanisms', protecting a particular local 

political culture. The use of elite networks for recruitment and patronage helped to ensure 
that councillors and other local governance office holders tended to have similar 
ideological outlooks and similar ideas about the character of the locality, thus creating an 
impression of consensus. Meanwhile, close ties with certain organisations - whose officers 
were members of the elite network and whose meetings formed 'elite spaces' - served to 
prioritise particular interests. Thus the domination of Taunton Borough Council by an elite 
network centred on the business community favoured pro-business interests, as manifested 
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in support for development and infrastructural investment which did not detract from the 

town's character as a `market town'. 

However, the effect of elite networks is perhaps more apparent in what was not 
done, than in what was. For example, it is unlikely that a council leadership integrated into 

the business-centred elite network would have supported the re-development of Taunton 

town centre embarked on by Taunton Deane Borough Council in 1995, which was opposed 
by many prominent businesspeople who feared that the proposed pedestrianisation and 
traffic calming schemes would cause disruption, reduce access, increase congestion and 
discourage people from shopping in the town centre. Similarly, the attempt by Somerset 

County Council to ban staghunting on its land, discussed in chapter eight, could not have 

occurred before 1993 because previous council leaderships had always been linked to the 
hunts through the ̀ traditional rural elite network. 

As such, elite networks have contributed to structuring a local state which is 

distinctively rural. The use of social networks for recruitment and patronage and of 
exclusive elite spaces for lobbying and informal decision-making helped to extend the 
dominance of the landed establishment over local governance - originally founded on 
feudalism - well into the early twentieth century, and by extension, guaranteed that local 

governance was dominated by people whose view of rurality was influenced by historic 
discourses of stewardship and the `country gentleman' and which prioritised the interests 

of agriculture and field sports. Alternative ideas - such as radical environmentalism - or 
interests - such as those of the rural working class - which may have resulted in different 

policy priorities were excluded because their proponents were excluded from the elite 
network, and hence did not have the same direct contacts with policy makers, or ability to 

construct networks of influence, or access to elite spaces. Even with the fragmentation of 
the power structure in the late twentieth century with the emergence of a new elite network 
of middle class actors broadly associated with the Liberal Democrat and Labour parties, 
which has resulted in elected local government adopting policies reflecting the interests of 
middle class incomers, the majority of the local population are not connected into elite 
networks, do not have the direct contacts with decision-makers, do not have access to the 

elites' backstages, and are not able to promote their interests and their ideas of rurality and 
locality with the same effectiveness. 
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