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7: DISCOURSES OF POWER AND 

RURALITY IN SOMERSET POLITICS 

"I was Mayor and I wasgoing round the supermarket and someone said, 
'0/ii, I didn't know the L7vlayor went shopping', and I said, 'Who else do 

you think isgoing to do it? "' 
Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Introduction - Thinking about Power 

The distribution and exercise of power is not a neutral phenomenon. Rather, it is a 

process that is regarded, experienced and imagined subjectively by its practitioners, 

recipients and observers. The last chapter discussed the elite networks which form the 

topography of the local power structure in western Somerset. Investigation of how such 

networks are used for recruitment, patronage and influence provides an insight into the 

workings of local governance; but these mechanics of the political process cannot be 

separated from the discourses through which they are viewed and from which they draw 

their legitimacy. Towards the end of the last chapter it was demonstrated how elite 

networks and their use were viewed differently by different actors within the local polity. 

Equally, social and professional networks play a fundamental part in discourse production 

and re-production; when the councillor quoted in the last chapter claimed that social 

organisations such as the Royal National Lifeboat Institution "bolster the idea of 

Conservatism and Toryism throughout the country", he was not just referring to the 

patronage or recruitment or subtle exercise of influence which may occur in those elite 

spaces, but also to the expression and propagation of a cultural belief, of a way of thinking 

about politics and government. 

In this chapter I intend to discuss the discourses of power which have influenced 

local politics in Somerset, both at the present time, and historically over the twentieth 

century. As was described in chapter 4, 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. 
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Local discourses of power in Somerset have included the myths of the 'country 

gentleman', of a 'natural order' and 'aristocratic rule'; and more subtly the construction of 

farmers and business-people as political elites because of their economic importance, and 

the intervention of the professional middle classes on the pretext of making local politics 

'more representative'. Each of these groups have equally drawn on discourses of rurality. 

The discourse of the 'country gentleman' is entwined with the notion of 'stewardship' whilst 

the farmers' political claim defines rurality in terms of agriculture. These are different to 

the ideologies of property, which Rose et al. (1976) showed to influence rural local 

government, extending beyond the interests and rights of landownership to all aspects of 

rural life. Although social constructions of rurality should perhaps be reduced to the 

individual, three broad discourses of rurality can be argued to have had a significant 

political impact: a 'traditional' discourse which celebrated landed estates and stewardship; 

an 'agrarian' discourse which prioritised agriculture; and an 'environmentalist' discourse 

which has posited the rural as a space of consumption as well as production. These 

discourses should neither be seen as consecutive nor as discrete. They are represented here 

in an idealised form and individuals' social constructions of rurality may draw on more than 

one, and have done throughout the century. 

The effect of discourses of power can be two-fold. Firstly, they establish the criteria 

against which potential leaders will be judged by presenting certain qualities as being more 
desirable than others. Gaining political office hence becomes in part a question of having 

the correct cultural capital. For example, in the early part of the twentieth century the 

ownership of land was prized not so much for its economic capital but for its cultural 

capital, as shall be discussed below. Today, political candidates employ discourses of 

competence and local commitment. The effect can be to negate some of the personal 

capital which political candidates have. For instance, although some observers claim that 

unemployed people are more able to participate in local politics because of the time they 
have available, one unemployed councillor commented about the May 1995 elections that: 

"I don't know if I'll stand yet, I haven't got a job, I'm unemployed, it doesn't 
go down too well if a councillor's unemployed, but there you are. " 

District Councillor 
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In a different way, the advancement of non-Conservative parties in rural wards has 

depended partly on persuading voters that they conform to residents' images of the village 

and 'type' of people who could acceptably represent it: 

"We go around behaving ourselves, we don't go in leathers, or... we look, 
we look reasonable people who are fit to occupy a house in a nice village 
like this, if you understand me. " 

121 - Liberal Democrat Councillor 

I feel also that once we get into this top echelon we then convince people 
that we are reasonable, we haven't got two heads, we're not out to do all 
sorts of outrageous things in terms of policy, we do think in a business type 
way, we do think logically about things, we're not frightening. " 

16 - Liberal Democrat Councillor 

"We have a public presence, we have a stall at the street fair and that sort of 
thing, so people have got used to us being about and see that we're not 
terrible people with two heads, you know? " 

1168 - Labour activist 

The metaphor employed by two of the above speakers of having to prove that they did not 
have two heads reveals a lot about the construction of `normality' in many rural areas. To 

be normal is to be politically Conservative. Opposition candidates, in transgressing that 

cultural code, are suspected of being in some way abnormal, as alien to the locality. Only in 

proving that they still meet the criteria of cultural capital demanded by villagers do their 

politics become acceptable. 

Secondly, discourses set the limits to political debate. They establish conventions 

about what are acceptable opinions to express or actions to take, about which subjects are 

the concern of local governance are which aren't, about what topics or events are 

constructed as apolitical, and about which arguments carry more validity than others. One 

of the features of local politics in Somerset in recent years has been breaking of established 

conventions, such as ideas about allowing certain incumbent councillors to go 

unchallenged in elections: 

"They were looking for someone to stand at West Monkton, which was an 
adjoining parish and nobody in West Monkton was brave enough to stand 
against the guy called Cavill who was mayor-elect and nobody was brave 
enough to stand against him, so I did. I mean, it was like a red rag to a bull, 

189 



when the leader of the Conservatives approached the leader of the Lib Dems 
and said, 'You won't be opposing Norman Cavill will you, because, you 
know, he's going to be mayor'. To me that was red rag to a bull. " 

1414 - Liberal Democrat Councillor 

"The first time that my husband stood for the Dunster division for the 
county council, not the last election, the one beforehand, I remember the 
Tory candidate, he got in obviously, be he hadn't had a contest for 12 years, 
he said, 'what a waste of money this is, you fighting me'. We got eight-, 
nine-hundred votes, you know, which isn't too bad. " 

1413 - Labour activist 

Discourses of power and discourses of rurality should not be seen as ideologies 

around which parties are formed, from which policies are prescribed, and between which 

voters choose in elections. Although a number of discourses are labelled and discussed in 

this chapter, in reality none have been entirely coherent or discrete. Individual actors have 

constructed their own ideas about power, place and rurality, which may have borrowed 

from a number of discourses. The importance of discourses is that they provide a structure 

which informs individual action, and these 'big stories' can be influential in determining the 

overall direction of local politics in any given place at any given time, used by individuals 

as 'folk models' (Thrift 1996: 131) - helping to define an individual's commonsense view of 

their world, but differently received by different individuals, depending on their social and 

spatial context. It is hence with some caution that I will now progress to discuss some of 

the discourses prevalent in Somerset during the twentieth century. ' 

The Country Gentleman 

At the beginning of the twentieth century local politics in Somerset were in a stage 

of transition. Social and economic restructuring in the second half of the 19th century had 

weakened the position of many landowners and started to dismantle paternalism (see 

chapter 2). The creation of elected county councils in 1888 and of parish councils in 1894 

was in part a response to this change, recognising the need for government to play a 

stronger part in the social affairs of the new rural society, the inadequacy of a weakened 

paternalism for providing that role, and the necessity of allowing the professional and 

mercantile classes who had come to prominence in market towns greater participation in 

county government. 

This discussion is developed further in Woods (1997). 
190 



However, the institutionalisation of local government initially had little effect on 

the complexion of local politics. Cases of working-class representation recorded elsewhere 

in the country (Howkins 1991) were not repeated in Somerset and although members of the 

professional classes were elected, especially from the towns, the landowning and farming 

class remained the largest group in local government. ' Furthermore, the landowning elite 

maintained a virtual monopoly over the more senior positions. In 1906, five of Somerset's 

seven Members of Parliament were landowners, living in what Kelly's Directory identified 

as the county's 'principal seats'. ' The Chairman of the County Council, Henry Hobhouse 

MP, was a major landowner in eastern Somerset; the Vice-Chairman, Charles Lund Fry 

Edwards, was Provincial Treasurer of the Freemasons (Fisher 1962); and Sir Edward Fry, 

who chaired the Quarter Sessions, was both a landowner and a lawyer of national repute. 

Of the twenty-two County Aldermen, fifteen were landowners, fourteen of whom occupied 

'principal seats' and four of whom had titles. ' 

The landowners did not, however, act as a single, cohesive, party. There was 

competition within the elite for election; especially for parliamentary seats with the elite 

being fairly sharply divided between the Liberal and Conservative-Unionist parties. But 

although party political identification was strong, it was defined entirely in terms of 

national politics, over issues such as free trade, Irish home rule, and compulsory 

vaccination. In local government there was a consensus between Liberal and Conservative 

landowners about the basic values of rural society. Whilst parliamentary representation and 

senior local offices might have been contested, it was ensured that candidates of both 

parties were'drawn from the right social background. 

The elite status of the landowning class at the start of the 20th century was not 

therefore based on oligarchical domination of local government, nor on organisation as a 

2 Of the 67 members of Somerset County Council in 1906,26 were landowners, 8 were farmers and 17 

came from commercial or professional backgrounds, including two medical doctors, two auctioneers, a 
builder, a wine merchant, an insurance broker and a carriage manufacturer. The council also included 
three clergy and one councillor who is listed only as a local secretary of the Liberal Party. There is 
insufficient information given for 12 councillors to attribute an occupation. Source: Kelly's Directoryfor 
Somerset 1906. This contrasts with Kent County Council on which commercial and professional members 
formed the majority by 1901 (Moylan 1978). 

3 These included Sir Alexander Acland-Hood and Henry Hobhouse, whose families were amongst the 
largest landowners in the county. The two non-landowner MPs were a banker and a solicitor. Source: 
Kelly's Directoryfor Somerset 1906. 

4 Sir Edward Fry, Lord Hylton, the Earl Waldegrave and the Hon. Edward Portman, brother of Viscount 
Portman. Source: Kelly's Directoryfor Somerset 1906. 
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single party. Rather it reflected the three elements of elite construction as outlined in 

chapter 4. Firstly, they had disproportionate control over resources, with a quarter of the 

county was still held in 'great estates' (Beckett 1986). Secondly, the landowners formed an 

active social network and business informally conducted in the exclusive elite spaces of 

social interaction such as London clubs, hunt meets and private parties ensured that the 

landowners' influence was greater than their representation on the county council 

warranted. Thirdly, the landowning elite was very clearly and deliberately socially 

constructed as an elite through a discourse of power. 

The social upheavals of the late 19th century meant that the identification of a 

landed elite was no longer axiomatic and that an effort was needed for the elite to publicly 
define itself. One way in which this was achieved was through the publication of a number 

of books containing the biographies of `Somersetshire Leaders' (Anon. 1908; Gaskell 

1906; Press 1890; Press 1894). Whilst the four volumes varied in their selection of 

`leaders' and differed in their political biases, collectively the hagiographies they contain 

serve to re-inforce a distinctive discourse of power, entwined with an equally distinctive 

discourse of rurality. 

The elite's discourse of rurality emphasised the importance of tradition, and the 

stability of rural society. It celebrated the role of the 'country gentleman' in the stewardship 

of nature -a concept that implied the management of both land and people - upholding the 

'natural order' of hierarchies within both nature and human society. The discourse drew on 

the philosophy of Hume and Locke in constructing an ideology of property, as Rose et al. 

(1976) show; but also on the political ideology prevalent nationally a century earlier which 

Everett (1994) labels 'The Tory View of Landscape'. This conceptualisation justified a 
hierarchical structuring of society, with wealth and status accompanied by obligations and 
duties, and a responsibility to the past as well as the future. These motifs are echoed in a 

passage from Gaskeil (1906) which epitomises the elite's discourse of rurality: 

"In the estimation of the majority of men' there is no life that offers more 
solid attractions than that of a country gentleman. Far removed 'from the 
madding crowd's ignoble strife', " he lives the pure natural life for which man 
was originally intended, and sits at the feet of that greatest of Gamaliels - 

The masculinist language of the prose reflects the gender-bias of the 'country gentleman' ideal. 

6 The reference to Thomas Hardy would have been easily recognised by contemporary readers, provoking a 
mental identification of Gaskell's comments with the romantic ruralism of Hardy's novels. 
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Nature. Such a man is spared the bustle and turmoil of the strenuous city 
life, with all its disappointments, its morbid restlessness and strifes. With 
him life pursues the even tenor of its way flowing with deep, silent stream, 
the converse of the career of a dweller in towns whose existence resembles 
rather a shallow, turbulent mountain torrent. But the life of the country 
gentleman does not lack responsibility, for he owes duties both to his own 
position and to his tenants and dependants. " 

(Gaskell 1906) 

Hence this discourse of rurality was inextricably tied to a discourse of power which 

presented the leadership of rural society as being the duty and responsibility of the 'country 

gentleman'. Newby describes the 'gentlemanly ethic' as "a device for perpetuating 

distinctions of status, and an agency of social discipline, " (Newby 1987: 69) derived from 

the mythical medieval code of chivalry, such that those born to gentility are 'naturally' 

attributed with the qualities of bravery, loyalty, fidelity, generosity and good judgement 

(see also Girouard 1981). ' Acceptance as a 'real gentleman' would bring the landowner 

deference from farm workers and ensure the stability of rural society (and the landowner's 

influence over its government). 

Contained within the construct of 'the country gentleman' were a further set of 

constructs of rurality, social order and gender relations. Firstly, the 'gentlemanly ethic' is 

essentially patriarchal. Gentility is inherited through the male line, and ultimately is 

supposed to originate in the masculinist ideal of the medieval knight. Even given the 

absence of the female electoral franchise, it is noteworthy that not one of the nearly 150 

Somersetshire leaders' described in the four volumes is a woman. The female gentry and 

aristocracy are mentioned in other accounts of the elite's activities (e. g. see Evered 1902), 

but their role as social hostesses and administrators of charity is seen entirely as an 

appendage of their husband's position. 

Secondly, the ideal of the 'country gentleman' places landownership at the heart of 

its social construct of rurality. ' Deprived of the military duties of the medieval knight, the 

7 The explicit manner in which the 'gentlemanly ethic' drew on Arthurian legend, highlighted by Girouard 
(1981) has a particular resonance for the Somerset gentry. The claiming of both Camelot (Cadbury Castle) 
and Avalon (Glastonbury) for the county contributed to a localist construction of place which implicitly 
aligned the contemporary elite with the knights of Arthur. 

S It could be questioned whether the Liberal members of the elite could really be considered to adhere to 
this discourse given that the Liberal Party was at that time interested in land nationalisation. However, 
Vogel (1989) refers to the campaign for land nationalisation as a'deviant tradition' in Liberalism, opposed 
by the aristocratic wing of the party. The more moderate land reforms of the Liberal Government of 1906- 
1910 were also opposed by sections of the party and it is revealing that Lord Strachie - who as Sir Edward 
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gentlemanly ethic had reinvented the role of the gentleman to be the stewardship of the 

countryside. To be a 'country gentleman' one must participate in the stewardship, and thus 

one must own land. The notion of stewardship furthermore reflects the third component of 

the 'gentlemanly ethic', the idea of a 'natural order'. The predatory order within nature is 

extended, such that humans are given supremacy over nature and "nature's most ancient 

peerage" (Press 1890: 22) are given supremacy over other rural dwellers. ' As Newby 

comments, the 'gentlemanly ethic', "enabled the landowner to claim an unimpeachable 

moral superiority over the other inhabitants of the rural world, so that the other 'natural 

orders' would instinctively acknowledge the landowner as one of their 'betters' as well as 

one of their rulers. " (Newby 1987: 69). 

Political leadership is thus tied to 'nobility' and hence to the hereditary principle. 

Positions of power are not therefore offices to be competed for, but rather are bestowed by 

birth-right and their duties performed by the gentry out of altruism and benevolence: 

"[Henry Hobhouse) is of that type of public spirited English gentlemen, who 
are willing to generously give of their time and talent to the common weal 
without any reward. "" 

(Press 1894) 

"As head of one of the most ancient families resident in the West of 
England, Sir Thomas [Dyke Acland] has naturally been called upon to play 
a prominent part in the municipal life of Somerset. "" 

(Gaskell 1906) 

In this way, the deference of the population towards the elite was expected not only 

because of an alleged 'natural order', but because the elite were portrayed as deserving of 

that respect. 

Strachey was Liberal MP for South Somerset in 1906 - was later to lead a campaign for the abolition of 
land taxes in the 1920s (Douglas 1976). Perhaps the most significant observation that can be made about 
the land question, however, is that none of the volumes of Somerset leaders make any direct reference to 
the issue. 

9 The differential hierarchy of the aristocracy and the gentry meant that the 'natural order' was engrained 
even within the elite, the volumes on Somersetshire leaders presenting their subjects in order of 
precedence, beginning with the Lord Lieutenant, the Marquess of Bath. 

10 Henry Hobhouse was Chairman of the County Council and MP for East Somerset. 

Sir Thomas Dyke Acland was a Deputy Lieutenant and Magistrate for Somerset, Devon and Cornwall, a 
County Alderman for Devon and MP for East Cornwall. 
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The social construction of the rural elite promoted a particular moral geography. 

The nobility of the country gentry was seen as reflecting the nobility of the countryside, as 

compared to the unrefined brashness of the town. An opposition to the expansion of urban 

influences sought to protect rural purity, " whilst the purity of the elite was protected by the 

virtual exclusion of those whose wealth derived from commerce. The few who were 

accepted, such as Francis Fry, obscured their backgrounds so as not to conflict with the 

dominant discourse that "trade was not seen as a desirable thing to be in" (Local Historian, 

interview with author), and of 114 entries in Gaskell (1906) only one mentions commercial 

activities. " 

In contrast, no members of Somerset's most successful mercantile families - the 

Clarks, Foxes and Wills - were included, despite both William Clark and Charles Fox 

serving as Aldermen and magistrates, and two members of the Clark family sitting as 

county councillors. Although the institutionalisation of local government had opened up 

the opportunity of elected office to the middle classes, those who were elected were 

evidently still not considered to have joined the elite. The Wills family, furthermore, had 

by 1906 acquired many of the trappings of the country gentry: they were significant 

landowners in the north of Somerset, three members of the family had been created 

baronets, two had sat in parliament and Sir William Wills had been High Sheriff of 

Somerset in 1905. Sir William was included in the last of the four books, (Anon 1908), 

perhaps finally 'qualifying' through his ennoblement as Lord Winterstoke. 

The explicit presentation of the elite in the directories of Somersetshire Leaders' 

was replicated in the landscapes of power that they created. Large country houses and their 

landscaped parks, such as Fairfield House at Stogursey, Poundisford Park, and the Court 

House at East Quantoxhead, would have been very visible expressions of power in less 

urbanised, less mobile, society. The most extreme example of this visibility is at Dunster, 

where the Castle - home to the Luttrell family - literally dominated both the village and the 

surrounding countryside (figure 7.1), a landscape of power which was incorporated into the 

12 This impulse evokes both the earlier Tory antipathy to'improvement' (Everett 1994) and the later'back to 
the land' movement (Howkins 1991). 

13 Francis Meade, a county councillor, magistrate, coroner and Portreeve of Langport who was a wholesale 
grocer and cheese manufacturer and who as such possibly had sufficient agricultural connections to tie 
him to the elite. 
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Figure 7.1: The landscape of power in Dunster, dominated by the Castle - formerly home to the Luttrell 

family. 



third stanza of the hymn, All Things Bright And Beautiful, written by the wife of a vicar of 

Dunster: 

The rich man in his castle, 
The poor man at his gate, 
God made them, high and lowly, 
And ordered their estate. 

As Tamke (1978) has commented, the hymn reflects the belief promoted through the 

Victorian church that "the basic order of society was divinely ordained. " (p 59), a discourse 

echoed in more pantheistic terms by Press's (1890) reference to "nature's most ancient 

peerage". 14 

Aside from the ordering of the landscape, the consequences of these 'traditional' 

discourses on policy was largely conservative, supporting the maintenance of the status 

quo, and preventing the kind of innovative local government pioneered by urban Liberal 

radicals. At the same time, the strong paternalistic streak of the 'country gentleman' ideal 

meant that their governance was in many ways quite benevolent, founding or supporting 

almshouses, schools, hospitals and charities - but directly by their own actions, rather than 

mediated through the local state. Above all, the discourses supported the continuation of 

the landed elite and discouraged the spread of socialism, or of any kind of class 

consciousness: 

"The West Country was a whole population of touching forelocks to lords of 
the manor and squires and whatever, and a farming community and 
agricultural workers. So we never really experienced in the west, and I make 
the point culturally, I'm sure it's still true, that the bitterness of the Industrial 
Revolution never hit us. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The material base of the elite's power was, however, severely damaged during and 

after the First World War. The break-up of landed estates opened up previously closed 

political systems; families such as the Portmans retreated from the political life of 

Somerset as they deterritorialised from the county, whilst many of those who remained 

diverted their energies to other interests (including commerce), often from financial 

14 Religion and discourses of power were also conflated in the construction of elaborate tombs and 
memorials to the landed gentry in many parish churches, notably such as the shrine of Aubery Herbert MP 
at Brushford; the monument to the 5`h Earl Fortescue at Simonsbath (erected 1958); and the memorial to 
Henry Hales "squire of this parish" at Cutcombe (erected 1926). 
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necessity, becoming merely part-time country gentlemen. The change in lifestyle is evident 

from the foreword to a book written by Claude Luttrell, son of George Fownes Luttrell of 

Dunster Castle and a director of Westminster Bank, who commented: 

"My justification for writing this book is the hope that it many encourage 
younger sons who are destined to earn their living at some uncongenial 
work not to despair at getting a fair amount of hunting and shooting. " 

(Luttrell 1925: 11) 

As the influence of the landed gentry declined, new elites emerged, drawing on new 
discourses - as shall be discussed in the next section - but nevertheless, the discourses 

associated with the traditional elite continued to be influential long after the conditions in 

which they were created no longer applied. One political activist in West Somerset when 

asked who had influence locally commented that the "area is very parochial, but much fore- 

lock touching takes place. " And certainly there is still respect, even nostalgia, amongst 

some local politicians for the old order: 

"There were boundaries, of an integrated community of town or village, 
where yes, unjust, non-democratic, but nevertheless, the leadership did 
come from the doctor or the vicar or Lady somebody-or-other at the manor, 
and it worked. There may have been some resentments, but in the end it 
worked. You see it on television repeatedly, but it's perfectly true, you find 
that old farmworkers, you saw it on television again last night with 
Waldegrave, had immense affection for either the landed gentry or the 
doctor or the vicar or whatever. It was a rolling machine that runs the whole 
thing together. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The power of the landed gentry may have declined, but individual members have 

continued to play a prominent role in local governance in Somerset; and their motivation, 

and how they are viewed by others, has continued to be influenced by the discourses 

prevalent at the start of the century. Sir Edward Du Cann, the Member of Parliament for 

Taunton from '1958 to 1983, was described by one councillor as "the archetypal 

paternalistic politician", as "a man who charmed the voters and gave you confidence. " 

Similar language is used to describe senior county councillors of the 1970s: 

"The then leader of the Conservative Group, Penny Phillips, a former, I 
think she must have been something in the Resistance during the war, she 
had the Croix de Guerre or something of that nature, a classic lady of spirit 
you know, who sort of runs the family estate, she owns most of the 
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Blackdown Hills.... But very much the classic case, the landed gentry but 
concerned for the well being of, you know, her tenants, the population.. 
She'd been given by, you know, fate, time and resources to devote herself to 
public service. Now whatever her policies... that attitude I can cope with and 
I can understand, you can live with that. " 

1255 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"There were quite a number of people who felt that they had a duty. They 
were frequently senior military officers or members of the civil service, 
there was a splendid chap here called George Wyndham, one of the 
Wyndham estates, a very important landed family. Now, George Wyndham 
was a first at Oxford, he was then in and worked with the Indian Civil 
Service for virtually a lifetime, you know, half a lifetime, put it that way, 
and he had considerable territorial interests in Somerset, his roots were very 
much down in the county. Now a chap like that would feel that he had 
nothing to gain from it, he would just feel that with his experience that 
perhaps he could be of use. And he became chairman of the county council 
in his turn. " 

1190 - Former County Councillor 

Paradoxically, it is also suggested that the culture of deference towards landowners 

who were frequently 'outsiders' and not resident in the village, made it easier for incomers 

during the 1980s and 1990s to be accepted as political leaders, rather than political 
leadership coming from within the longer-term village population: 

"They had been historically an agricultural workforce and an industrial 
workforce up in North Somerset, who have been ordered around, pushed 
around, by people coming in from outside and they tend rather to look up to 
people from outside and they tend rather to accept people from outside and 
they like the Captain this and the Lieutenant that and the General someone- 
or-other. So for years and generations and perhaps hundreds of years, 
they've been used to having their native affairs run by someone who's come 
in from outside as it were. " 

1421 - District Councillor 

Thus, the discourses bom out of the pseudo-colonialism of the traditional power 
structure have found an echo in the modern-day local politics of Somerset; though replaced 
in their dominance by later discourses which have emerged during the course of the 

twentieth century. 

199 



Community and Conservatism 

The period following the First World War was a time of considerable restructuring 

in rural England. It was marked by the sale of aristocratic estates and the opening up of 

previously closed village societies. As the last vestiges of paternalism crumbled, the 

institutionalisation of local government in rural areas continued, re-inforced by the 1933 

Local Government Act which codified the system of Rural District and Urban District 

Councils and replaced various ad hoc boards (Keith-Lucas and Richards 1978). Through 

their resource base, their social networks and a continued deference from much of the rural 

community, landowners remained the most prominent elite in the county - albeit with 

declining power - and continued to dominant the most senior offices of local government: 

the lieutenancy, the chair of the county council and the aldermanic bench. " However, there 

were simply no longer enough members of this class with the time to devote to local 

politics for the traditional elite to achieve anything like a majority on the county council or 

the district councils. Instead there emerged a new political class, composed in the villages 

of farmers and in the small towns of the 'shopocracy' (Elcock 1975) of shopkeepers and 

businesspeople. 

Increasing the representation of farmers on the county council had been one of the 

original aims of the Somerset branch of the National Farmers Union (NFU) (Hallam 1971). 

The Somerset NFU had been founded in 1912, against opposition from the established 

agricultural organisations in the county dominated by landowners. The intention was to 

represent tenant farmers threatened by the break-up of large estates, and as Hallam 

comments, "'Defence not Defiance', the Union's first motto, conjures up the picture of a 

tenant farmer, rather in awe of the gentry and in particular of his landlord. " (Hallam 1971: 

174). 

By 1923 the Somerset NFU was one of the largest branches in the country with 

5,124 members; and as the gentry reduced their role in local government, the branch was 

quick to spot the opportunity for exerting its influence. Between 1912 and 1930, the 

13 Of the 25 aldermen of Somerset County Council in 1935,10 were landowners (including three members 
of the Hobhouse family) and a further 5 held military titles. Two had peerages (Lord Bayford and Lord 
Strachie, both former MPs), and four had knighthoods - although it is notable that three of these had 
achieved their honour for professional activities, as a solicitor (Sir George Grey), engineer (Sir William 
Meade-King) and civil servant (Sir Matthew Nathan). Of the 74 county councillors, 17 were landowners. 
12 were small farmers, and at least 15 had commercial backgrounds including four solicitors, two 
builders, a miners' agent and a quarry owner. The occupation of 23 councillors is not known. Source: 
Kelly's Directory for Somerset, 1935. 
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proportion of farmers on the county council had risen from 15% to 25%, including the 

NFU county chair, John Joyce, and secretary, Gilbert Parker. 16 The Union also claimed to 

have played a part in the defeat of Agriculture Minister, Sir Arthur Griffin-Boscawen, as 

MP for Taunton by J. Hope Simpson -a NFU member - in 1922. More significant was the 

election that year of Robert Bruford, chair of the Taunton NFU branch, as MP for Wells. 

As Hallam (1971) reports, the Wells Journal remarked at the novelty of selecting a tenant 

farmer: " 

"The adoption by the Conservative Party of a typical Somerset farmer 

caused some discussion at the time, but the trepidation felt sprang mainly 
from a departure from the orthodox rather than a doubt of the character or 
suitability of the candidate. " 

(Wells Journal 24/11/22, quoted by Hallam 1971: 51) 

What is perhaps even more striking is the ease with which the NFU was able to orchestrate 

Bruford's selection. As Hallam records, "He was adopted by the county branch as candidate 

for the Wells Division, and subsequently by the Wells Conservative Association. " (ibid., 

emphasis added). The Conservative Party had always been identified with the landed 

interest, but during the 1920s the character of 'agrarian Conservatism' shifted significantly 

with the increasing activity of small farmers in the party and the growing influence of the 

NFU over candidate selection and party policy (Moore 1991). The practice of 'agrarian 

Conservatism' helped the Conservative party to achieve an almost hegemonic dominance of 

party politics in rural areas such as Somerset as the Liberal party declined; such that despite 

the increasing strength of political parties in the institutionalised state, the Conservative 

party was able to stand aloof from formally contesting local elections in Somerset, as shall 

be discussed later. 

The new influence of farmers in rural districts was matched by the consolidation of 

power by the business elite in small market towns such as Taunton, Wellington and 

Minehead. (see chapter 6). This elite shared with the farming community an innate 

Conservatism, promoting the middle class as the natural leaders of society, and closely 

16 Farmers also increased their representation on other bodies, including the magistracy and the aldermanic 
bench. As Hallam (1971) notes, farmers dominated the Rural District Councils and it is perhaps 
significant that a number of NFU branch secretaries between 1920 and 1960 were also Clerks to Rural 
District Councils. 

17 Bruford was one of the first tenant farmers to sit at Westminster. 
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linking the interests of business and 'public service', as one councillor recalls being told by 

his school-teacher: 

"I was a day boy at a public school and I left in 1939, and on the day I left 
one of the masters... he said, 'When you go out you will always be a leader. 
People will look to you because you've had this education', he said, 
'although you are now fitted for ordinary... no doubt making yourself lots of 
money etcetera', he said, 'don't forget your real.., one of the other great 
purposes in life is service to a community. ' And that has influenced me a 
great deal. When I came out of the war, the navy, I decided then that I would 
give half my life to making money, here in this business, and half to public 
service. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

With the promotion of such ideas of middle class leadership, the inter-war period 

was also a time of discursive transition. The traditional discourses of power and rurality 

prevalent at the beginning of the century were no longer sustainable. The effects of the 

First World War, of the extended franchise and of the constitutional upheavals of 1910 

precluded the assertion of a'natural order'; whilst the construct of the landowner as steward 

and benevolent squire was clouded by the sale of estates. The new local discourses of 

rurality were strongly informed by discourses in national circulation. On the one hand they 

drew on the ideas of the 'back to the land' movement and the Ruralists (Howkins 1991; 

Matless 1990,1994b), which called for the 'preservation' of rural England in an anti-urban 

celebration of 'tradition' and 'rural community'. On the other hand, the strength of agrarian 
Conservatism was able to react to the economic pressures on agriculture by pushing 

agriculture to the heart of the construction of rurality, a centrality which included policy 

commitments to infrastructural improvements; a commitment matched by the small town 

business elites who perceived economic benefits in 'progress': 

"Taunton was a funny place in that it didn't have a natural family that ruled 
the roost and it was used to being governed by, to a degree its professional 
men, but also by its manufacturers and traders, and as such 'progress', which 
is what they would have termed what you're talking about, was extremely 
welcome to them. They would be all in favour. " 

Robin Bush, Local Historian'8 

This 'modernisation' was eagerly adopted by Somerset County Council - indeed it in 

effect strengthened the council's power. A volume published to celebrate the jubilee of 

'a Interview with author 
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county councils (County Councils Association 1939), devotes a section to extolling the 

council's modernisation schemes with photographs showing the upgrading of the A38 road 

(involving the removal of hedgerows and demolition of buildings) and of thatched cottages 

'reconditioned' with tiled roofs and new windows (figure 7.2). The strength of the idea of 

`progress' was further expressed by one parish council chair, who in 1945 described the 

new village school as "suggestive of a Utopia. " (Somerset County Gazette 29/12/95). 

Equally there was movement for social and cultural modernisation, 'through education, art 

and drama as embodied in the Rural Community Council, which was established in 

Somerset in 1922. 

These threads came together in a discourse of the agricultural community. Unlike 

the earlier discourse, this was not also explicitly a discourse of power; perhaps given the 

political instability of the times it would be unwise to be as heavy-handed; but nonetheless 

the discourse of the agricultural community subtly influenced an evolving discourse of 

power in three ways. Firstly, the centrality given to agriculture strengthened the claim of 

farmers and landowners to political leadership, the new status being recognised in the 

change of the NFU's motto from 'Defence not Defiance' to 'Labore agricolae floreat civitas' 

-'May the State prosper through the farmer's toil' (Hallam 1971). Similarly the construction 

of market towns as servicing their rural hinterlands strengthened the 'shopocracy'. 

Secondly, the motif of 'community' encouraged both the cohesion of ex-estate villages and 

the search for new figures to replace the vanished 'lord'. Large farmers and those in 

'political occupations' which involved frequent contact with a large number of local people 

(see chapter 6) (Grant 1977a), were the obvious beneficiaries. " Thirdly, by presenting the 

rural community as a place of stability, tranquillity and solidarity, the discourse not only 

exaggerated the urban/rural contrast, but also promoted rural society as being 'apolitical'. 

Matless (1994b) identifies this undercurrent in Turner's 1947 study of Luccombe, Exmoor 

Village, as Turner argues: 

19 The geography of Rural District Councils which were composed of single-village wards clearly helped 
many candidates from political occupations as the ward area matched the geography of their professional 
contacts. It also meant that small parishes tended to be over-represented on RDCs, increasing the 
influence of farmers and village-based traders and professionals who formed a broad 'agricultural' bloc 
(see Stanyer 1975). 
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Figure 7.2: Cottages 'reconditioned' with county council grants, as displayed in the Jubilee of County 

Councils, (1938). 



"most of the questions that are hotly debated in cities and big industrial 

centres have no interest whatever for Luccombe people as they have more 
serious business of their own to attend to. There are strictly speaking, 
therefore, no political opinions or discussions. " 

(Turner 1947: 30-1) 

Yet what was construed as 'apolitical' in fact hid a deep conservatism, as is implicit 

in Turner's account. The effect of a celebration of the 'apolitical' was to popularly 

discourage any left-wing activity as being against the spirit of the community, and as being 

an alien 'urban' influence. Thus when a group of newly enfranchised workers attempted to 

form a Labour Party branch in Milverton in 1918, they were first prevented from meeting 

in the Globe Inn as planned, and then banned from that establishment after meeting in the 

inn forecourt (Farley and Ekless 1986). 

The discourse of the agricultural community therefore painted a gloss of stability 

over what was in effect an environment of social, economic and political change. Indeed 

the notion of 'stability' was being promoted by the organisations which were significant 

agents of restructuring: the NFU, the Conservative Party and increasingly the County 

Council. Furthermore, behind these organisations remained the traditional elite, whose 

members dominated the senior offices. The Rural Community Council for Somerset is a 

case in point, founded by Major Maurice Cely-Trevilian, a landowner and deputy 

lieutenant, at the request of the Marquess of Bath, the Lord Lieutenant, and supported by 

the vice-chair and future chair of the County Council and 'several county councillors' 

(Community Council for Somerset 1977). 20 The traditional elite was joined in a loose 

consensus with the farmers and small businesspeople, who were not as explicitly presented 

as an elite, yet who might be considered as such, given their disproportionate influence, 

their use of social and professional networks mediated through the NFU, hunts and other 

organisations, and the contribution of the discourse to securing their position. 

The themes of community and tradition embodied in the discourses promoted by 

the civic and agrarian inter-war elites, and their effect in detracting from a process of 

20 Major Cely-Trevilian became chair of the Community Council and the Marquess of Bath, president. Cely- 
Trevilian was succeeded as chair on his death in 1932 by Captain Douglas Wills, a landowner and county 
councillor, who became president in 1946. He was in turn succeeded as president by Colonel C. T. 
Mitford-Slade, the then Lord Lieutenant, in 1970. Several members of Cely-Trevilian's family have also 
been involved in the council, and his son and grandson remain Patrons 
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considerable social and economic restructuring, were all evident in the Taunton Pageant of 

1928. Staged over six nights by over 1,500 local performers in front of audiences of 3,000 

a night, with hundreds more local people involved behind the scenes, it was a unique event 

in the town's history (figure 7.3). With four sections depicting scenes from Taunton's 

history, it followed the model of Pageants developed by Louis Napoleon Parker which 

enjoyed a period of widespread fashionability during the first half of the century. 21 

Entitled `Defendamus' - `let us defend' - the Pageant presented a narrative of 

Taunton's history which emphasised a single underlying theme, of `continuity', as the 

Pageant Master, Major Maurice Cely-Trevilian, 22 explained in a talk to the Taunton Rotary 

Club: 

"One idea runs through it - that of continuity - that we are not standing in 
our own generation, but that we are part of the productivity and aspiration 
and great deeds of those who have gone before, and that we have to pass 
them on to our children afterwards" 

Major Cely-Trevilian (Taunton Courier 6/6128) 

This sentiment is reminiscent of the beliefs embodied in the ideal of the 'country 

gentleman'. Continuity was political as well as social and moral, and all these ideas were 

encapsulated in the closing stanza of the performance: 

"And Taunton's children through the centuries, 
Have learnt the meaning of Defence.... 

... So as ye pass from here towards thy homes, 
Which prove a thousand years of work and love, 
Make high resolve that you will show yourselves, 
Worthy of those who passed this way before, 
Firm in Faith, strong to defend the Right. 
The past is past; the future dawns. Good-night. " 

Nimue, Epilogue 

21 More discussion of Parkerian pagents in general and the Taunton Pageant in particular is contained in 
Woods (forthcoming a). The four sections of the Taunton Pageant were: the Defence of Country (the 
founding of Taunton by King Ina, and the victory of King Alfred against the Danes); the Defence of 
Custom (a 14`h century visit by the Bishop of Winchester, the lord of the manor of Taunton; and the gift of 
a tower by King Henry VII to the parish church); the Defence of Law (the English Civil War); and the 
Defence of Freedom (the Monmouth Rebellion). 

22 Cely-Trevilian was a local landowner and a member of the minor gentry, although his family had not been 
included in any of the lists of `Somersetshire Leaders' compiled at the turn of the century. He was also a 
magistrate and a Deputy Lieutenant, and was High Sheriff in 1928. As well as organising pageants at 
Bridgwater, Butleigh and Combe St Nicholas, he was also the founder of the Community Council for 
Somerset. 
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Figure 7.3: Performers from the Taunton Pageant, in costume as troops from the Monmouth Rebellion, 

on the steps of the Shire Hall (from Bush 1988). 



A second theme running through the pageant was that of localism. The whole 

structure of the performance was designed to emphasise Taunton's importance and inspire 

pride in the town's history. The script alluded the favourable geography of the town, the 

character of King Ina complementing the setting in founding the town. Furthermore, the 

accompanying publicity to the pageant sought to position the very performance and success 

of the pageant as being inseparable from the identity and reputation of town itself. Thus, as 

Cely-Trevilian told the Rotary Club: 

"Let it be remembered that the Pageant is a Taunton venture and that the 
reputation of Taunton is at stake with regard to the entirely adequate 
produce of the show. " 

Major Cely-Trevilian (Taunton Courier, 6/6/28) 

The strategy of localism had a dual purpose. Demonstrating civic pride and civic 

achievement was vital to Taunton's attempt to market itself as the 'county town' of 

Somerset, having only recently won the competition to be the location of the new County 

Hall, which was built on the site of the pageant, opening in 1935. Equally, the stress on 
localism aimed to re-create a sense of community which supported traditional social 
formations in contrast to the class politics espoused by socialism. " Both these concerns 

were evident in the Taunton Courier's coverage of the pageant: 

"Taunton, the county town of Somerset, is this week a very gay and proud 
borough. Not only are 1,500 inhabitants of all ages and walks of life 
engaged nightly in staging a grand pageant, depicting twelve centuries of 
Taunton history, but residents generally are also showing a very live interest 
in the event. " 

Taunton Courier, 27/6/28 

23 Whilst there is no record of any opposition to the pageant being expressed in Taunton, it is interesting that 
(Socialist) dissent is a very prominent aspect of John Cowper Powys's fictional account of a pageant in A 
Glastonbury Romance: 

"Red had made a bid for the Nonconformist element among the populace of Glastonbury and side by side 
with his political insignia he had caused to be displayed at the head of his rapidly growing procession 
inscriptions denouncing the Mayor's Pageant. 'Down with Mediaevalism', these crafty scrolls read. 'Down 
with Superstition', 'No Lourdes, no Liseaux Here, "Down with Religious Mummery. "' 

(Powys, 1933: 583) 

Suggesting that opposition was experienced to pageants in some towns 

208 



However, despite the superficial rhetoric of cohesion, the notion of community reproduced 
by the pageant was one ordered by an elite power structure. The script of the pageant 

speaks of all classes assembled to 'do homage' to the mediaeval lord of the manor, a culture 

of deference that is also explicit in the frontispiece to the pageant programme which shows 

the "presentation of bible sword and colours to the Duke of Monmouth by the fair maids of 

Taunton Deane. " (figure 7.4). The illustration also emphasises the gendering of the 

pageant, showing female subservience to masculine power. Female parts are restricted 

either to the wives of male characters, charged with injecting comedy into the script, or to 

mythical characters such as the Lady of the Lake, the Queen of the Wasteland, the Queen 

of Northgalles, Morgan Le Fey and Nimue. These mythical characters represent both a 
deeper wisdom and a containable feminine power, distanced from the historical narrative - 

where the victories are won by heroic males - by both their dramatic restriction to the 

prologue, epilogue and scene changes, and their dehumanised form. This representation 

again resonate with a popular discourse which equated femininity with Nature - and by 

extension linked the human realm with male leadership, a provocative discourse for the 

Taunton Pageant to reproduce at a time when the press was hotly debating the extension of 

the female franchise. 

Similarly there was only one woman - the president of the choral society who was 

also the wife of a local landowner - amongst the 25 patrons and vice-patrons, and 41 

members of the two main organising committees. Whilst the names of the actors were not 

printed in the programme, ' it did list all of those involved at the organisational level - all 

of whom were drawn from the ranks of the elite. The patron was the brother of the King, 

the Duke of York. The vice-patrons included the Lord Lieutenant and the High Sheriff of 

the county, local landowners, the local Bishops, the Member of Parliament and former MP 

for Taunton, the chair of the County Council, the commanders of local military units and 

the mayors of neighbouring towns. The town council formed the executive committee, 

chaired by the mayor, Howard Westlake, whose portrait was featured in the programme, 

and the general purposes committee was composed largely of prominent local 

businessmen. 

The elite structuring of the pageant was further emphasised by the opening 

ceremony which included a 'civic procession' from the municipal buildings to the pageant 

24 Although they all signed a copy now held by the Somerset Studies Library. 
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Figure 7.4: The frontispiece from the book of the Taunton Pageant, showing "The Presentation of 
Sword, Colours and Bible to the Duke of Monmouth by the fair maids of Taunton Deane. " 



site, led by the mayor of Taunton accompanied by the mayors of neighbouring towns; and 

by the pageant festival service held on the preceding Sunday at the town centre church of St 

Mary. Lessons were read by Cely-Trevilian and Mayor Westlake, and the vicar exhorted 

his congregation to "Help us build Jerusalem's walls here in this pleasant vale in which we 

live", alluding to the English patriotic hymn, Jerusalem, which was sung at the close of the 

pageant, and whose lyrics - "And did those feet in ancient time/ walk upon England's 

mountains green? " - both resonate with the invented nineteenth century mythology that 

Christ visited Somerset as a child, and were rich in symbolism for the localist and 

nationalist discourses of the elite 23 

Post-War Conservatism 

Although the Taunton Pageant was performed for just six nights in 1928, it entered 

into the folk-history of the town, and the memory of the pageant was accompanied by a 

continuing allegiance to the discourses it reproduced. The pageant's title song, 

'Defendamus', was adopted as an unofficial civic anthem and was performed at public 

events for several decades. Through its references to Arthurian mythology, and in particular 

through its bathetic second stanza, 

Love of country, self forgetting; 
Equal law for small and great; 
Custom, harbinger of freedom, 
Throned in worship, thought and state 
These the lessons we must master, 
These the things which to the end - 
Though the heavens crash around us 
To the death we must defend! 

the anthem perfectly reflected the Conservative discourses of tradition, nation, empire and 

enterprise which formed the motifs of what proved to be a long period of political stability 

in the town through much of the mid twentieth century. 26 

The correlation between the discourses embodied in the Taunton Pageant and the 

political practice of Conservatism is recognised in the rejection by many Conservatives of 
Conservatism as an ideology: 

25 'Jerusalem' had also been played over the radio by Stanley Baldwin at the close of the General Strike two 
years previously. 

26 The anthem was last performed at the closing ceremony for the County Hotel in Taunton in 1994 at the 
request of the former Conservative leader of the Borough Council. 
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"The Conservative Party is not a dogma, it isn't even a political philosophy, 
it is more a set of values which were in built, in bred, into - actually the 
whole population in '39 broadly accepted, you know, the culture of the 
time. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Barnes (1994) identifies the values on which Conservatism is founded as being the defence 

of authority, the rule of law and the defence of property, in part as a guarantor of liberty - 
'values' which strongly echo the themes of the Pageant, and, by extension, the discourses 

which legitimated the entire rural power structure in the mid twentieth century. The 

stronger identification with a political purpose and movement - in contrast to the discourses 

of the traditional rural elite - reflected only the institutionalisation of local politics and the 

need to justify power in the political arena. 

As Young (1994) has observed, every major reform in local government has been 

introduced by a Conservative government - and initially at least, each reform has benefited 

the pro-Conservative elites in Somerset. He notes that the Marquess of Salisbury saw the 

establishment of county councils as "sanctifying" the dominance of the landowning elite 

through the electoral process. Whilst control of the county council extended the influence 

of landowners, most still had considerable mechanisms of power available to them external 

to the council. For the farmers and small businesspeople whose influence increased after 

the First World War, the councils provided the means through which influence could be 

exercised. This mediation depended on councils being accepted as being both powerful and 
legitimate by the local population. Consequently there was considerable promotion of both 

county and borough councils in the early twentieth century. The publicity surrounding the 

gold jubilee of county councils in 1938 contributed to this, highlighting the achievements 

of the council (County Councils Association 1938); and similar symbolism was attached to 

the construction of the new County Hall, and the contest for its location, won by Taunton. 

Taller than neighbouring buildings and larger than most other structures in the town, it 

symbolised the importance of the county council; its architecture mimicking the style of the 

stately homes which had dominated the old landscape of power (figure 7.5). Built facing 

the main south-western exit from the town centre, it marginalises the neighbouring Shire 

Hall, built for the Quarter Sessions in 1858, symbolically turning its back on the old power- 
structure (figure 7.6) (see also Pevsner 1958). 
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Figure 7.5: The County Hall, Taunton, built in 1935, its architecture mimics the style of aristocratic 

seats. 



Figure 7.6: The County Hall from the air, with the Shire Hall in the background (from Bush 1988). 



The built environment of Taunton also reflects the attempts by the Borough Council 

to remind residents of its power and authority. In particular, this was achieved through the 

reproduction of the borough's court of arms on major public works (figures 7.7 to 7.9) 

along with the borough motto, `Defendamus' - the title of the 1928 pageant - such that the 

discourse of continuity was emphasised not only through the pageant and the civic anthem, 

but also through public architecture. 27 

There was hence a triangulation of identity between the agricultural and business 

elites, the councils through which they exercised their influence, and locality, constructed 

in a manner which supported the disproportionate distribution of power and the interests of 

the elites -a triangulation which formed the basis of the Conservative hegemony in 

Somerset. The politics, however, were implicit rather than explicit. There was fierce 

resistance to adopting party labels in local elections, and community identity was expressed 

through seemingly apolitical events - albeit organised by the civic elite: 

"The Taunton Operatic Society finished effectively once the old Odeon was 
lost, it became Top Rank Bingo. There was no longer a venue when the 
women could turn up in their furs and blue rinses for a whole week. And in 
those days you used to get what, something like 15,000 going to a Taunton 
Operatic Society, which is a hell of a lot of people in a town where, 
certainly after the Second World War, that must have represented virtually 
50% of the population of the entire town. " 

Local Historian 

As the pageant had done thirty years earlier, events such as the Taunton Operatic 

Society show, along with the flower show and the carnival enforced the idea of the locality 

being an 'organic community', a concept which was central to Conservative philosophy 

(Barnes 1994). The translation of popular discourses of community, localism and 

nationalism into a political discourse of Conservatism is described by a former leader of 

Taunton Borough Council: 

"I remember going to conferences when I was a Young Conservative and 
you only had to get up and say The Conservative Party stands for God, 
Country and Empire', and you'd get an ovation... But that was the culture 
from which it came. Society then had parameters. This is what the problem 
is today, there are no parameters, you have the young culture, but the word 

27 Taunton Borough Council was formed in 1877 and was abolished as part of local government re- 
organisation in 1974. The borough's arms were slighly amended in 1934 when the traditional usage of the 
royal crown was ruled illegal and was replaced by a saxon crown representing King Ina. At the same time 
a peacock was added, taken from a 12`h century town seal (Scott-Giles 1953). 
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Figure 7.7: The Taunton Borough Arms displayed on the gates of the municipal park 
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Figure 7.8: The Taunton Borough Arms displayed on the Tone Bridge in the town centre 
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Figure 7.9: A design from the post- 1934 arms of Taunton Borough Council displayed in the town 

centre. 



'culture' means that there are parameters outside which people who are in 
that culture, you know, will not overstep.... And then you had a strong 
religious mood, sixty percent of people went to church, or would be 
considered church-goers even if it wasn't every Sunday... You had an 
immobile population, because the only thing they had was a bike, when I 
grew up I lived in north Taunton... and you had a non-anonymous 
population, the shopkeeper knew me, parents of friends knew me, the vicar 
knew me, the teachers knew me, a whole load of people knew me, so I 
behaved.... So, the Conservative Party over all these recent decades has 
progressed from that base, and that base has diluted over the decades, 
because there's television, radio, video, all sorts of things have released 
people from the need to be within the parameters. So therefore, the strength 
of the Conservative Party was the fairly rigid climate, class-ridden yes. " 

1406 - Former Leader, Taunton Borough Council 

Yet the discourse of the organic community was also riddled with contradictions: 
between 'preservation' and 'modernisation', between the 'apolitical community' and the 

promotion of social and cultural change (see also Matless 1990). Such tensions were 

evident in the eclectic approach of Taunton Borough Council towards modernisation 

schemes at the beginning of the century, rejecting Carnegie money to found a public 

library, but becoming one of the first small towns to install street-lighting. 28 These 

contradictions became increasingly apparent after the Second World War, as the processes 

of 'modernisation' began to produce significant changes in both the social and the physical 

environment. The introduction of new technologies, plus the increased mobility and 

education of the rural population, contributed not only to the restructuring of agriculture - 

with consequences for the local labour market - but also to the greater integration of rural 

areas into global and national social and cultural systems, detracting from the notions of 

community and localism that had been promoted during the inter-war period. At the same 

time, the declining relative importance of agriculture to the local economy was manifested 

in the sale of agricultural land for housing, industry and recreational or service-sector 

purposes, introducing land uses which were regarded by some as alien and outside the 

established construct of rural space. This was reflected in the laments of local writers at 

"the pure, sweet life of Somerset" being threatened by "recreational golf courses and 

businessmen's efficiency colleges. " (Waugh 1974: 89; see also Fox 1978; Lawrence 1951). 

Significantly agriculture was cast as a victim rather than a villain, " blame instead being 

attributed to external agents - central government, the European Community and big 

28 Interview with Robin Bush, local historian. 
29 This is in contrast to other arguments where agriculture is portrayed as the enemy of the rural landscape 

(Hoskins 1955) and of nature, (Mabey 1980) - see also Matless (1994). 
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business - effectively dismay at the uncodified traditional power structure being supplanted 

by institutional power. " 

A second contradiction existed between the equation of rurality and apolitics, with 

the promotion of independent local government, and the overtly Conservative nature of the 

discourse which informed this. The majority of local elections, if contested, were fought on 

a non-partisan basis, with Conservatives being reluctant to drop their 'Independent' titles: 

"The Labour Party has been there since 1929, the Conservative side was 
really resistant to politics and there were a lot of independent councillors 
when I first joined the old borough council. I think there were 5 or 4 
Conservatives and 4 Labour, but the rest were independents. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Even candidates who were elected with party labels did not work together as a party on 

councils: 

"I used to say that about half, perhaps slightly more than half, of the 
members would hoist a political flag for the election and as soon as the 
election was over they would promptly pull it down again. And you saw that 
in the way that the county council was run. " 

1156 - Former County Councillor 

However, this non-partisan model of local politics became increasingly stretched as 

the responsibilities of local government grew following the creation of the `welfare state' 

after 1945. Although councils in Somerset included a great number of able councillors, 

who often brought experience of leadership in other fields such as business or the 

military, " they were as independents undisciplined. Without any party groups or whips, 

council leaderships were unable to determine voting patterns. The minimal time paid to 

council work by most backbench, rural, councillors enabled the accumulation of power by 

officers and by a few active councillors; but minority groups who could organise 

30 It is also interesting how some measures resulting from the rural preservationist movement began to 
undermine the position of the traditional elite. For example, the introduction of tighter planning 
restrictions thwarted the Luttrell's plans to develop Minehead as a major tourist resort creating financial 
problems for the family and forcing the sale of much of their estate, including Dunster Castle (see 
'Procurator' 1949) 

31 Retired military officers on Somerset County Council included Marshal of the RAF, Sir John Slessor, Lt 
General Sir Reginald Savory, Brigadier Eric Frith, Admiral Sir Hugh Tweedie and Brigadier R. A. Austin. 

219 



themselves more coherently (and in particular the Labour party) were also able to achieve 

an influence greater than their number would otherwise warrant: 

"Those who had planned what their moves were going to be were able to 
drive a coach and horses through.... because the old village squires might be 
people who if they heard a good argument or a well presented argument they 
could be swayed by it, and so you got all these splendid squires bumbling up 
in their garters and wandering into the council chamber and voting all over 
the place. " 

1156 - Former County Councillor 

In consequence, the 'Conservative' majority on Somerset County Council was 

responsible for backing initiatives which at the time were contrary to national Conservative 

policy - for example, the early introduction of comprehensive education. " Other schemes 

reflected the lingering commitment to moderated modernisation, the townscape of Taunton 

still reflects the policy of the Conservative-Independent administration in the 1950s and 

1960s which embraced social housing, but was resolutely opposed to any high rise 

development. 

The re-organisation of local government in 1974 not only reformed the 

administrative structure in order to meet the changing nature of local government, but was 

seized as an opportunity by Conservative Central Office to introduce party politics into 

rural areas. In the first elections to the new County Council in 1973 the Conservatives 

contested 44 of the 55 wards, with 34 councillors elected. " On the council the 

Conservative group were more organised than on the previous authority, exerting their 

majority status to the charagin of opponents, as one opposition councillor recalls: 

"I remember having long discussions with the leader, you know, we didn't 
have leaders before, but we had a leader... and I remember saying to her, 
'Look, nobody is challenging the fact that you're in control. I mean the 
arithmetic is there for all to see, but that doesn't mean that you have to kick 
everybody out of everything, and gradually we got to a working relationship 
and it settled down. " 

1156 - Former County Councillor 

32 The non-partisan nature of the County Council had enabled a Labour councillor to be chair of the 
Education Committee at the time, although it had a Conservative/Independent majority, who was able to 
act as a 'gatekeeper' in promoting policies such as comprehensive education. 

33 There was little difference between 'town' and 'rural' wards. Conservatives contested all but 8 of the 32 
rural wards, winning 23 of them (one ward elected 2 Conservative councillors; the others were all single- 
member wards); and all but 3 of the 23 `town' wards, winning 10 of them. 
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At the same time, the partisanship, the disruption of change, and the abolition of the 

aldermanic bench, encouraged many councillors from the landed gentry or in 'political 

occupations' to retire. A few members of the landed establishment continued on the County 

Council, and continued to be preferred for senior office, ' whilst farmers and rural 

professionals exercised disproportionate influence on the new district councils. 

Nevertheless, there was an influx of what some saw as 'a new breed of Conservatives', 

different not only in their background, but also in their rejection of the older discourses that 

had underpinned the mid-century consensus, and greater willingness to'toe the party line': 

"There were a lot of new faces and they were rather different Conservatives. 
I'm not saying that they were unpleasant Conservatives, I mean I count many 
of them as my friends now, but they regarded themselves as being there to 
pursue the policies of the Conservative Party, and they kept a very wary eye 
of Whitehall and the thing changed. " 

1156 - Former County Councillor 

This emergence of a `new breed' of Conservatives has sometimes been regarded as 

the usurping of traditional 'rural' Tories by `Town Tories' such as accountants and lawyers 

(Cloke 1990; Newby et al. 1978). The term `Town Tory' is problematic, however. It is 

relevant in counties such as Suffolk, studied by Newby, where local government re- 

organisation combined non-partisan county councils with politicised county borough 

councils, whose `Town Tories' became dominant on the new authorities. But such a 

process never occurred in Somerset. Even at district level, a common instinct of non- 

partisanship was shared by the farmer-Tories of the rural district councils and the 

Conservative accountants, lawyers and business-owners on the borough and urban district 

councils. It may have relevance with regard to in-migrants who had been politically active 
in their former homes and brought the same zeal of party loyalty to their involvement in 

Somerset politics - but this again is too simple a dichotomy. Rather I would argue that the 

decision by Conservative Central Office to politicise rural local government changed both 

the nature of election campaigns and the qualities looked for in candidates. Together with 

the retirement of many long-standing councillors unsettled by change, this provided the 

34 Significant landowners on the County Council in 1980 included the leader, Penny Phillips, George 
Wyndham, Michael Waley-Cohen and Sir Michael Gass, a former Acting Governor of Hong Kong. The 
Chairman was Air Vice Marshall H. Leonard-Williams. 
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opportunity for a new group of Conservative activists, inspired largely by national politics, 
to stand for election and become councillors. 

However, the now explicit identification of the agricultural and business elites with 

the Conservative Party was to contribute to the elites' loss of influence in elected local 

government from the mid 1980s as the Conservatives' popularity waned. Reasons for the 

decline in Conservative support have been variously cited as including the greater use of 
local elections by the electorate to protest at national government policies, the effects of 

severe economic recession, discontent with experimentation with local government 
finance, the under-cutting of local autonomy within the Conservative party, and the 

increasing adeptness of the electorate at tactical voting (Brooks (1996), Holliday (1996), 

Railings and Thrasher (1996) and Waller (1994)). Equally important, though, may have 

been the increasing irrelevance of the traditional Conservative discourses to the population 

at large, and the failure of Conservative elites to find new populist discourses to replace 
them. The chair of Watchet Conservatives blamed his party's decline in support on a lack 

of respect for the establishment, arguing that, 

"The antics of the royals, predominantly the Prince and Princess of Wales, 
have become increasingly pathetic, and statements from the Church do little 
to encourage Christian traditions among our youngfolk. " 

(Somerset County Gazette, 20/1/95) 

A similar thesis is expounded by a Taunton councillor: 

"We have a highly mobile population, a highly secular population, a 
population which has been affected by your normal human nature, greed of 
acquisition, of a house, wall to wall carpets, of a car etc. And also because 
we move people about, because we only stay in a house for seven years on 
average now... So the actual community sense has also taken a knock, I 
don't know if you know the people three doors down from you, or three 
doors the other way from your house, I doubt it. So the nature of the 
community has changed. Now this trend again, militates against the party 
which actually conceived the boundaries.... So QED the Conservative Party 
values, strictures, history, are now not the avant garde of the new thinking, 
the new community. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Hence the mid-century dominance of the Conservative Party is linked to a set of social 
conditions and to discourses which promoted and celebrated those conditions; and the 
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decline of the party linked to removal of those conditions and undermining of those 

discourses. Accordingly the decline in Conservative politics is associated with the decline 

in 'Conservative values': of nationalism, localism, order, family and Anglicanism: 

"There is a twinning of the church congregations and the Conservative 
Party, they both are now on a declining base. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Or alternatively, with the separation of such values from an automatic, explicit, association 

with Conservative politics; as one Liberal Democrat councillor remarks from his 

experience of testing the reaction of his church to his political activity: 

"We were helped that the tide has gone so far against the Conservatives, and 
had done even then, that frankly we were struggling to find Conservatives in 
the church or anywhere else. " 

1255 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

The implication of these stories is that the discourses of power and locality which 

underpinned the Conservative hegemony in Somerset local politics for much of the 

twentieth century are no longer relevant, and that a new configuration of political 
discourses is emerging. 

Legacies of Conservatism 

Although the one-time Conservative hegemony no longer persists in Somerset local 

politics, it would be wrong to assume that the Conservative discourses of power and 

locality are unimportant or dormant. The Conservative elites remain a significant part of 

elected local government and are disproportionately influential in non-elected local 

governance, with many of these individuals still drawing on the traditional discourses, 

which in turn have a presence beyond this limited constituency. In particular, three legacies 

of the Conservative hegemony are still influential: the discourse of localism and 

nationalism, a nostalgia for independent local politics, and a belief in public service. 

In the discursive representation exemplified by the 1928 Pageant, a strong localism 

fed seamlessly into a fierce nationalism and defence of 'Empire'. Whilst a jingoistic English 

nationalism is no longer a prominent feature of popular culture, the identification of the 
Conservative Party with "God, King, Country and Empire", remains important to the 
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culture of local Conservatism. When, in 1995, the Watchet Conservatives celebrated the 

twenty-fifth anniversary of the formation of their local branch, the event's finale featured 

the branch president, 

"parading a large Union flag into the hall followed by members of the 
committee to Rule Britannia followed by Jerusalem and Land of Hope and 
Glory. " 

(Somerset County Gazette, 29/9/95). 

In a civic context, the annual commemoration of Remembrance Day continues to 

evoke an inter-twined discourse of localism and nationalism. The highly ordered ceremony 

in Taunton moves from the laying of wreaths at the town war memorial, to a parade 

through the town centre to a civic service of Remembrance at St Mary's Church, the 

congregation headed by the Lord Lieutenant, Mayor, Civic Marshall, High Sheriff and 

council leaders - the local elite leading and representing the local community in their 

commemoration. 

The popular construction of Remembrance Day as an apolitical event leaves little 

room for its traditions to be challenged or modified by the newer elites. The anniversaries 

of VE Day and VJ Day in 1995, however, offered greater scope for contestation. This was 

most explicitly demonstrated by a debate conducted in the letters pages of the local press 
following a letter from the Liberal Democrat leader of Taunton Deane Borough Council 

which questioned the morality of Britain demanding an apology from Japan over the 

treatment of prisoners of war when Japanese had also suffered through the detonation of 

the atomic bombs. 

The discourses of localism and nationalism are reproduced in a more subtle manner 

through the annual carnivals in Taunton and Wellington. These autumn carnivals are 

unique to Somerset towns, involving processions of illuminated floats which may be up to 

100 feet long, 11 feet wide and 18 feet high, with between 50 and 300 kW of lighting and 

costing as much as £10,000 to construct (Evans 1988). The largest and original carnival in 

Bridgwater can have over 150 entries in the procession; Taunton carnival generally has 

around 100 floats and walking entries, The Somerset carnivals are now popularly regarded 

as being 'apolitical' events, but their origins are political. Closely associated with Guy 

Fawkes Night, they grew out of anti-Catholic and patriotic parades in the early 19th 
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century. It is uncertain why the parades in Bridgwater evolved into the present-day 

carnival; but tableau floats are recorded from 1857 and illumination appeared in 1913, with 

a regular carnival being organised since 1881 (Evans 1988). Although there were carnivals 

in Taunton in the early 20th century, the present carnival on the Bridgwater model is an 

invented tradition having only been held annually since 1965. 

Despite their late inauguration, Taunton and Wellington Carnivals nevertheless 

draw on the localist, nationalist and masculinist discourses of the mid-century elites and 

aestheticises them through association with a 'cultural' event. A discourse of localism is 

evident in the carnival publicity and in the commentaries of the carnival secretaries during 

the processions, constructing the carnivals as being community events - involving and 

created by the community, and benefiting the community. Thus, the commentary during the 

Wellington Carnival in 1994 stressed that money collected would go to local charities: 

"the money's not going to Taunton, not going to Yeovil, not going to 
Bridgwater, it will be spent in the community here in Wellington. " 

The representation of the local community conveyed, however, is one which 

emphasises the old idea of the market town, placing the business community at its heart. 

Many local businesses have vehicles in the processions, or sponsor floats or lend trailers or 

equipment and this involvement is strongly acknowledged. The business communities are 

also heavily involved in the organisation of the carnivals, along with other long-standing 

residents (as opposed, to incomers) - thus whilst Taunton Deane Borough Council has two 

representatives on the Taunton Carnival Committee, both are Labour councillors, with the 

detachment of more influential Liberal Democrat group being illustrated by the fact that in 

1994 the party held one of its main annual social events on the same night as the Taunton 

Carnival in a different part of the town. 

The carnivals also promote an exclusionary representation of their local 

communities, in that they set up a distinct local/other dichotomy. The locals are those who 

participate in or watch, or benefit from the carnival, and who conform to the conservative 
ideas of community it represents. The 'others' are those who are portrayed on the floats, 

particularly on the numerous floats each year with an 'exotic' theme, representing crude 

stereotypes of Asian, Middle Eastern, Caribbean or Native American cultures (figures 7.10- 

7.12). As in the case of the Peebles Beltane Festival (Smith 1993), the inclusion of such 
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Figure 7.10: StanselI Carnival Club's Egyptian Iloat, One Lump or Two? ' at Wellington Carnival 1994 
(from the "Taunton Carnival Programme 1994). 

Figure 7.11: One Plus One Carnival Club's float, `Orientasia' at Wellington Carnival 1994, (from 
Taunton Carnival Programme 1994). 
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Figure 7.12: `Caribbean Beat' by Starlight Carnival Club, at Wellington Carnival 1995, (from Somerset 

County Gazette, 6/ 10/95 ) 



stereotypes in the carnival has probably only been accepted and gone unchallenged because 

there is no sizeable ethnic minority community in Somerset, and issues of race relations 

have not been a feature of local politics. 35 Until, that is, the county experienced a series of 

racist attacks in autumn 1995. Whilst events in Yeovil caught the national headlines (Steele 

1995), perhaps the most serious incident occurred in Taunton when three Asians were 

attacked by a gang of ten white youths in the town centre during the early evening 

(Somerset County Gazette 22/9/95). The incident resulted in the formation of the Somerset 

Racial Equality Network, an organisation supported by the local councils and all political 

parties, but which notably in its organisational levels is closely connected with trade-union 

based networks and from which the explicit patronage of the 'county establishment' is 

absent. 

Overt racism is not a part of any of the discourses of power circulating in Somerset, 

and indeed has been condemned across the local power structure. However, other 

exclusionary discourses are more prominent in political debate, which one councillor 

compares to racism: 

"If you switch the analogy over to travellers and gypsies and anything in 
fact, even if it's single parent mothers, a minority social group, we have 
racism, absolutely rampant. And the sort of Conservatives you're getting as 
candidates now, what they call their own supporters, it is horrendous. The 
issues they are prepared to pick up in order to try and gain votes, I mean, 
generally speaking, racism, crime, single parent mothers, benefit scroungers, 
you know, and they will go and exaggerate. It is alarming. It is very 
worrying. " 

1255 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Most notable has been attitudes towards travellers. The Conservative campaigns in both the 

local elections of May 1995, and the Pitminster by-election to the County Council in 

September 1995, featured strong attacks on proposals to provide statutory facilities for 

travellers, presenting travellers as undesirable 'others' who threaten established ideas of 

community and rurality: 

33 There are 500-600 black and Asian people in Taunton Deane, representing 0.7% of the population. The - 
population of Somerset as a whole is 99.5% white (OPCS 1992). 
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"YOU CAN SAVE THE DEANE FROM LIB DEM PLANS 
TO BUILD NEW AGE TRAVELLERS' CAMPS 

Recently the Lib Dems announced a new initiative - build 'New Age 
Travellers Camps' all around Somerset. Residents in both rural and town 
areas have already had nasty experiences when such people move into a 
locality. How can the Lib Dems consider this a priority at such a time (The 
Middlezoy camp cost something around £250,000). We need YOUR 
PROTEST VOTE to fight this. " 

(Conservative Election Leaflet, May 1995) 

The same themes were reproduced by a Conservative councillor in the County Council 

debate on the provision of emergency stopping places for travellers in May 1996, as 

reported in the local press: 

"'The big difference between them and the 500,000 we're responsible to is 
that we pay our way - they don't', said Mr Roach. He claimed that Somerset 
would become 'the soft touch for these people' and neighbouring counties 
and EC countries would see 'what a mess we're making'. He accused the 
travellers of playing on the heart strings by taking children to the meeting 
and said, 'These people aren't from Somerset'...... In a motion, Mr Roach hit 
out at the expense of setting up emergency sites, detrimental effects on 
tourism and nuisance to landowners. " 

(Somerset County Gazette, 17/5/96) 

Thus the argument against the provision of travellers' sites draws not only on issues 

of financial efficiency, but also on ideas of localism and the perceived threat from 

alternative lifestyles on the received notion of rurality. Such ideas about rural community 

and 'acceptable behaviour' are also enrolled into an exclusionary discourse against 

homosexuality. This debate was triggered by a speech given by the Deputy Leader of 

Somerset County Council at the Liberal Democrat Conference in September 1994 in which 

she called for councils to be more active in combating the isolation felt by gays and 

lesbians in rural areas (Somerset County Gazette 23/9/94). The tactic employed in response 

to her call was not so much to construct homosexuality as being anti-rural (at least not in 

public debate), but to deny that gays and lesbians have any case for special attention 

beyond that of the rural community as a whole. In other words, raising the interests of gays 

and lesbians is seen as destroying the notion of community: 

"Liberalism 
.... has succeeded in liberating us into a rampant individualism 

which is nigh on destroying all cohesion in society. It is proving a 
centrifugal force, now endeavouring to liberate rustic gays and lesbians. Do 
not the Liberal Democrats realise that isolation and loneliness are not 
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confined to the countryside, nor the problem of finding a congenial partner 
unique to the homosexual? " 

Conservative Councillor in Somerset County Gazette, 7/10/94 

The 'othering' of minority groups from discourses of rurality becomes political not 

only through its incorporation into party politics, but because it is directly employed in 

discourses of power. Thus one councillor claimed that he had been removed as a committee 

chair because of colleagues' disapproval of his sexuality, and such prejudices had 

prevented any further advancement in the council hierarchy. However, it is equally 

important to note how these exclusionary discourses are being challenged, most notably by 

the 'emerging liberal elite', as demonstrated by county councillors' initiatives on travellers' 

and gay rights as cited above; and spaces have been opened up within local governance 

where the discourses do not persist. The experience of the councillor denied promotion 
because of his sexuality is contrasted with that of another gay councillor on another council 

who was able to achieve senior office without dissent. The deliberate contesting of 

exclusionary discourses has extended beyond the council chamber into the kind of public 

ceremonies which assist in reproducing popular discourses. For example, whilst 
Remembrance Day remains a feature of the civic calendar, some councillors feel a greater 

affinity with a recently established civic commemoration in Taunton of World AIDS Day, 

with the 1995 ceremony attended by the Mayor, the MEP, and the prospective Labour and 
Liberal Democrat parliamentary candidates, amongst others (Somerset County Gazette 

8/12/95). 

For many members of the conservative elites, the appearance of debates about 

travellers or gay rights on the political agenda is a result of party politics. They are seen as 

stemming from national party ideology and as not being the concern of true, pure, local 

government. Implicit in this charge is a nostalgia for independent local politics and the 

discourse of the apolitical community promoted in the mid twentieth century. Partly, this 

reflects a distaste for the confrontational style of party politics, the lament even from party 

councillors that, 

"It is very unfortunate.... that it has become so party political now, and it is 
so tied up with national politics" 

1120 - Former District Councillor 

230 



But more important is the idea that independent councillors represent a greater sense of 

community; that they are more likely to be able to find consensus within a community; and 

are more likely to put the interests of the community before other considerations. 

Moreover, repeating the earlier incantation of politics being an urban phenomena, the 

introduction of party politics is blamed on incomers who don't understand the traditions of 

rural governance: 

"There has been a great in-migration of particularly retired people into rural 
areas, yes, and they've brought their politics with them. They've been 
saddled with no choice in other authorities...... It's political dogma which 
has actually driven people to support political parties. And people have lost 
sight of what local government is all about. " 

171 - Independent Councillor 

The last clause of the quotation is important. It explicitly links independent politics with a 
discourse of local government which is about defending and representing a localist notion 

of community. Local government is hence seen as being driven by geographical interests 

rather than by political interests: 

"In West Somerset we have a system of geographic representation. So every 
part of West Somerset is represented on every committee. That has to be 
fair, because again you're talking about local issues, parochial issues and 
there is parochial input from the members. " 

171 - Independent Councillor 

"I still think that local politics should be fairly independent. I felt that the 
only way I could actually do it to clear my own heart was to say I'm Tory, 
but, locally, let's deal with local things first. " 

178 - West Somerset District Councillor 

The prevalence of uncontested elections in Independent wards is defended in much 

the same way, with the argument that this represents not a lack of democracy, but 

consensus about what is best for the community: 

"It's very difficult to get people to come out of the woodwork and spare the 
time to do the job, so we rely very much on somebody who's had a proven 
track record, if you like. It wasn't so much apathy that no one stood against 
them, but perhaps the whole community was happy with what that person 
was doing. " 

171 - Independent Councillor 
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Yet it is here the entanglement between parties and Independent councillors 
becomes relevant, because other councillors argue that the experience of local politics 

shows that there are differences of opinion about what is the best policy for a community, 

and that party politics simply reflects these different opinions. For them, the concealment 

of party affiliation behind an Independent label is'dishonest', even'corrupt': 

"I think that a lot of people, probably on all sides, say that they don't like 
politics in the council chamber. I mean, to me that's silly, because you need 
the honesty of knowing what the background of people are concerned with. 
So I'm very much in favour of people having a political base. It doesn't 
mean that you believe in every single thing that's going on in your political 
party at any one time, but it gives an orientation of how you approach 
things. And I think that's much more honest than pretending you're 
independent and yet you're going off and voting Tory, Liberal or Labour 
without saying so. " 

1168 - Labour activist 

Another Independent councillor argued that the position of Independents was only 
justifiable as a guarantee against party political excesses: 

"There's an argument about having Independents on a council. I mean, if 
you've got hard working ones that speak their mind and like myself, I think 
it can be a bit of a breath of fresh air, and the Liberal Democrats, they know 
damn well who will keep them on their toes, me! And similarly probably the 
others, because I can take a purely independent line on something, alright, 
it's going to be a green/left line, but, they know if they overstep the mark, or 
come up with something that just on common sense basis is unreasonable, 
they know that there'll be somebody stood there like myself bawling out and 
showing up their failings. Whereas in the party political machinery that isn't 
always the case. " 

127 - Independent Councillor 

The conflation of Independent councillors with representing the interests of the 

community also links into the third remaining element of the Conservative discourse of 
power - the notion of 'public service'. This argues that local government is about the 

provision of services to the local community: 

"I originally stood for the council because I felt the council wasn't doing the 
job that I wanted it to, that I believed it should be doing for the community. 
And I still believe that that message has not come across to the majority of 
the electorate, or to the majority of members, come to that. I don't believe 
that they honestly, sincerely, think that they go in there to improve or at least 
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deliver quality services to the community. Which is what local government 
is all about. " 

171 - West Somerset District Councillor 

Standing for election, becoming a councillor, or joining a non-elected board hence becomes 

a question of helping with that service provision, of 'giving something back' to the 

community; of 'public service': 

"Your elderly Conservative, one who's been over 20 years or so old over the 
last 20 years, I think would say... in broad terms, I think would say, well, 'we 
give something back'. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"When I first went on the county council there were far more people who 
were doing the job because they felt that they were putting in a bit of moral 
service, rather than they were doing it for any personal ambition. " 

1190 - Former County Councillor 

So, in an echo of the discourse of the 'country gentleman', participation in local governance 
is seen as a duty, not a privilege, and is done without any reward: 

"I don't equate professionalism with everything being done better, I go back 
to the old Latin that the amateur derives with love, we do it for love, it 
doesn't mean you do it inadequately, professional must therefore mean you 
do it for money, or some other tangible award. " 

1156 - Former County Councillor 

Yet despite the continuing attachment of some political actors to such ideas of 

Independence and amateurism, the trend of the past two decades has been relentlessly 

towards party politics and the professionalisation of local governance, as new discourses of 

power have been introduced into rural local politics. With them has come a change in the 

policies of the local state. In terms of policy, the consequences of the Conservative 

hegemony reflected the elites' right-wing politics and localism, their personal interests and 

their concept of the role of local government. Thus, as business-owners and property- 

owners, they had an interest in keeping rates low, and hence in keeping public services to a 

minimum. This concern for minimal state intervention, however, had to be balanced 

against the construct of local government being about meeting local needs. Therefore the 
local state did take on responsibility for education and health provision, once benevolent 
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landowners no longer met such welfare needs, and it need recognise the need for some 

public housing in villages to maintain a local workforce - but such public housing was 

frequently built away from the main village, so as not to detract from the aesthetic of 

rurality. Similarly, the large public housing estates on the edge of Taunton were carefully 

designed to avoid the need for high-rise blocks, which would have conflicted with the 

aesthetics of a `market town' and been an unwelcome symbol of urbanisation. 

Where state intervention did occur, it was directed towards the needs of local 

business and agriculture. This included the widening of roads and refurbishment of 

Taunton town centre in the 1920s and 1930s; the construction of a new agricultural market 

in Taunton in the same era; and the creation of Clatworthy Reservoir to supply water to 

Taunton after the Second World War; as well as the promotion of agricultural 
improvement projects, such as draining the Somerset Levels. Some industrial development 

was encouraged, to support the local economy, but not so much as to threaten the political 

position of the agricultural elite. Equally acceptable were schemes which demonstrated the 

authority of the elite, or inspired local pride - public buildings such as the new County 

Hall; parks, bandstands and bridges - all of which could display the civic crest. It is 

significant that the Conservative leader in Taunton for most of the post-war period, regards 

as amongst his greatest achievements the floodlighting of every church in the borough and 

the planting of daffodils along the eastern approach road to the town. 36 

At the same time, the elites were clear that it was not the role of local government 

to address social inequalities, or to try to influence national politics, or to promote the 

interests of minority groups. There was no significant support for public transport, partly 

because of the cost, but also because increasing mobility would have threatened the 

cohesion of local communities central to Conservatism -a cohesion which also have been 

threatened by treating minority groups as in anyway different. Neither was it the role of 

local government to intrude into an individual's private business - such as what they did 

with their property. Although a planning system was imposed from above, the local state 
did not, for example, encourage the use of footpaths, or adopt pro-active conservation 

policies. Indeed, local councils and politicians played an important part in defending the 

need for agricultural improvement on the Somerset Levels during debates about the 
designation of Sites of Special Scientific Interest in the late 1970s and early 1980s (see 

36 Interview with author. 
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Lowe et at. 1986). Only since the end of the Conservative hegemony and the emergence of 

new discourses of power and rurality in Somerset politics, have such policies been 

introduced. 

Changing Discourses? 

It is easy to demonstrate how the influence of discourses of the country gentleman, 

of the agricultural community and of Conservatism, have declined. It is less easy to identify 

the discourses which have taken their place. Certainly the 1980s and 1990s have been a 

time of competition between discourses rather than of hegemonic dominance. Neither does 

the more explicit identification with party politics help, with there being no widely 

recognised comprehensive Liberal Democrat discourse of power or rurality to compare to 

the older Conservative discourses. This point is remarked upon by a number of political 

activists, 

"The Conservative cultural philosophy is more allied to the Empire, colonial 
administrators and the philosophy of that and service to the public than I 
would say the Labour Party. The Liberal Democrats, I have yet to work out 
what they are seeking and what motivates them. " 

150 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"People like that, I don't really know what their motives are. I much prefer a 
kind of , someone with a trade union background, who was actually working 
hard for the people he was working with, wasn't he?..... I can understand 
that. But I can't quite understand the role of the Liberal Democrats. " 

1220 - Conservative activist 

Liberal Democrat activists themselves, of course, do offer explanations of their 

motivation. In some cases these echo the ideas of the existing discourses, about 'the public 

good' and 'representing the community'. For others, though, their motivation for being 

involved in local politics is directly related to their perception of the failings of the 

traditional discourses: 

"A change of political direction as far as the country is concerned won't kill 
anything for them, but it will at least put the country on a clearer, less unfair, 
more compassionate, less corrupt line than we have at the moment. The 
whole country disgusts me at the moment, quite frankly.... this isn't the sort 
of world that I want to live in, this isn't the sort of country that I want to 
promote.... And one of the reasons I'm in politics is to try and change it. " 

121 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 
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"We became aware of some of the moral corruption, the inconsistencies, the 
general unhelpfulness of the status quo as it had been. " 

1255 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Thus, unlike the discursive transition of the 1920s, which was about protecting 

continuity whilst enlarging the elite base, the discursive transition of the 1990s is about 

changing the power structure, and has largely been driven by people who feel alienated 
from and by the traditional discourses. The construction of rurality in terms of agriculture 
has little resonance for those who have no direct or even indirect link with farming; whilst 
localist constructs of community can exclude more recent incomers: 

"There are quite a number of families in the village who were born and 
brought up here, whose children are still around, etc., But they no longer 
have the sort of influence, if you class it as that, it isn't influence, they think 
it's influence, you know, 'why are they doing it like that there? ', 'they don't 
know'. When I first joined the village hall committee in 77, it was perfectly 
appalling, it really was, because it was run by this district councillor, who's 
now dead, who virtually built it, and the secretary also had virtually built it, 
and they were in cohorts those two. I mean, they had a committee but they 
never did anything, well, they never did anything the committee said, that's 
not strictly true, but they just carried on their own merry way, they couldn't 
care less what anybody else said. And as I say, if you were an incomer, my 
God, you were sort of less than nothing, basically, you didn't know what the 
hell you were talking about. " 

1120 - Former District Councillor 

For many in-migrants, the exclusiveness and conservatism of parish councils and 
local elites frustrated their own ideas about rural community and threatened to negate their 

own reasons for moving into the area. As such, dissonance with the existing discourses 

became a motivation for becoming involved with local politics: 

"The values which the parish council seem to have are more towards trying 
to save money than investing in the future. Because they have that policy of 
saving money and keeping the costs of user facilities like the village hall to 
a minimum over the last twenty years, they've not kept up the 
maintenance...... And all this is due to neglect by the existing establishment 
in the village. Now of course when people like me come in, I became a 
parish councillor first of all, I then became a county councillor; obviously 
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you're a fast learner... it's not long before you know they can no longer bluff 
you with what went on twenty years ago. " 

16 - County Councillor 

The crucial factor appears to be the incompatibility between the existing discourses 

and both the expectations of incomers and the values brought in from outside those 

discourses by local-born people, as social and economic restructuring has increased 

mobility and communication. These concern both discourses of rurality and discourses of 

power. 

Bell (1994), . in his ethnographic study of a Hampshire village, observes that 'nature' 

is at the heart of villagers' conceptions about themselves. Similarly, 'nature' could be argued 

to be at the heart of elites' conceptions of Somerset politics. For the landed elite of the early 

20th century, a pantheistic 'Nature' ordained the whole social and political structure, 

country gentlemen both governing in the name of Nature, and owing duties towards it. For 

the agrarian elite of the mid 20th century, 'nature' provided resources to be managed, 

cultivated and exploited by humans. In the late 20th century, however, many in the incomer 

and non-agricultural middle classes have again redefined 'nature', casting it as something 

which is external to the built environment, which is threatened by humans and needs to be 

protected from them. This construct of 'nature' makes an explicit association between 

'nature' and 'rurality', in opposition to the manufactured 'urban'; and implicit to it is a shift 

from the discourse of the rural as a space of production, to a discourse of the rural as a 

space of consumption. 

For in-migrants in particular, the rural is consumed not only through recreational 

activities, but also through the very decision to live in a rural community. A survey 

conducted by Somerset County Council in 1995 asked residents which aspects of life in 

Somerset they liked most - 92% replied the countryside, followed by the pace of life and 

the sense of community (Somerset County Gazette 2/2/96). Yet a parallel survey by the 

Sustainable Somerset Group revealed that 36% of residents thought that the environment of 
Somerset was getting worse, with the increasing volume of traffic, new housing 

development and air pollution being cited as the main reasons. These concerns are felt 

across sections of the population, but in-migrants 
. 
in particular are anxious to defend and 

protect the image of rurality in which they have invested both financially and emotionally. 
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One district councillor in a village which has a high in-migrant population remarked that 

the major issue in his ward was "the preservation of the status quo". 

The construction and consequences of this discourse of rurality will be discussed in 

more detail in the next chapter. In the remainder of this chapter I want to focus on the way 

that the contesting of discourses of rurality has been accompanied by a contesting of 

discourses of power - moving from ideas of public service to ideas of representativeness. 
This comes from the feeling amongst both incomers and locally-born non-agricultural 

middle classes that they were being excluded from the existing elite networks and their 

interests not represented by existing discourses. Perceptions of the old power structure as 

being closed, and in the more extreme cases 'corrupt', informed a discourse of open 

government amongst the emerging liberal elite. In Somerset the political activity of the new 

middle class has become particularly identified with the Liberal Democrats. Partly this is 

the chance result of Liberal activists recognising an opportunity and targeting it; but also it 

recognises both the overlapping of the discourse of democracy with Liberal philosophy, 

and the opposition of the public sector middle classes to Thatcherite reforms of education, 
local government and other public services (Heath and Savage 1995). The consequence has 

been the adoption by local authorities of evening meetings, open to the public, of public 

question times (figure 7.13), of the right to speak to petitions, and of the use of informal 

referenda through the local press. 

In becoming active in local politics and in opening up the structures of local 

governance, these new political actors have secured representation for their social groups 

and organisations and their discourses of rurality and locality. Indeed, some councillors 
became involved in local politics precisely with that objective: 

"We had moved into a very large new housing estate area and the parish 
council really existed in the old country village of the locality. And all the 
councillors lived in the old village area and Galmington at that stage had not 
become at all political or motivated in any way, people were still moving in 
and they hadn't got themselves interested in local affairs. And what 
happened was that Galmington was putting forward some money to Trull 
Parish Council and getting none of the benefits, it was all being spent within 
the old village part ..... Galmington had to get a number of parish councillors 
on to that parish council in order to get proper representation. " 

1413 - Parish Councillor 
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Figure 7.13: Public question time at a meeting of Somerset County Council 

(from Somerset County Council Annual Report 1994) 



"There'd been planning permission difficulties when we wanted a new 
church and we were aware that things were being said at parish council 
meetings about the church which were perhaps unhelpful, and felt it would 
be a good idea to have someone on the parish council so that we couldn't be 
talked about behind our backs really. " 

115 - County Councillor 

Connected to the discourse of open government is a new localism. This is a 

localism which is inclusive rather than exclusive, such that the community is defined as 

everyone living in a locality rather than by any cultural qualification. Local expertise and 

acceptability is achieved through activity in the community, not by length of residence or 

birth-place: 

"I've got involved with several village activities. If you get involved and join 
things you're alright, if you sit on the sidelines and carp about things.... But 
there's a lot going on so if people want to get involved, then they're accepted 
more. " 

1168 - Labour activist 

Thus election leaflets place a great emphasis on a candidate's local credentials - as defined 

in terms of their residence, their involvement in community activities and their affiliation 

to well recognised symbols of locality, such as schools: 

"Barrie Somerwill lives in the ward in Thames Drive and is a former teacher 
at Castle School. He was recently Chief Executive of Taunton Association 
for the Homeless. Barrie is now a consultant to special needs housing 
associations. 

Stuart Harris lives in the heart of the ward with his young family. Stuart is a 
former serviceman and he cares deeply about the area. He knows first hand 
how local children will are set to suffer from Conservative cuts in 
education. 

Terry Murphy lived locally for 15 years and was a former pupil at Priory 
School. Terry has been involved with local football for 23 years and is press 
officer for Taunton Sunday League. He has done voluntary work in the past 
for a homelessness charity and elderly people in nursing homes. " 

Liberal Democrat leaflet, May 1995 (emphasis added) 

"If elected to Taunton Deane Borough Council Hazel will work to ensure 
that the local community is well represented when local issues are 
considered. She is aware that lack of youth activities, household security 
and traffic problems are all issues of concern to local people. " 

Liberal Democrat leaflet, May 1995 (emphasis added) 
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In re-orienting the discourse of localism to be inclusive of all residents, and by 

trying to define the qualifications of a good councillors in terms of local commitment 

demonstrated through community activity, the political activists who have followed this 

strategy have made a deliberate play for the support of those residents who were ignored by 

the traditional discourses. This is illustrated by a Liberal Democrat election leaflet 

distributed in a rural ward in the May 1995 elections. Under the headline of 'local people' 

backing the party, the leaflet has photographs of three sets of supporters: a lower middle 

class or working class family, who, the accompanying text suggests, would be badly hit by 

education cuts; an elderly couple, who again the text suggests are not especially well off; 

and a teenager, photographed against a background of a busy road, and linked by the text to 

the council's environmentalist policies. What is significant is that none of these people are 

the stereotypical rural residents suggested by traditional discourses of rurality. 

Similarly, figure 7.14 shows a photograph taken from the cover of the County 

Council's annual report for 1993/4 - the first year of Liberal Democrat control. The picture 
is labelled 'a typical Somerset village', but unlike most representations of 'typical Somerset' 

villages it does not focus on thatched, stone, cottages. The 'old village' is represented only 
by a glimpse of the church and neighbouring buildings in the middle distance. Similarly, 

the only agricultural structure, a silo, is mostly concealed behind trees and that part which 
is visible blends quite effectively with the dark background. The fields in the distance 

convey an impression of rurality, but no evidence of being actively worked. Rather the 

photograph is dominated by a modern housing estate, not a conventionally picturesque 

image, but precisely the kind of locality from which the Liberal Democrats draw their 

support. The use of such an image connects the interests of the County Council not with the 

traditional landowning, farming or business elites and their discourses of rurality and 

locality, but with the new middle class, and in many cases, in-migrant, residents of modern 

housing estates. 

Conclusions 

The twentieth century has seen an evolution of the discourses of power and 
discourses of rurality which have informed political debate in Somerset. The change has 

not been as dramatic as if the county had witnessed a transition between different 
ideological regimes; the manner in which elites and their members converted the ideas 

241 



ýý 
°«+ 

Figure 7.14: 'A typical Somerset village' shown on the cover of the 1993/4 Annual Report of the 

County Council 



contained within discourses into their own individual actions was diverse and chaotic 

enough to annul any sense of revolution. Nonetheless, the changing influence of various 

discourses can be read as contribution to the story of political reform as much as social and 

economic restructuring or the re-alignment of elite networks. Most notably the dominance 

over political thought that ideas about the duties of the country gentleman enjoyed at the 

start of the century, or the notion of the organic community enjoyed during the middle of 

the century, cannot be attributed to any discourse in the 1990s. Somerset is now in a state 

of discursive competition, and the contesting of ideas about rurality and locality has 

become a significant feature of local politics, as the next chapter will discuss. 
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8: CONTESTING RURALITY, 
CONTESTING LOCALITY 

'A lot of people from outside the area, when you say Somerset they think 
you mean Devon, and their knowledge of Somerset has been in the kind of 
60s and traffic jams before the motorwaygoing through it, and I suppose 

a bit about Somerset cricket if you talk to a 9'orkshireman. " 
Local businessperson. 

Introduction 
In the previous two chapters I have argued that understanding contemporary local 

politics and political change in rural areas requires an appreciation of the social and 

professional networks and exclusive spaces through which elites organise themselves and 

operate, and of the discourses of power, locality and rurality which influence their policies 

and their philosophies of local governance. In this chapter I want to demonstrate how these 

processes work through the examples of three case studies, concerning an attempt to ban 

staghunting on part of the Quantock Hills; debates surrounding proposals for future 

housing development; and a campaign to `save' Somerset County Council from abolition 
in the reorganisation of local government. Each of the three case studies will be discussed 

with regard to what they reveal about the exercise of power in the local state, highlighting 

the need to construct networks of actors, representations and technologies in order to 

achieve desired outcomes. In particular, the case studies will demonstrate the importance of 
discourses of rurality in shaping local political issues and arguments. 

Re-thinking Rurality 
The first two case studies to be presented in this chapter both concern the contesting 

of rurality. As was noted in the previous chapter, the traditionally dominant discourses of 

rurality based around ideas of stewardship and the centrality of agriculture have been 

undermined by social and economic restructuring, including large scale in-migration and 

the relative decline of agriculture as a provider of employment, which now means that a 

significant proportion of the rural population have no connection - direct or indirect - to 
farming, and thus little sympathy for agriculture-centred discourses. 

Between 1971 and 1981,42,256 people moved into Somerset, increasing the 

county's population by over 10%. The rate of in-migration remained fairly consistent 
throughout the 1980s, with the annual net migration to the county between 1986 and 2001 

being projected at 4,095 people. As table 8.1 shows, the age-range of in-migrants suggests 
that retirees and families with children accounted for the bulk of incomers. ' 

Figures for in-migration are taken froth evidence presented to the public examination of the Somerset 
Structure Plan, Alteration 2, in 1991. Figures both for actual in-migration between 1971 and 1981, and for 
projected in-migration between 1986 and 2001, are those provided by Somerset County Council. Slightly 
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Age Group Net Migrants to Somerset 
1971to1981 

Percentage of Total 

0-14 9372 22.2% 
15-29 5531 13.1% 
30-44 8205 19.4% 
45-59 8643 20.5% 
60+ 10505 24.9% 

Table 8.1: In-migration to Somerset, 1971 - 1981. 

Source: Hargreaves, McQuillan & Newman (1991) 

The social constructs of rurality identified with by in-migrants have received 

significant attention in geographical and sociological literature (see chapter 2); and as a 

number of authors have observed, discursive competition can arise between the ideas of 

rurality held by incomers and those of long-standing residents (e. g. see Bell 1994; Harper 

1988; Spain 1993). Although the attributing of particular discourses of rurality to incomers 

as a 'group' is inevitably a generalisation, it is probably reasonably accurate to state that 

many incomers moved into the countryside with a vision of a 'rural idyll', and moreover, 
that their 'rural idyll' had been constructed in opposition to their experience of the urban 
environment. The translation of these ideas into political issues is described by one 
councillor: 

"The incomers - and I count myself as one, we've only been here about 
twelve years - we tend to want development to cease as from the moment 
we arrive because, as I say, we look around when we arrive in the village, 
look for a house, 'oh this looks nice, yes I could live here', and that defines 
what you want. You don't want it to change, you don't want a housing estate 
up there, you don't want the road widening, you don't want streetlamps, you 
don't want a traffic crossing there, because this all introduces a measure of 
urbanisation, from which you might well have come. " 

121 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Many incomers are thus viewing the rural primarily as a space of consumption. 
Indeed, their initial experience of the countryside may have been as a 'consumer' on holiday 

or a day trip. The landscape, village built-environment, community, social activities and 

other residents are 'props' in the consumption of rural life, judged against the standards of 
the perceived rural idyll. An account of this approach is given by Newby (1988), with 

regard to incomers' perception of the farming community: 

"Many newcomers value the presence of the farming population, if only 
because it serves as a reminder that the village remains truly rural rather 
than a kind of rustic suburbia. But the locals can be assigned to a definite 

different statistics were presented by the House Builders Federation. (Hargreaves, McQuillan and 
Newman, 1991). 
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place in the scheme of things. They can be 'characters', sources of quaint 
bucolic humour or homespun rural philosophy on such matters as the 
weather, but not expected to put forward views which intrude on the 
newcomer's sense of how things should be done. What are demanded are pet 
locals who adorn the landscape along with the fields and the trees. " 

(Newby 1988: 39) 

Newby suggests that this model of social relations represents a newcomer 
hegemony over local government in many rural areas. Cloke and Little (1990) however, 

argue that it is a stylised account and that not all social relations in all rural localities fit this 

pattern. In most parts of Somerset, the incomers' discourse of the rural as a space of 

consumption is not yet established as hegemonic, but it is an increasingly significant 

viewpoint in local politics. This can lead to conflict with longer-standing residents who 

still subscribe to the traditional discourse of rurality as an organic community, with the 

rural as a space of production, especially over planning issues: 

"An interesting thing about planning in the village is that so often people 
who come to settle in a village and they want development in the village to 
stop as from the moment they got there. They came there because they liked 
it and they don't want it to change. People who are indigenous to the village, 
quite often they don't worry. They have seen during their 30-40-50 years 
they've been living in the village, they've seen houses go up and they've seen 
new estates develop and they've seen infilling and they've seen roads being 
widened and they take that as part of the natural evolution of things. " 

121 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"The people who've lived in villages for quite a long time don't actually 
mind something which creates employment in their village. They regard 
villages as working villages and as places where people must stay and used 
to work, no doubt still work. In many cases it's the newcomers who want to 
pick up the NIMBY attitude, who want it to look roses-round-the-door 
chocolate box image, they bought it like that and wo' be tide anyone who 
changes anything. " 

129 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

At root in the dispute between the ideas of the rural as a space of consumption and 

as a space of production, is the manner in which the activities needed for production are 

perceived as 'polluting' the sanitised, ordered vision of rurality which the incomers wish to 

consume. Thus, light industry is urbanisation; new or widened roads taint the visual 

environment, as do new houses, which also increase the size of a settlement threatening the 
feel of 'community'; whilst modern agriculture, although necessary for maintaining the 

rural landscape, is criticised for its untidiness, smell and noise pollution? Such features are 

2 The association of incomers with a desire for order and 'locals' with an acceptance of disorder is again a 
generalisation and certainly does not hold on an international scale, as Salamon and Tornatore (1994) 
illustrate. 
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presented as jarring with incomers' ideas of rurality, whereas long-standing 'locals' accept 
them as an inherent 'part' of the countryside: 

"A lot of the people who come, think 'oh we're moving to the country and 
it's going to be lovely and this, that and the other and then they find aspects 
of it which they don't like, like crickets which make a noise" 

1107 - Former County Councillor 

"The irony of it really is that in many cases people who have bought the 
barn conversions, so they've got this nice little bit of the countryside, are the 
first to scream loudly when a neighbouring farmer wants to put up a genuine 
agricultural building for him to carry out his livelihood, very close to their 
boundary. And they are the ones who chose to come and live in the 
countryside. The countryside does consist of animals and mud and things 
like that. " 

129 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

However, it would be both simplistic and inaccurate to suggest that discourses of 
rurality are contested along a cleavage of incomer versus local. The councillor quoted 
above criticising incomers' aversion to mud is an in-migrant of approximately twenty years 
standing. Indeed, as has been noted previously, the spatial identity of the traditional 
establishment - which is closely identified with agricultural interests - has always been 
ambiguous, with a significant number of its members having moved into the county from 
outside, or owning property elsewhere in the country, or keeping a second home in 
Somerset whilst working in London. Of more recent in-migrants, at least two distinct 
groups can be identified. 

The first group is typically drawn from the `higher' socio-economic groups (1,2), 
tending to be senior managers, employers or high-earning professionals. Some will have 
had a rural upbringing, having moved to cities in order to pursue their careers. They have 

moved to Somerset either to retire, or as a second home, or to commute to London or 
Bristol; buying more expensive property in villages such as Kingston St Mary, West 
Monkton and Milverton, or in more remote locations in Taunton Deane, Exmoor, the 
Quantocks and Brendon Hills. They tend to be Conservative politically, and are easily 
integrated into social networks based around the Conservative Party, parish churches, 
Womens Institutes, charities and hunts. Although most will-have no direct connection with 
agriculture, they will socialise with farmers and landowners and be sympathetic with their 
interests, and with the interests of local business, with which they have much in common. 
A number of this group have become active in local politics, notably on non-elected 
bodies, and are prominent in the 'traditional elite' and 'business elite' identified in chapter 
six. 
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The second group tend to be more recent in-migrants, typically including public 
sector professionals (teachers, doctors, local government officers etc. ), middle managers, 
lower earning professionals and skilled craftworkers and engineers. They buy less 

expensive property in Taunton, Wellington, or villages such as Bishops Lydeard, North 

Curry, Comeytrowe and Creech St Michael - often new housing developments; having 

moved to Somerset either to retire or to work in a 'pleasant environment'. This does not 

mean, however, that they see the countryside as a space of production. Their work tends to 
be in service industries, not in manufacturing, and excluded by a lack of the right cultural 

capital from establishment social networks, they have little contact with, and hence little 

understanding of or sympathy for, agriculture. It is this group that is most commonly in 

mind when local politicians refer to 'incomers'. 

Thus not all incomers will imagine their 'rural idyll' in the same way, and whilst 
some incomers will resist anything they perceive as urbanisation, others miss elements of 
the urban environment. In contrast to the previous description of incomers opposing street- 
lighting, a former county councillor (one of the first group of incomers), noted the pressure 
from elderly incomers for more streetlighting: 

"You've got people coming from up north, the Midlands and the north, who 
have been here on holiday and think, 'Isn't this lovely, let's live here when 
we retire', and then they find there are aspects which they don't like..... 
People say that's why we get changing attitudes, and once again, the demand 
for more and more streetlighting, which people who live in the country don't 
want streetlighting, quite frankly, but older people come and they say, 'oh 
it's not safe, it'd be more secure, we can't see our way', so you get lights 
going up all over the place, but I think that can be overplayed. " 

1107 - Former County Councillor 

There are also different attitudes to rurality amongst people born in Somerset. 
Agriculture now employs only 5% of the labour force in the county (OPCS 1994), ' 

meaning that there are a significant number even of so-called 'locals' who have no 
connection, direct or indirect, with farming. Many of these people would feel more 
comfortable with the discourse of the rural as a space of consumption, than that of the rural 
as a space of production! Furthermore, some locals point to the difference in attitude to 

rural issues between those brought up in Taunton, and those with village backgrounds: 

"I mean, I moved here as a child and to all intents I am a Taunton person. I'd 
still see myself as a rural person, I grew up in a village, but [my wife] really 
is absolutely born, bred and... but [she] also has a slightly better 
objectiveness on things like hunting and quarrying. I would tend for the, 

3 The figure for West Somerset is higher at 10.73%, with Taunton Deane lower at 3.98%. 

' Interestingly Bell (1994) details how being regarded as a'country person' in his study village of Childerley 
in Hampshire depended not on residence or birth, but on cultural capital 
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well it's party policy on hunting, isn't it, to ban it, and I would go for it, even 
though I know that would cause problems on the management of deer and 
so on, my attitude would be I'm going to ban it. [Her] attitude is much more 
to manage it, and to negotiate. " 

255 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Mormont (1985) has labelled contests over the definition of rural space, 'rural 

struggles' (see chapter 2). Isolated as political conflicts, such 'rural struggles' can be seen as 
'critical moments' in testing the relative strength of competing discourses of rurality and 
locality, determining the local political agenda and impacting on the shape of the local 

power structure. Often these 'struggles' are quite small-scale, disputes over public rights of 

way, for example, being a frequent object of contest. One political activist identifies this as 
an issue which belied the integration of incomers into the village: 

"I've often said that fifty houses were built in the village over five hundred 
years and the next fifty were built in about five months, you know, the 
housing boom....... They were quite wealthy people that retired down here, 
plus people commuting to Bristol with both husband and wife having to 
work at high-powered jobs to pay the mortgage, but as it's shaken out, as 
those people have had children who've gone to the village school, and 
they've wanted to take an interest in the village hall, if you like, they've 
become integrated. But their interests are maintaining footpaths which 
nobody has walked on for years. " 

1220 - Conservative activist 

The footpath issue symbolises the gulf between the discourse of the rural as a space of 
consumption and that of the rural as a space of production. In the former, public footpaths 

are an important means of providing access to the countryside for leisure consumption, a 
discourse articulated by a Labour activist speaking to a party meeting, and reported in the 
local press: 

"She said paths were often impassable through being overgrown or blocked 
by farmers. Under Labour, individuals would be able to challenge blocked 
rights of way in the courts, with councils encouraged to look after paths and 
see they are kept clear. It would also be illegal for bulls to be put in fields 
containing a right of way. Said Mrs Barker: 'The public will be able to walk 
freely on uncultivated land - heaths, mountains, moors, cliffs, foreshores, 
woodland, banks of canals and rivers. It is important to protect the right to 
roam. " 

Somerset County Gazette, 3/11/95 

For farmers, however, footpaths create an additional and unwanted problem, carrying risks 
of vandalism, livestock worrying, unclosed gates, trampled crops, erosion and littering. A 
conflict resulting from this difference of attitude is described by a county councillor: 
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"I had a very interesting one recently on footpaths, where one of our farmers 
in my area who has been very helpful, I think, in terms of the public over the 
years, agreeing to footpaths across his land, and a campaign has been set up 
to re-establish a 1904 footpath right across his land, and he has given us, 
given the public, access to all different parts, he owns a tremendous swathe 
of land. He's trying to breed poultry and all sorts of things, his water supply 
is up on the side of the hill, things like that, the last thing he wants is fifty 

mountain bikers crossing his land on a public bridleway, and I can 
understand his point of view. " 

17 - County Councillor 

On a larger scale, Somerset has witnessed major contests over development, 

agriculture and conservation on both Exmoor and the Somerset Levels. These cases, 
described in detail in Lowe et al. (1986), pre-dated many of the smaller 'conflicts' inspired 

by lower middle class incomers' visions of the rural idyll, but represented a clash of opinion 
between the agriculture-prioritising approach followed by farmers and landowners in the 

areas, and a more environmentally-centred approach supported by an earlier tranche of 
incomers, many of whom are now integrated into the 'traditional landowning elite network'. 
In particular, the Exmoor Society and the Somerset Trust for Nature Conservation (STNC), 

both of which could now be regarded as 'elite organisations', played pro-active roles in 

promoting environmentalist discourses for the management of Exmoor and the Somerset 

Levels respectively. 

The consequence of these two rural conflicts was the establishment of two detailed 

management plans for the areas concerned, the Porchester Reports and the Somerset Levels 

and Moor Plan, respectively. As such, the conflicts played a major role in determining the 

framework of planning policy in Somerset; as well as symbolising the decline in influence 

of the agricultural elite, and marking the new influence of organisations such as the 

Exmoor Society and the STNC and their leaders, who were subsequently enrolled into the 

dominant elite. This illustrates the potential of rural conflicts to impact upon the whole 
local power structure. Indeed the contesting of rurality has been a prominent feature of the 

political restructuring of Somerset in recent years, by pitting conflicting discourses 

supported by different political groups against each other, and by motivating individuals to 
become politically active. 

In the remainder of this chapter, three recent cases will be studied in detail, 

examining how competing discourses of rurality and locality were employed by 

Henry Herbert, Lord Porchester succeeded his father as Earl of Carnarvon. The Herbert family were large 
landowners on Exmoor and in other parts of Somerset until the mid twentieth century, Pixton Park near 
Dulverton having been built as their hunting estate. Lord Porchester was racing manager to the Queen and 
Chairman of the Standing Conference on Country Sports, a pro-hunting organisation. 
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campaigners on both sides of the argument in attempts to construct networks sufficiently 

powerful enough to achieve their desired outcome. 

Staghunting on Over Stowey Customs Common 
On a damp but fine morning, on the first day of September 1994, members and 

supporters of the Quantock Staghounds assembled in a small field near the centre of the 

village of Crowcombe, crouched on the south-western side of the Quantock Hills. In the 

centre of the paddock the fifty-or-so-riders clustered together on their horses, each dressed 

in the traditional hunting regalia. A small group of children rode ponies, some of them 

perhaps joining the hunt for the first time. But the riders were outnumbered about three-to- 

one by the spectators who mingled in their own dress code of barbour jackets and green 

wellington boots. It was clearly as much a social event as a sporting one, the bartenders 
from the neighbouring Carew Arms pub circulated with trays of sherry and sausage rolls, 
interrupting conversations about hunting, riding and farming, the distribution of flyers for 
hunter trials, pony races and point-to-points, and the organisation of a coffee morning for 

the Royal National Lifeboat Institute. On the village's single-track road, stewards gave out 
'day tickets' and directed traffic to park on the verge, forming a long line of Range Rovers, 
Land Rovers and four-wheel drive Mitshibishis, decorated with stickers declaring support 
for the Quantock Staghounds or the British Field Sports Society or the National Farmers 
Union or advertising Milk Marque or Mole Valley Farmers. Many spectators had taken a 
break from work to see the hunt off, as one man remarked clambering into his car, "I've got 
to get back to the milking. " 

It was a peaceful and confident gathering. There were no saboteurs and no anti- 
hunting protesters; the only indication of controversy being the cameras from the local 

television stations, HTV and Westcountry Television. For this was not just the first meet of 
the new staghunting season, it was the first meet after the High Court had overturned a 
County Council ban which had effectively prevented staghunting on the Quantock Hills 

during the previous year. 

The specific conflict was precipitated by the election of a Liberal Democrat 

controlled county council in May 1993. By the end of June 1993, the administration had 

signalled its intention to attempt to ban hunting on its land (see table 8.2), later narrowed to 
a specific motion banning the hunting of deer with hounds on county council land at Over 

6 The attempt to prohibit staghunting on Over Stowey Customs Common is studied in more detail from an 
actor-network perspective in Woods (forthcoming b). 
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1986 First proposal to ban hunting on county council land defeated. Inquiry by STNC 
commissioned 

May 1993 County council elections: Liberal Democrats gain control from Conservatives 
June 1993 Intention to ban hunting on council land signalled in article in the Daily 

Telegraph. 
30 June 1993 Property and Lands Sub-Committee decides not to ban hunting on tenanted farms 
2 July 1993 _ Quantock Hills Joint Liaison Advisory Committee recommends that staghunting 

should not be banned 
7 July 1993 Environment Committee votes for licensing system for hunting on Quantock 

Hills, but votes 12 to 5 against banning hunting. 
28 July 1993 Council Leader tables amendment to Environment Committee report proposing 

the prohibition of staghunting on Over Stowey Customs Common 
3 August 1993 First meeting to establish licensing system 
4 August 1993 Full council meeting approves amendment banning hunting of deer with hounds 

on Over Stowey Customs Common 
September 1993 Chair of Quantock Deer Management Group writes to County Council chair 

expressing opposition to ban 
9 February 1994 Mr Justice Laws overturns council ban in the Hi Eh Court 
May 1994 County councillors vote to appeal against High Court judgement 
1 September 1994 Sta huntin resumes on Quantock Hills 
17 March 1995 Court of Appeal upholds High Court quashing of council ban 
25 April 1995 Report in the Daily Telegraph suggests that financial support for Somerset's legal 

action from other authorities may be illegal 
17 May 1995 County council decides not to appeal to the House of Lords 

Table 8.2: Key dates in the attempt to ban staghunting on Over Stowey Customs Common 
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Stowey Customs Common (figure 8.1). Although this proposal was rejected by the 

council's Environment Committee on 7th July, it was re-introduced by the council leader as 

an amendment to the Committee's report, and passed by 27 votes to 22, with 5 abstentions, 

at the full council meeting on the 4th August 1993. ' Supporters of the hunt requested a 
judicial review, and in February 1994 the High Court ruled the council's motion to be 

illegal. As hunting resumed, the council lodged an appeal and in March 1995 the Court of 
Appeal upheld the High Court's ruling. The case became a cause celebre, both for local 

politics in Somerset and for the hunting debate more widely. It cannot be seen as an 
isolated event, but must be viewed alongside other arguments over hunting - such as the 

campaign to ban hunting on National Trust land - and against the historic centrality of 
hunting to the local power structure in Somerset. 

The Place of Hunting in the Somerset Countryside 
Staghunting is a well-established activity in west Somerset. The first records of the 

hunting of deer with hounds date from 1598 and during the 19th century in particular, 
staghunting became the major social activity for a large part of the local population. By the 
first decade of the 20th century, hunting was taking place virtually every day during the 

season, with around 250 deer being killed by the hunts each year. In 1901 the Quantock 
Staghounds were formed by members of the older Devon and Somerset Staghounds in 

order to hunt the increasing deer population on the Quantock Hills (see Bonham Carter, 
1991; Heinemann, 1911; Lloyd, 1970). 

As such hunting was a vital component of the dominant discourses of rurality and 
power in the early twentieth century. Hunting served two purposes to the traditional 
discourse. Firstly it was a highly symbolic activity, a manifestation of the dominant 

construct of the countryside as an organic community tied into a holistic natural order 
managed by the stewardship of the landowning elite (see chapter 7). Contemporary 

accounts from the early 20th century portray hunting as a 'natural' activity, enjoyed by both 

the hunter and the hunted, and participated in by all classes of rural society, although the 
hierarchy within hunting is revealed in a description of the close of a successful day's 
hunting: 

7 Twenty-rive Liberal Democrats and one Labour councillor voted for the ban. All Conservative 
councillors, eight Liberal Democrats and the sole Independent voted against, Five Liberal Democrats 
abstained and two were not present at the meeting, along with one Labour councillor. 
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Figure 8.1: Location of Over Stowey Customs Common. 



"after a good stag had been killed the huntsman entered the master's dining- 
room in full costume and sounded a mort which was the signal for the 
company to pledge 'Success to Staghunting' in a bumper of port. Then he 
would again retire to his own place and rest himself after the labours of the 
day in company with one or two favourites, whose escape from the kennel 
had been connived at. " 

(Heinemann 1911: 584) 

Secondly, the 'natural order' explicit in the relationship of the hunted animal and the 
hunting human, served as a metaphor for the organisation of rural society headed by the 

aristocracy (see chapter 7). Furthermore, hunting had a practical as well as a symbolic 
importance, providing the major meeting place for the rural landowning elite. As 

contemporary accounts record, a typical hunt meet at the turn of the century would include 
landowners, Members of Parliament, county councillors and magistrates (see Evered 1902; 
Luttrell 1925). The Master of the Devon and Somerset Staghounds, Robert Sanders, was 
elected as MP for Bridgwater in 1910, and his diaries record how hunting contacts became 
his main advisors and allies at Westminster (Bayford 1984). S 

Such was the power of the elite's discourse of rurality at that time, that any 
opposition to hunting, at least locally in Somerset, was severely limited. After the First 
World War, however, momentum increased on a national scale for the campaign against 
hunting, with League Against Cruel Sports (LACS) founded in 1924 (as the Humanitarian 
League). An anti-blood sports meeting was held in Taunton in 1943 and announced the 
intention to form a local group of the LACS (Somerset County Gazette 13/8/93). A bill to 
ban staghunting was defeated in parliament in 1949, whilst a second bill to ban foxhunting 

was withdrawn as part of a deal which established the Committee on Cruelty to Wild 
Mammals. The Committee reported in 1951, recommending that the hunting of deer be 

allowed to continue (Scott Henderson, 1951). During the 1960s a number of 
demonstrations were held in Somerset against hunting, though local writers tend to suggest 
that many of the participants were 'bused in' from Bristol and elsewhere (Bonham Carter, 
1991); and since about that time the LACS has established a permanent presence in the 
area by purchasing land which it has dedicated as 'deer sanctuaries'. The possibility of a 
banning hunting on county council land was first raised in 1986, by a Liberal councillor at 
a time when no party had overall control. On that occasion councillors voted to defer any 
decision until after an inquiry into the health and condition of red deer had been conducted 

Sanders, described as "the archetypal country gentleman" (Ramsden 1984), was defeated at Bridgwater in 
1923 but was re-elected for Wells the same year, retiring in 1929. He was ennobled as Lord Bayford and 
later became Chairman of Somerset County Council (1937-40). His hunting contacts in parliament included Sir Alexander Acland-Hood, the MP for West Somerset, Lord Willoughby de Broke, George 
Lane-Fox, Earl Fortescue and the Earl of Carnarvon. Furthermore, Sanders attributed his rapid 
appointment to the whips' office (by Acland-Hood) as a consequence of his hunting experience. 
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by the Somerset Trust for Nature Conservation. ' By the time the report was completed, the 
Conservatives had regained control of the council with a leadership closely identified with 
the hunting community. " 

Both the Devon and Somerset Staghounds (DSSH) and the Quantock Staghounds 

(QSH) are still active in Somerset in the 1990s. The DSSH have nearly 900 members (not 

all of whom subscribe to hunt)" (Cox et al., 1994) and hunt over Exmoor and the Brendon 

Hills; whilst the Quantock Staghounds, with around 200 subscribers - of whom around 40 

pay the full subscription to join the hunt on horseback - cover an area bounded by Taunton, 

Bridgwater and Watchet, centred on the Quantock Hills. The adjoining 'countries' of the 
DSSH and QSH are also hunted by 7 packs of foxhounds, 2 harrier packs and 2 beagle 

packs" (Baily's, 1987). A significant proportion of the local population are hence involved 

in hunting in some way, Cox et al. (1994) estimate that 7.6% of the population of DSSH 

and QSH country live in households containing either a subscriber or member of one of the 

staghunts. In addition, approximately 1.1% of the economically active population are 

employed in jobs directly or indirectly associated with staghunting (Winter et al., 1993) 

and the hunts are responsible for organising a large number of social activities in the area. 

The declining presence of the traditional landowning and farming elite in elected 
local government has meant that hunt members are no longer over-represented on the' 

county council and district councils. The member for Dulverton was the only member of 
Somerset County Council in 1995 to be an active hunter; whilst of the 32 members of West 
Somerset District Council elected in May 1995, only one acknowledged membership of a 
hunt. 13 However, as figure 8.2 illustrates, hunt meets remain key elite spaces through which 
the traditional elite is organised and operates; and hunt members continue to be prominent 
in other parts of the local state. The Exmoor National Park Committee includes among its 

appointed members both the vice-chair of the DSSH and the chair of the Minehead 
Harriers; and a meeting of the Quantock Staghounds or Devon and Somerset Staghounds, 

9 The major consequence of this report was the formation of the Quantock Deer Management Group 
(QDMG), bringing together the hunt, landowners and other interested parties. For anti-hunting 
campaigners, the QDMG provided a possible mechanism through which the deer herd could be managed 
once hunting was banned. 

10 The leader of the county council during this period was later appointed as regional spokesperson for the 
British Field Sports Society following his defeat in 1993. 

11 The complex internal organisation of the hunts is explained in more detail by Cox et a!. (1994). The 
'membership' figure given for the DSSH are those entitled to vote at the Hunt Committee AGM - not all of 
whom actively hunt. 'Subscribers' pay to follow the hunt physically in some form, and range from those 
who pay the full subscription to ride with the hunt on horseback, to those who pay to follow by car. 

12 The Chipstable, Dulverton (East), Dulverton (West), Exmoor, Taunton Vale, West Somerset and West 
Somerset Vale foxhounds; the Minehead Harriers and Taunton Vale Harriers; and the Beacon Beagles and 
Crowcombe Beagles. A third West Country staghunt, the Tiverton Staghounds, hunts an area of mid 
Devon to the south-west of Exmoor 

13 None of the Taunton Deane Borough Councillors elected in May 1995 stated that they were members of 
hunts, although a member of the Chipstable Hunt was later returned in a by-election 
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or one of the fox-hunts, may well include amongst its participants magistrates, deputy 

lieutenants, parish councillors, former high sheriffs, members of NHS Trust boards, and 

senior officers of social organisations such as the Red Cross. On Exmoor in particular there 
is a significant overlap between hunt officials and branch officers of the Conservative 

Party. That is not to say, however, that hunting polarises as a party-political issue. A local 

county councillor is a founding member of the pro-hunting Liberal Democrat Forum for the 

Countryside, whilst the chair of the Conservative Anti-Hunting Council is a former county 

councillor for Taunton. Of the only two present or recent councillors to acknowledge 

membership of the League Against Cruel Sports, one was a Conservative member of 
Taunton Deane Borough Council (TDBC) until 1991, and the other a Liberal Democrat 

member of TDBC elected in 1995. Nonetheless, the members of the various hunts in 

western Somerset collectively represented a considerable degree of political and legal 

experience, which was readily drawn upon in the contest with the county council. 

Contesting Rurality Through Contesting Hunting 
The attempt by Somerset County Council to ban staghunting on its land was 

therefore a challenge to the traditional landowning elite and their discourse of rurality, 
emphasised by the prioritising of the motion as the first major proposal discussed by the 

new council. Rurality can be seen as being contested in two ways in the hunting debate. 

Firstly there is a contest between different representations of nature and humanity's 

relationship to it - with both sides identifying the rural as a 'natural space'; and secondly, 
the identity of rural community is contested. 

In the traditionally dominant discourse of rurality, deer are presented as wild 
animals which can cause damage to crops, and which therefore need to be controlled; and 
as part of a natural predatory order, which includes humans. The countryside is hence 

presented as a complex natural system skilfully managed by the farmer and hunter, such 
that hunting itself is vital to a holistic natural order, as hunt supporters argued in response 
to criticism in the letters pages of the local press: 

"Hunting obeys natural law; it is instrumental in keeping a balance between 
predators and those preyed upon. " 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette, 23/6/95 

"Nature was, is and always will be cruel. Life on earth consists of predators 
and the preyed on. It's called the survival of the fittest. " 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette, 17/3/95 

"God created the hunter and the hunted; the lion and the wildebeest, the fox 
and the rabbit, the sparrowhawk and the sparrow......... The human race is 
the dominant species on earth - the predator in chief. We therefore have the 
power and the duty to save species threatened with extinction, and to control 
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the numbers of species (including our own) which are too numerous and 
therefore threaten the balance of nature. " 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette, 19/5/95 

Prohibiting hunting therefore is against nature and poses a threat to the very 
survival of the countryside as a managed 'natural space'. The pro-hunting lobby continually 
emphasised their argument that far from protecting deer, banning hunting would lead to the 
decimation of the deer herd through indiscriminate shooting and overpopulation. This 

representation of nature, long subscribed to by the dominant rural elite, was directly 

challenged by the county council motion, requiring the pro-hunting lobby to re-assert the 
discourse in a public campaign. Partly this was done through emotional representations of 
nature under threat. On the day of the vote a group of 700 pro-hunting campaigners, 
including children, demonstrated outside County Hall with placards and banners carrying 
slogans such as "No hunting - no deer", "Hunting protects deer", and "Shoot + Hope, Hunt 

+ Know". One had a staghound over whose back was draped a banner reading "What will 
happen to me? " (figure 8.3). 

The pro-hunting lobby's discourse of nature was also translated into the form of 
'scientific knowledge', which argued that hunting was the least cruel manner of managing 
deer. In particular, hunt supporters reproduced the finding of the Scott Henderson Report: 

"Inevitably, some suffering is involved, but it is no greater than that 
involved in any other practical methods of control" 

(Scott Henderson 1951: 63) 

A paraphrased version of this conclusion was reproduced as the heading on a detailed 

report in favour of staghunting sent to each councillor in advance of the vote. The 
'scientific' argument was also supported by the 'evidence' of the Quantock Deer 
Management and Conservation Group, which the council's proposal envisaged being 

responsible for the control of the deer herd after hunting had been stopped. However, in 
September 1993 the chair of the Group wrote to the chair of the county council criticising 
the motion and the fact that it had not been consulted, and re-emphasising the pro-hunting 
lobby's representation of deer control: 

"The letter records the fact that the group would now be responsible for the 
management of the herd, and refers to difficulties it would face. It sets out 
four concerns which it alleged had not been fully considered. One was that 
increased shooting of the deer might result in an increase in the number of 
wounded animals which had to be followed up; this had previously been 
effectively done by using the hounds. The hunt, said the letter, had been the 
body responsible for dealing with deer casualties, and that facility might not 
be available in the future, " 

(Regina v Somerset CC, exparte Fewings: 521) 
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Figure 8.3: Hunt supporters dcmunstruting outside County Hall before the vote to prohibit staghunting 

on Over Stowet Customs Common. 

(From Somerset County Gazette, 6/8/93). 



The hunters' representation of nature, however, was strongly at odds with that held 
by a significant proportion of the local population, notably incomers. The association of 
'the countryside' with 'nature' is a fundamental part of the construction of the rural as being 

a space of consumption. As such 'nature' is something which needs to be 'protected' by 
humanity, so that it may be 'enjoyed' by future generations. In this discourse, hunting is not 
seen as a natural activity, but one which damages nature because it involves killing 
defenceless wild animals. Quite clearly, for many incomers hunting is not part of the 

countryside they want to live in: 

"I had a clear example the other day of somebody ringing me up saying 'we 
want to move to the West Country, we've found a property, can you find out 
what hunting there is in the area? ' And when I looked up, three packs of 
foxhounds operate and they all sort of centre on that one village, and they 
said'well in that case we don't want to come down and live in that area. "' 

LACS Spokesperson. 

This discourse of rurality is clearly sympathetic to the representation of the deer 

proposed by anti-hunting campaigners, as animals with no natural predators in Britain, who 
are capable of emotion, and thus for whom being hunted with hounds is both unnatural and 
distressing. By filming hunts, anti-hunting campaigners were able to capture an image of 
the deer, which could transgress the temporality of the event and be reproduced as video 
and still photographs in order to communicate a representation of the deer as suffering as 
result of hunting. The broadcasting of such video material by the news media has played a 
significant part in generating public opinion against hunting. ̀ ' 

The initial importance of communicating such emotional representations of the deer 

was to enrol to the campaign people in the local community who were prepared to actively 
campaign for the council to introduce to desired motion. This was an important part of the 
League Against Cruel Sports' strategy because they believed councillors would be more 
responsive to requests from local people than from a London-based organisation. 
Significantly though, this alternative discourse of nature had been so successfully 
propagated amongst the liberal elite which formed the new Liberal Democrat council 
leadership that Somerset was unique in that a proposal to ban hunting was introduced 

without consultation with the League Against Cruel Sports and LACS itself was not 
involved in directly lobbying councillors. 

The representation of hunting as being against nature was again mobilised in a 
intensive campaign during the week leading up to the county council vote. Each of the 53 
county councillors received a ten page report on hunting in the West Country and a video 

14 Over 150 new members joined the LACS in the rive weeks following the broadcasting of a film-clip 
showing members of the Quorn Hunt digging out fox-cubs in 1991. 
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showing film shot at local hunts. At the same time a campaign was run directed at the 

general public in the area to generate a groundswell of public opinion. In both cases, the 
deer were mobilized both photographically - an image of the stag cornered on a shed roof 
at Porlock was reproduced in an advertisement placed by the International Federation for 

Animal Welfare in a local newspaper - and discursively - particularly in letters to local 

newspapers which relayed a variety of scientific evidence, moral argument and personal 
anecdote to represent the deer as suffering unnecessarily due to hunting. 

The centrality of hunting to the traditionally dominant discourse of rurality did not 
just apply to the relationship between humanity and nature, but also to the organisation of 

rural society itself. Thus, alongside arguing that continuing hunting was in the best interests 

of the deer, the second part of the pro-hunting lobby's strategy in opposing the proposed 
ban was to represent it as a threat to a rural community dependent on hunting. This claim 

was expressed, over dramatically, by a hunt supporter quoted by Cox et al. (1994), "If 
hunting was stopped, the whole social life of this rural area would be wiped out. " (p 203); 
but more surprisingly is acknowledged by the League Against Cruel Sports: 

"It is absolutely true what the hunters say..... that local communities do 
revolve around hunting. There's absolutely no doubt about that...... Look in 
the West Somerset Free Press on a Friday, on the page where it's got all the 
whist drives and that sort of thing, it's nearly all run by hunts. " 

LACS Spokesperson. " 

Cox et al. 's survey lists over 30 different types of activities organised by the DSSH alone, 
ranging from dances and horse trials to whist drives and jumble sales. At most hunt 

meetings, followers are likely to outnumber hunters, and for the spectators the opportunity 
to gossip or organise charity coffee mornings or discuss farming business is as important as 
the hunting: 

"The Quantock Staghounds... has a very large number of people who follow 
hounds, several on horses, a lot in vehicles, some on foot, who come from 
every walk of life. And it is an extraordinary unifying, cohesive, effect 
throughout the community in the Quantock Hills. " 

Quantock Staghounds spokesperson 

With the local community defined in this way, the pro-hunting lobby was able to 
argue that the county council's motion represented a threat not only to the specific activity 
of staghunting, but also the whole social structure of the Quantock Hills area: 

15 Although the League Against Cruel Sports would argue that drag-hunting, which involves hounds and 
riders'hunting' a human-laid scent, could provide a similar focus of social cohesion. 
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"Hunting is important to country people who live in comparative isolation; 
they need hunting as a focal point for socialising with others in similar 
circumstances. " 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette 23/6/95 

"It's a lot more than stopping hunting - it's the whole tradition of the 
Quantocks" 

Master of the Quantock Staghounds, commenting on the 

council's ban in the Somerset County Gazette 2/7/93 

Moreover, by defining the local community in terms of hunting, the pro-hunting lobby 

were able present the impression that any challenge to hunting must have come from 

outside the local community, from people without the necessary 'local knowledge' to make 
the decision: 

"These councillors do not have a clue - they are completely ignorant of the 
situation and do not understand what is going to happen. " 

Master of the Quantock Staghounds, commenting on the 

council's ban in the Somerset County Gazette 6/8/93 

"These councillors have not liased with anyone who really understands what 
is going to happen. They have listened to emotional points of view and have 
not looked to the future good of the Quantock Hills. " 

Quantocks Farmer, commenting on the council's 
ban in the Somerset County Gazette, 6/8/93 

This discourse is echoed in the idea that anti-hunting campaigners are not 'real' country 
people, as expressed by one hunt follower in response to an incident where a shot red hind 

was found on League Against Cruel Sports land: 

"The League would like us all to think that it cares for animals - but real 
country people, be they farmers, gamekeepers or anybody connected with 
hunting, would not have allowed this deer to suffer for so long. " 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette, 23/3/96 

The problem with this representation of the local community, however, is that it is 
selective, in that it tends to exclude those in the local population who have no connection 
to agriculture, and, especially, those who have moved into the area from an urban or 
suburban background. 16 Their imagined rural community is frequently constructed through 

16 Farmers make up 42% of the subscribers to the QSH and 40% of DSSH subscribers, but just 21% of the 
population of West Somerset; whereas the professional and managerial workers and the non-agricultural 
self-employed are under-represented (Cox et al., 1994; OPCS, 1992). The secretary of the Devon and 
Somerset Residents Association for Deer Protection lodged a complaint about a 1BC2 documentary 
which claimed that 'most' anti-hunt campaigners were 'newcomers' to rural areas. The programme's claim 
was upheld. 
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different social networks and in different spaces. The social activities which need to be 
defended are not the hunt shows and supporters' clubs whist drives, which are probably not 
part of their social calendar, but the leisure activities through which they 'consume' rural 
space. For many, therefore, hunting represents an obstacle to their freedom to consume 
rural space in this way: " 10 

"Freedom of choice is... denied to the general public, to whom parts of 
Exmoor and the Quantocks become inaccessible during a hunt. An idyllic 
day's rambling is transformed into something akin to a stroll down the fast 
lane of the M1, owing to the presence of the 'conservation-minded' hunt and 
their associated motorised convoy of followers. " 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette, 16/7/93 

"Quite apart from the horrific cruelty meted out to the red deer, many of us 
are increasingly concerned at the extent of the environmental damage 
inflicted on the relatively small area of the Quantocks SSSI by hunt horses 
and vehicles. Great swathes are continuously being carved into the hills, 
leaving atrocious conditions for ramblers and others who also wish to use 
the hills" 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette, 28/10/94 

"No longer would hill walkers, picnickers and children innocently enjoying 
themselves be confronted by the horrific, gruesome spectacle of the hunt 
'managing' a deer to its death. " 

Letter to the Somerset County Gazette, 11/2/94'a 

The dilemma posed to councillors by the different attitudes to hunting by different 

sections of a village community is outlined by one county councillor: 

"I have abstained on the issue, which causes me difficulty. The Hithermead 
estate here, would like me to vote against [hunting], the farmers would like 
me to vote for it. It's an impossible situation. " 

1409 - County Councillor 

The polarisation which the councillor suggests, between newcomers and farmers, 

underlies the problem of representing the rural community. Whilst sides in the hunting 
debate are not so clear cut - many newcomers do hunt and some farmers are opposed to 
hunting - this is less important than the more general question of whether a 'traditional' 
localised representation of rurality and rural community is more authentic than one 
imported by newcomers, as some pro-hunting actors have implied: 

17 
. The Quantock Staghounds deliberately do not meet on Saturdays and Bank Holidays in order to avoid 
obstructing more general recreational activities at weekends 'a The letter writer was suggesting that deer be removed from the Quantock Hills completely in order to end hunting, after witnessing a deer being cornered by hounds as a hunt crossed a public road. 
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"Part of living on the edge of Exmoor is that deer [chased by hounds] get 
into people's gardens and into the churchyard. There is no way to stop it and 
people who don't like it are probably living in the wrong place. "" 

Exmoor vicar, quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 5/5/95 

and anti-hunting campaigners have argued against: 

"Once people have taken up residence and become part of a community they 
have a democratic right to voice their opinions on what affects that 
community....... Every Council in the country will have among its decision- 
makers people who started out from some other area - and every elector has 
a vote. " 

(Devon & Somerset Residents Association for Deer Protection 1988: 4) 

As such, the Quantocks Staghounds case was not only a contest between discourses 

of rurality, but also between discourses of power. On the one hand the pro-hunting lobby 

drew on the localist discourse associated with the mid-century conservative elites, which 
prioritises 'local knowledge' and is resistant to the intervention of outsiders. On the other 
hand, the argument of the anti-hunting campaigners is consistent with the discourse of 

power associated with the emerging liberal elite, which demands representation for the 

opinions and interests of those excluded from the old power structure. In the former, local 

government is imagined primarily as a provider of public services, and there is a 
recognition that there are other structures of social organisation outside the local state; in 

the latter, there is an emphasis on local government as a mechanism for representing local 

opinion. This is significant because it contests the boundaries of local state competence. 
Under the traditional political order, hunting was considered as not being the concern of 
local government, and it was on the grounds that the county council has exceeded its 

powers that members of the Quantock Staghounds requested a judicial review. In 

particular, they argued that the section of the Local Government Act 1972 which related to 
the council's ownership of the Over Stowey Customs Common stated that a council might 
acquire land for "the purposes of.... the benefit, improvement or development of the area" 
(R v Somerset CC ex p Fewings, p 522); and that prohibiting a legal usage of the land on 
ethical or moral grounds contravened these provisions. Mr Justice Laws agreed: 

"In my judgement, this language is not wide enough to permit the council to 
take a decision about activities carried out on its land which is based upon 
free-standing moral perceptions as opposed to an objective judgement about 
what will conduce to the better management of the estate ................... the 
council decided to ban hunting because a majority of those voting 
disapproved of it. As I have held, they were not entitled to resolve as they 

19 The quote refers to an incident where hounds from the Devon & Somerset Staghounds had chased a deer 
through a churchyard and the gardens of residential houses in a village on the edge of Exmoor. 
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did on any such basis. For those reasons the council's decision was 
unlawful, and an order of certiorai will go to quash it. " 

(Regina v Somerset CC, ex Parte Fewings, pp 529-531) 

The ruling not only annulled Somerset County Council's motion, but also set a 

precedent against other local authorities who sought to extend the scope of intervention by 

the local state on moral or ethical grounds, as was reported to a county council meeting, 

"the case has far reaching and indeed disturbing implications in the decision 
making processes of local authorities in relation to issues such as the 
licensing of circuses and the transportation of animals. " 

(Somerset County Council 1995: 2). 

Representing the High Court ruling in this way enabled Somerset County Council 

to enlist the support both of councillors and of other local authorities, necessary to launch 

an appeal, A significant number of Liberal Democrat councillors who had voted against or 
had abstained on the original motion supported the decision to appeal, because the issue 

had been re-defined. Financial support came from other local authorities, who collectively 
pledged £86,000 to the Somerset fund. On 17th March 1995, two of three judges sitting in 

the Court of Appeal delivered a majority ruling that although the High Court had been 

wrong to insist that the council should have directed its attention to the effect a ban would 
have had on the management of the deer herd, the council had nonetheless acted outside its 

power. Leave to appeal to the House of Lords was given, but with local government facing 

considerable cuts in their expenditure following the November 1995 spending round, 
neither Somerset councillor nor other local authorities were willing to contribute towards a 
further appeal. Accordingly a meeting of Somerset County Council on 17th May 1995 

resolved not to pursue the matter any further, and the attempt to prohibit staghunting on 
Over Stowey Customs Common was surrendered. ' 

Why did the attempt to ban staghunting on Over Stowey Customs Common fail? 
The answer lies in the conceptualisation of power discussed in chapters 3 and 6. Quite 

simply, the county council did not actually have the power it was perceived as having. Its 

ability to act was constrained by a legal discourse about the boundaries of the local state, 
and hunt supporters were able to prove this because they were more successful in 

constructing a network of actors which could achieve their desired outcome. The enrolment 
of both actors and technologies into the networks was detailed in the narrative above. 
Indeed, the relative powerlessness of individual actors has been a leitmotif of this story. 
The deer could not represent themselves, and hence were represented by the anti hunting 

campaigners (although they could give no consent to this representation); the anti hunting 

20 The legal ruling invalidated not only the Somerset County Council motion, but also the bans on hunting 
passed by 35 county councils and over 125 district councils. In July 1995, Gloucestershire became the last 
county council to revoke its ban on hunting on council owned land. 

266 



campaigners could not ban hunting, so they enrolled politicians who they thought could; 
the council leadership could not secure the vote without the support of a majority of 

councillors; and the hunting community could not overturn the ban without appealing to 

the High Court. 

The terrain across which these networks were constructed was not an empty one, 
but one already structured by elite networks. Thus the use of social and professional 

contacts, and of private discussion in elite spaces, were important factors in the 
development of the conflict. This was particularly true for the pro-hunting campaign. The 

historical location of hunts at the centre of the traditional rural elite network provided the 

members of the Quantock Staghounds who directly effect by the council's ban with direct 

and easy access to actors with range of valuable expertise. These included county 

councillors, who represented their case in the council chamber; the former leader of the 

county council, who, as spokesperson for the British Field Sports Society was able to 

provide campaigning advice and speak with authority on the issue; members of advisory 
bodies such as the Quantock Deer Management Group and the Quantock Hills Joint 

Advisory Committee, whose opposition to the ban undermined the council's network; and 

senior lawyers, such as the former judge, Sir Robin Dunn, who became a key figure in the 

campaign. 

The Quantock Staghounds case implies a local power structure which is in a 

condition of change and contestation. The old hegemonic power structure dominated by a 
landowning elite, which ensured that hunting was a non-issue in local politics in Somerset, 

no longer exists. Yet, neither has there been established a new hegemonic bloc, able to 
impose its own discourses of rurality on the local area. Rather, power is dispersed between 
different groups located in different parts of the local state, who must compete to achieve 
their policies or protect their interests, drawing on elite networks and discursive 

representations to mobilise a network which sufficient power to be successful - but where, 
ultimately, the actual power to resolve issues may lie outside the local state, a factor which 
will be returned to in the next two case studies below. 

Housing Development in Taunton Deane 
Whereas hunting was an issue which clearly divided local elites, the lines of 

conflict in the case of housing development policy are less apparent; but none the less I will 
argue that the same factors of the need to construct networks of actors, the use of elite 
networks, and the influence of discourses of rurality, are still important. Furthermore, I will 
argue that the apparent consensus which emerges in opposition to housing development 
hides both a pro-development sentiment amongst sections of the local population and a 
change in the stance of local elites, as well as conflicting with the official state discourse of 
strategic planning. 
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The emergence of housing development as a major issue in Somerset is the 

consequence of the considerable social and economic restructuring of the county in recent 
decades, which has been accompanied by a significant development of the local built 

environment. As table 8.3 shows, over 24,000 new houses were built in Somerset between 
1981 and 1989, over 5,000 of them in Taunton Deane. " 

The trend is expected to continue into the next century, the Department of the 
Environment projects that 58,000 new households will be created in Somerset between 
1991 and 2016, making it the tenth fastest growing county in England (tables 8.4 & 8.5). 

Area New houses completed 
July 1981 -Aril 1989 

Average annual rate 

Taunton 
Wellington 
Wiveliscombe 
TAUNTON DEANE TOTAL 

4,430 
490 
115 

5,035 

572 
63 
15 

649 
MENDIP 4,740 612 
SEDGEMOOR 5,485 708 
SOUTH SOMERSET 8,205 1,059 
WEST SOMERSET 1,135 147 

SOMERSET TOTAL 24,600 3,174 

Table 8.3: New houses built in Somerset, 1981 - 1989 
Source: Somerset County Council (1990b) 

Year Number of Households 
(Thousands) 

1981 159 
1991 187 
1992 190 
1993 192 
1996 200 
2001 212 
2006 223 
2011 234 
2016 245 

Table 8.4: Projected number of households in Somerset, 1981 - 2016 
Source: Department of the Environment (1995) 

21 This was a slower rate of development than during the 1970s when an average of approximately 3,000 
new houses were built each year in Somerset (Somerset County Council 1990a). 

268 



County Projected increase in number of households, 
1996- 2016 

Cambridgeshire 33.3% 
Buckinghamshire 29.3% 

Wiltshire 26.9% 
Berkshire 26.3% 

Oxfordshire 25.4% 
Shropshire 25.4% 
Cornwall 23.8% 

Northamptonshire 23.8% 
Bedfordshire 22.8% 

Somerset 22.5% 

Table 8.5: Ten fastest growing counties in England 
Source: Department of the Environment (1995) 

Since 1968, housing development has been controlled through a dual system of 

statutory planning, with targets for housing and the allocation of new housing to districts 

proposed in a county Structure Plan, prepared by the county council for the Department of 
the Environment, and the identification of suitable sites for housing developments and 
framework for planning control outlined in Local Plans produced by the district councils 
(Cloke 1983). The initial Somerset Structure Plan proposed the construction of 36,750 
houses in Somerset between 1981 and 1996, of which 7,600 would be in Taunton Deane. 
This figure was revised in two alterations to the plan during the 1980s, after consultation 
with local councils, pressure groups (notably the Council for the Protection of Rural 
England, the Country Landowners Association and local civic societies - all organisations 
with close ties to established elites), and house builders. Although concern was expressed 
about environmental protection, there was broad agreement on the need for development 

and no major campaign against the housing totals. However, in 1991 the county council 
began a full review of the Structure Plan to cover the period up to 2011 - and the reaction 
to these new proposals was rather different. 

The new proposals are part of a modified system of Structure Plans which have to 
be consistent with regional guidance issued by the Secretary of State for the Environment 
(Marsden et al. 1993). Thus the process started in July 1991 with the publication of the 
document Towards a Draft Regional Strategy' by the South West Regional Planning 
Conference, a body composed of representatives of the region's county councils and limited 
district council representation. In this document a figure of 365,000-400,000 new houses 

was proposed for the South West region, including 47,000-52,000 for Somerset. In the final 

strategy, published in March 1993, a target of 50,000 houses was allocated to Somerset. In 
October 1993 the newly Liberal Democrat-controlled county council expressed concern 
about the proposals to the Government Office of the South West, but the 50,000 figure was 
confirmed by the Department of the Environment. 
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From this point the debate developed on two scales. Firstly, the housing targets 
were refined, with figures allocated to districts and sites identified within districts which 
could be ear-marked for development. This included proposing 12,600 houses in Taunton 
Deane (Somerset County Council 1995). The figures also continued to be contested by the 

county council, district councils and pressure groups. Secondly, the generalised argument 
was punctuated by protests against specific proposed housing developments, most notably 
in southern Taunton, North Curry and Bishops Lydeard. The chronology of these events is 

outlined in table 8.6. 

Until the late 1980s, local state policy in Somerset reflected a political settlement 
which struck a careful balance on the question of development. On the one hand it 

recognised the need for `improvement' and infrastructural investment to support the local 

economy. Thus, as detailed in chapter 7, the local state in Somerset has at various times 

supported the reconditioning of rural housing, the widening of roads, the construction of 
social houses in rural areas and the large-scale development of both public and private 
housing on the edge of Taunton. On the other hand, the elite of landowners and farmers 
had a vested interest in maintaining the `rural' identity of area, on which their own power 
was partly based. 

The balance was further complicated by the private business interests of elite 
members. Landowners, builders and estate agents, who benefited directly from new 
housing development, were frequently active in local governance and key figures especially 
in the small town business-oriented elites. Even in the 1990s, the results of my 
questionnaire survey quoted in chapter 5 demonstrate that builders and developers are still 
perceived to be amongst the most influential actors in the governance of western Somerset 
(see table 5.1). 

But such a balance invites the identification of a critical point at which one set of 
interests begins to outweigh the other. What was significant about the publication of the 
housing targets for Somerset for the period up to 2016 was that for many people they 
represented the point at which the perceived threat to the rural environment began to 
outweigh the need for development: 

"There are certainly fears from established Tauntonians that if you take 
things much further villages which stood alone would just get sucked into 
the general morass of the town.... On the outskirts of Taunton you've got 
villages of some substance, villages like West Monkton and Creech St 
Michael which at the moment stand on their own, and have their own 
identity, but if the housing proposals envisaged for the next 15 years are 
taken to their logical conclusion, you could see them just becoming totally 
sucked into the town. " 

Local newspaper editor 
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July 1991 South West Regional Planning Conference publishes draft regional strategy 
March 1993 Final regional strategy proposes 50,000 new houses to be built in Somerset 1991- 

2016 
October 1993 Somerset County Council expresses concern about target of 50,000 houses. 

June 1994 Wellington Promotion Forum launches campaign in favour of housing development 

at Lon forth Farm 
September 1994 Taunton Deane Borough Council opposes County Council housing targets for the 

district 
October 1994 Concern expressed at Wellington Town Council meeting about housing targets for 

area 
December 1994 South Road Residents Association launches campaign against housing development 

in Vivra ' reen wedge' 
January 1995 Sites for housing development ear-marked. 

CPRE lauches campaign against housing targets. 
Chair of TDBC Strategic Planning Cite voices opposition to housing targets. 

February 1995 County Council publishes Consultation Draft of Structure Plan Review, including 
housing allocations. 
TDBC attempts to force public inquiry. 
Taunton MP expresses opposition to housing targets. 

March 1995 Campaign Against Unwanted Development launched at public meeting in Taunton, 
calling for the housing allocation for Somerset to be cut by 10,000. 
County Council planners defend proposals. 
Legal action threatened against proposed housing development at Kings College, 
Taunton. 
Housing development at Swains Lane, Wellington approved. 

April 1995 Wellington Town Council back plans for housing development at Longforth Farm; 
the Milverton and Fitzhead Society restate their opposition 

May 1995 Conservatives make housing development a major issue in their local elections 
campaign 

June 1995 Blagdon Hill residents oppose plans for low-cost housing development 
July 1995 TDBC pledges to protect Vivray green wedge. 

2,000 sign petition in support of Lon forth Farm development. 
August 1995 SCC Environment Committee approves Structure Plan Review, including target of 

50,000 houses. 
Protesters against housing development at Upper Hoiway demonstrate outside 
TDBC offices. 

September 1995 Wilton Community Association formed to oppose housing development at 
Sherford. 

November 1995 Taunton MP & Chair of SCC Environment Ctte back Lon forth Farm development 
December 1995 Secretary of Somerset Community Council warns a planning conference that 

housing strategy risks destroying Somerset as people want it. 
Opponents of Upper Holway housing development write to the Environment 
Secret 

March 1996 Planning responsibilities devolved to Wellington Town Council and Burrowbridge 
Parish Council. 
Campaign launched against proposed housing development in North Curry 

June 1996 TDBC calls for housing targets for Somerset to be reviewed, claiming that the 
projection of in-migration is wrong. 

July 1996 Planning permission refused for development in North Curry. 
Petition launched against proposed development in Bishops Lydeard 

Table 8.6: Key dates in debates over housing development, 1993-1996. 

Source: Somerset County Gazette 
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"We have watched our towns warp and bend themselves into shapes which 
do not represent natural growth or allow the development of 
communities.... We must.. give priority to ensuring 'human scale' 
communities, where the individual is still significant and feels a sense of.... 
Community. " 

Briefing paper by Conservative Leader on TDBC, 

quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 22/9/95. 

"At the moment there is one overwhelming worry in Trull: what will happen 
if the Preferred Option or Option 2 as set out in the Local Plan Issues and 
Options Report goes ahead? It is quite obvious that if either is implemented, 
Trull will be overwhelmed and swallowed up in a vast building programme 
which will make it an integral part of Taunton, and its village identity will 
disappear. " 

Conservative Councillor in a letter to 
Somerset County Gazette, 19/5/95 

The positioning of the Conservative Party as opposed to future large-scale 

development was especially significant, partly because it forced housing on to the political 

agenda - particularly in the May 1995 district council elections and a county council by- 

election in October 1995 - and partly because the Conservatives had always been the party 

most closely identified with building and landowning interests, and which had presided 

over the bulk of housing development in Somerset. The change of position was not entirely 
disinterested. Crucially, the proposed allocation of sites for housing development had 

placed a considerable burden on Conservative-voting villages around Taunton which thus 
far had avoided large-scale development, such as Monkton Heathfield, Trull, and the 
Sherford area of Taunton. This was hence not an abstract debate about numbers, but one 

which could directly effect the character and exclusivity of the places in which many of the 
Conservative elite lived, Thus Conservative opposition to housing development appears to 
be motivated by the same concerns as identified by Murdoch and Marsden (1994) in 

Buckinghamshire, where tight controls on development were demanded in order to protect 
'middle class space' with its `idyllic rural character' (see chapter 2). 

Hence housing development is seen as a threat to a discourse of rurality and village 
life, in which villages are necessarily associated with smallness, peace, privacy, 

cleanliness, wildlife and 'scenic views' conforming to ideas of the rural idyll. This threat is 

frequently raised in protests against specific housing developments, as illustrated by the 

comments of campaigners against developments in Blagdon Hill, Bishops Lydeard and 
Sherford respectively: " 

22 A proposed housing development at North Curry was refused planning permission in July 1996, in part 
because of the development's "urban nature". The developers were asked to submit fresh plans "more in 
keeping with the character of North Curry" (Somerset County Gazette 19/7/96). 
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"We object to any development at all. We came here from an estate in 
Taunton for the views and the privacy and that didn't come cheap. " 

Resident opposing Housing Association development, 

quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 16/6/95 

"People don't want any more housing, they want to keep it as a village. We 
would rather see sheep than houses, we need to preserve Mill Lane, it's a 
unique rural setting. " 

Resident quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 12/7/96 

"We won't be seeing any kingfishers, herons and badgers round Sherford 
stream once the bulldozers arrive. " 

Letter to Somerset County Gazette, 14/4/95 

The same arguments, however, have been abstracted to a higher scale and used to oppose 
the projected housing development in Taunton Deane in general, portraying it as 
threatening 'rural life': 

"Let's stick together on this one and oppose over-development which will 
spoil lovely villages, whether or not we live in them ourselves. " 

Letter to Somerset County Gazette, 21/4/95 

"Housing balance must be right to protect rural life. " 
District Councillor in letter to Somerset County Gazette, 24/3/95 

"The way of rural village life which has slowly evolved over the centuries is 
going to be wiped away at a stroke. " 

Chair, Somerset CPRE, quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 3/2/95 

Concerns about the loss of rural identity are most acute with regard to the 
identification of sites for housing development in locations around Taunton. Emotive 
language is employed to convey visions of surrounding villages being 'sucked' into an 
'urban sprawl' - the term being used laden with negative connotations of city life. The 

concern is not just about the loss of village identity, but also that Taunton itself will lose 

what remains of its perceived 'semi-rural', 'market town', identity as it increases in size: 

"Local proposals will.. add to the congestion and pollution within the town 
and at the same time detract from the semi-rural atmosphere of the county 
town. " 

Residents' Association Secretary, quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 
25/8/95 

"I think there is a group ranging from the Friends of the Earth at the extreme 
environmentalist group, I'm a great Friends of the Earth supporter, don't get 
me wrong there, who are saying, 'look, enough is enough, we cannot 
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actually physically absorb anything more in Taunton any way, we are going 
to undermine the quality of life if we go down that path. "' 

143 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

Moreover, these concerns about the threat to 'rural life', have been directly tied to 

the discourses of rurality held by incomers moving into the area. Two surveys conducted in 

the autumn of 1995 found that the countryside was the greatest attraction in bringing 

people to Somerset, and that housing development was considered to be one of the greatest 
threats to the Somerset environment (Sustainable Somerset Group 1996). This point is 

echoed by local politicians: 

"There seem to be two strategies - expanding major settlements including 
Taunton, or building a little bit on existingsettlements... You can only carry 
on doing that for so long because after a while you reach a crunch point 
where that policy starts destroying the framework of the countryside people 
want to move into. " 
Director, Community Council, quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 1/12/95 

"Objectors, which include the Green Party, say such a massive building 
programme will destroy the very countryside and quality of life people come 
to Somerset to enjoy. " 

Somerset County Gazette, 31/3/95 

"The regional planning directive is for 50,000 more houses in Somerset, it's 
not going to be the Somerset people want. " 

1412 - Planning Committee Chair, TDBC. 

These last comments present a more sophisticated critique of the proposals for 
housing development than that contained in the earlier statements about the threats to 

village identity and scenic views. In part this reflects the positionality of the speakers, a 
more considered response would be demanded from the director of the Community 
Council or the chair of the planning committee than of a local resident speaking to the local 

newspaper. But they also illustrate how the representations and arguments employed varied 
as the coalition against the proposals was constructed and the intended audience changed. 

Unlike the campaign against hunting, there is no clear starting point to the anti- 
housing network. Rather there are three sets of actors, each with their own interest in 

challenging the proposals, who came together in order to maximise their potential power. 
Firstly, there were the individual residents opposed to proposed developments near their 
homes, some of whom became organised into residents associations or anti-development 
groups. Secondly, there were the environmental and conservation groups, such as Friends 

of the Earth, the Council for the Protection of Rural England (CPRE), and the Somerset 
Trust for Nature Conservation, who were opposed on principle to any development which 
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was perceived as damaging the rural environment. Thirdly, there were the political parties, 
who in recognising the strength of local opposition calculated that they could not 
electorally afford to be seen not campaigning against the proposals. Together these groups 
could claim to represent the local population, and could mobilise considerable campaigning 
resources. But they did not in themselves have the power to change the housing proposals. 

For that they looked to Somerset County Council and Taunton Deane Borough 
Council, who were charged with drafting the Structure Plan and Local Plans respectively. 
Pressure was put on the council through mobilising public opinion in the form of letters, 

petitions and public meetings, drawing on an idyllic discourse of rurality and a localist 
discourse of place. Thus, a public meeting held in Taunton to launch the Campaign Against 
Unwanted Development in March 1995 - sponsored by Friends of the Earth, the CPRE and 
the Green Party, and addressed by senior Liberal Democrat, Labour and Conservative 

politicians - was told that the housing proposals should be rejected because they had 

nothing to do with local need: 

"We're supposed to be building housing for migrants, but no one is 
providing for people who live here already. Until we meet local planning 
needs there should be a moratorium on providing migration housing. " 

Labour councillor, quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 31/3/95 

An argument had already be raised in an earlier intervention by the chair of the county 
CPRE branch: 

"These housing targets are not to provide homes for local people, but will be 
used by people relocating from areas like the South East who will merely 
use villages as a convenient dormitory. " 

Chair, Somerset CPRE, quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 3/2/95 

The focusing of local opposition on the councils presented a dilemma to the 
councils' Liberal Democrat leaders. Many of them personally held to the same discourse of 
rurality and would be instinctively opposed to the housing proposals; indeed, some had 

established their political reputations by campaigning on similar issues in the 1980s, and 
were members of groups such as Friends of the Earth which leading the campaign. At the 

same time, however, they were constrained by the councils' legal duty to implement the 
proposals and by the opportunity that the councils had to influence the numbers had been 
four years earlier when both councils were under Conservative control. Liberal Democrat 

councillors thus had to adopt a complex strategy which involved leaving the defence of 
their responsibilities to officers, denying that they were responsible for the proposals and 
being seen as actively lobbying the national government to revise the plan: 
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"Many borough councillors have already publicly expressed their opposition 
to the accelerated pace of growth proposed by the county. The publication of 
the Taunton Deane Local Plan issues and options report does not imply 
acceptance of the county Structure Plan review levels of growth. " 

Chair, TDBC Strategic Planning Committee 

(letter to Somerset County Gazette 20/1/95) 

"As [last week's correspondent] well knows, the Regional Planning 
Guidance concerning future development in Somerset was formulated while 
he and his fellow of Conservatives were in control of the county council. " 

County Councillor, (letter to Somerset County Gazette, 20/1/95) 

However, if they were to have any chance of success in persuading the Department 

of the Environment to revise its figures, the councils had to translate the argument into a 
form that was compatible with the official planning discourse. Whilst fears about the threat 

of large-scale development to the `rural idyll' were vital in mobilising public opposition in 

Somerset, they would not be regarded as legitimate objections in Whitehall. Rather, the 

councils had to contest the minutae of the proposals, including the mathematics involved 

and the assumptions behind the projected need. This argument was outlined by the leader 

of Taunton Deane Borough Council: 

"We want to test this through the planning process - and this includes our 
taking the county to a public inquiry if necessary. We are not challenging 
the need for extra homes - but the sheer number. There is not an economic 
case for all of them. There is no likelihood of a return to the growth of the 
1980s in terms of inward migration - or a significant improvement in the 
housing market. Taunton's employment is based on the service rather than 
the manufacturing sector. And service jobs are not being created. " 

Council Leader, quoted in Somerset County Gazette, 17/2/95 

Thus, ironically, in order to further this particular argument, council leaders had to 
talk down the economic prospects of the area, whilst other sections of the local state were 
pursuing precisely the opposite strategy in order to encourage investment. Indeed, both 
Somerset County Council and Taunton Deane Borough Council, whilst challenging the 

overall. housing allocations, were also involved in backing a campaign for a proposed 
housing development at Longforth Farm on edge of Wellington, a scheme blocked by the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, which refused to downgrade the `agricultural 

quality' designation of the land concerned. The campaign was led by the Wellington 
Promotion Forum, a group established by the Chamber of Commerce to campaign for 

economic development in the town. Their argument stressed the need for rural areas to be 

working communities if they were to prove 'sustainable' in the long term: 
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"I think that you've got to have a bit of development if you want your own 
people.... to benefit from them, otherwise you find yourself.... out of touch 
with the demands, the possible demands, from other parts of the country. " 

1190 - Former County Councillor 

A similar position is adopted by residents on the Somerset Levels, where extreme levels of 

environmental protection have led to planning policies which prevent any development 

outside tightly-drawn village 'envelopes'. For many residents, this policy threatens the 
identity of the village as a 'living community', their sense of beleaguerement emphasised by 

the speaker's exaggeration of the acronym SSSI (Site of Special Scientific Interest): 

"I used to get very hot under the collar because they would never give us any 
planning. When I was first appointed I was virtually in tears in the principal 
planning officer's.... Because as you know, we live in a SSSSSSSI and we're 
surrounded by SSSSSSSIs, it is historic from the point of view that we used 
to have terrible sewerage problems...... They're very against ribbon 
development along the rhines, God knows why, I still haven't actually 
cracked that one. There are masses of plots, and I fought, we used to fight, 
tooth and nail when I first got on the council, one or two handy plots which 
you would have thought would have been absolutely excellent to put houses 
and things on. Because we are desperate for new buildings in this village, 
we really are. " 

1120 - Former District Councillor 

Significantly, 'blame' for the policy is placed with the dominance of 
environmentalist discourses among senior councillors and planning officers, annulling 
more traditional notions of rurality: 

"It's not to do with how the council works, it's to do with their perception of 
this part of the world. " 

1120 - Former District Councillor 

The housing debate again illustrates the complexity of the contemporary local 

power structure in Somerset. Here the elected local authorities are readily identified by the 

public as the bodies which they feel should have the power to reduce the proposed housing 

targets; yet they do not. That power lies outside the local state, with the Department of the 
Environment; and the ability of council leaders to influence the exercise of that power is 

constrained by political differences, the lack of informal channels of communication 
between the two levels through an elite network, and the need to limit objections to those 
acceptable within the framework of the planning discourse. To date, the councils have not 
been successful in getting the guidelines revised, and they are unlikely to be so. Yet the 
campaign continues because the councillors are dependent on the votes of the electorate 
and the electorate demands that they be seen to oppose large-scale housing development. 
Campaigning and policy-making appears to be driven as much by perceptions of who is 
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powerful as by demonstrations of who had power, and if there is actual power located 

anywhere at a local level in this case, it is in the discourse of rurality that motivates the 

campaigners. 

The Save Somerset Campaign. 
In the two cases discussed above the relevance of notion of rurality to the political 

issues under debate is quite apparent. Both impacted on people's experience of rural life, 

either through an attempt to control a 'rural' activity (hunting), or through the physical 

alteration of the rural landscape (housing development). The case of the Local Government 

Review is more peculiar, as at first sight its primary concern with the reform of 

administrative institutions does not connect with ideas of rurality. The main task of the 

Local Government Commission, set out in the Local Government Act of 1992, was to 

"review the structure of local government in the English shire counties and to review 
boundary and electoral arrangements" (Local Government Commission 1993a: 5). There 

was a presumption in favour of the creation of unitary authorities, a policy endorsed by 

councils in Somerset, all of whom favoured unitary authorities based on themselves, thus 

establishing a conflict between the county council and district councils. However, the 

Commission informed West Somerset District Council that it was considered too small to 

operate as a unitary authority, and instead encouraged a joint submission from WSDC and 
Taunton Deane Borough Council, recommending a single unitary council based on the 

amalgamation of the two districts. This proposal was supported by a majority of West 

Somerset District Councillors, but a significant minority dissented and began to campaign 
for the retention of the two-tier system. 

The Commission's initial recommendations, published in June 1993 (table 8.7), 

proposed the creation of a South and West Somerset unitary authority based roughly on the 

existing county council area (figure 8.4). 23 However, public consultation revealed 

widespread opposition to the proposal' and in its final report published in December 

1993, the Commission recommended the creation of three unitary authorities in the current 

county council area (see figure 8.5). 

Faced with abolition, the county council requested a judicial review. Its case was 
that the Commission had not fulfilled two of its criteria, to reflect the identity of local 

communities and to reflect public opinion. In order to demonstrate that the latter was in 
favour of retaining the two-tier system, an arms-length Save Somerset Campaign was 

23 It was proposed that the Frome area should be transferred into a Bath-based unitary authority. 
24 In Somerset, the Commission received 1,300 letters in response to its proposals, 13,000 returned leaflet 

questionnaires, and just under a thousand returns of questionnaires printed in local newspapers and the 
public report. Additionally, 1,792 people attended public meetings held in the county. Representations 
were also received from organisations including the National Trust, the Rural Development Commission, 
the Somerset Association of Town and Parish Councils, the Somerset Health Authority, the Somerset 
Community Council, the South West CB1 and the South West TUC. 
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organised by a Liberal Democrat activist, on the informal suggestion of the council's Chief 
Executive. 

Sept - Dec 1992 Local Government Review announced; Submissions prepared by councils. 
Dec 1992 - June 1993 Drafting of Commission's proposals 
14 June 1993 Local Government Commission publishes proposals to replace present 

system with a single unitary council for Somerset 
June - Sept 1993 Public Consultation 
Sept - Dec 1993 Commission prepares final report 
20 December 1993 Commission proposes in final report to the Environment Secretary that there 

should be three unitary councils for the present Somerset county council 
area. 

December 1993 Save Somerset Campaign launched 
19 January 1994 County Council granted leave to seek judicial review of the Commission's 

proposals 
3 March 1994 Channel 4 broadcasts 3-minute film by the Save Somerset Campaign 
March 1994 Somerset Conservative MP's meet with the Environment Secretary to support 

two-tier system 
June 1994 High Court rejects County Council's claim that the Commission's 

recommendations were illegal 
September 1994 Local Government Commission recommends two-tier system for 

Gloucestershire 
25 October 1994 Environment Secretary, John Gummer, rejects the Commission's proposals 

and announces that the present two-tier system will remain in Somerset 

Table 8.7: Key dates in the review of local government in Somerset. 

ý- s 
".; ;S". 

...;. ý sý. ý. '": 
": . 

" ý: 

_ -. 
--- " -ý^e 

1 

1. South and West Somerset 3. North East Somerset or 
2. North West Somerset Bath and NE Somerset 

Figure 8.4: Initial recommendation of the Local Government Review for Somerset. 
Source: Local Government Commission 1993a 
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Figure 8.5: Revised recommendation of the Local Government Review for Somerset. 

Source: Local Government Commission 1993a 

The Save Somerset Campaign provides a detailed model of how large-scale 

outcomes are dependent on micro-scale actions. It began informally in 1992 with the 

dissidence of a small number of Liberal Democrat councillors on Taunton Deane Borough 

Council, some of whom were employed by the county council, who argued for the retention 

of the status quo against the council's official policy of aiming for unitary status. The two- 

tier system also received support at this stage from Labour party activists with close links 

to the public sector union, Unison, which represented workers whose jobs might be 

threatened by re-organisation. They were later joined by a group of seven West Somerset 

District Councillors opposed to that council's proposed merger with Taunton Deane, and 

who had the support of the Chairman of the Minehead Chamber of Commerce; and by 

Liberal Democrats opposed to the abolition of Mendip District Council. '' The first critical 

moment, however, came in July 1992: 

"What happened was that one of the MPs, I think it was Mark Robinson, let 

slip on radio... that he was in favour of status quo, and that was a significant 
turn. I that morning stopped everything and whacked out a letter by fax to 
the five MPs in Somerset..... and Mark Robinson came straight back, he 
faxed me pretty much immediately, 'I am certainly in favour of status quo. "' 

Save Somerset Campaign Organiser 

Thus in July 1992, campaigners had an indication from the four Conservative MPs 

in the county that they supported the two-tier system. At this stage, however, the campaign 

was very low-key, working largely through elite networks and meeting not in public but in 

private hack-regions, "meeting in someone's house over a bottle of wine. " It was only in 

December 1993, when the Commission recommended the abolition of Somerset County 

Council, that the campaign proper was launched. The initiative came from the Chief 

25 Like West Somerset, the Local Government Commission had considered Mendip too small to function as 
a unitary authority and had recommended that it be split between an extended South Somerset district and 
a new Mid Somerset district based on Sedgemoor. 
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Executive of the county council, who had a vested interest and as such needed the 

mobilisation of public opinion to be organised by someone else. The choice of campaign 
organiser was a careful consideration of potential influence. Although Labour activists had 
been most vocal thus far, it was thought that they "were perhaps likely to shoot their mouth 

off.... that they would not be listened to because of their name. " Given the need to enrol 
support from both county and district councils, the Chief Executive contacted a Liberal 

Democrat who was influential in the party, but not a member of any council: 

"So whereas before I had been one amongst a number of the group, 
effectively I emerged as the point of contact, I mean... I was the mouthpiece. 
There were some advantages in that I did have contacts, and during the 
course of the campaign I expanded my contacts into industry, voluntary 
organisations, where I had the contacts through the Scouts, and obviously 
people in the Liberal Democrats. " 

Save Somerset Campaign Organiser 

Similarly, social contacts were used to enrol the support of county councillors, 
including "reasonable" Tories. One of these was also High Sheriff at the time, and became 

a gatekeeper enabling the campaign to recruit through the 'establishment' elite network, 
receiving the tacit support of the Lord Lieutenant and the Bishop of Bath and Wells, who in 

turn used their contacts to further the campaign's argument, 

"We even knew that the Lord Lieutenant had spoken words in the right 
places, but could never say anything publicly. " 

Save Somerset Campaign Organiser 

Through the use of social and professional networks and through building on 
micro-actions, the Save Somerset Campaign built up a network which brought together 
actors who demonstrated that the campaign had cross-party and cross-elite support, actors 
who were able to mobilise the right representations of Somerset, and actors who were part 
of higher elite networks, with contacts with ministers and senior civil servants - 
establishment figures such as the Lord Lieutenant and Lord Archer, and MPs, notably the 
former Cabinet minister, Tom King, and the Paymaster-General, David Heathcote-Amory. 

In order achieve its objectives, however, the Save Somerset Campaign had not only 
to mobilise actors who could further their case, but also to mobilise representations of 
Somerset which would strengthen their arguments and generate wide-spread public 
support. The Campaign's arguments were in part about economics and practicalities, 
objecting to the cost and disruption of re-organisation. But they were also emotional, as the 
Campaign's organiser explains, 

"We had to play things like emotions, 'you don't want to lose Somerset do 
you? '. Frankly I think we had to rely on those almost entirely, because in a 
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soundbite you cannot explain the strategic problems, you know, about how 
you plan a fire brigade, about how you plan an education service. " 

Save Somerset Campaign Organiser 

Mobilising public support depended not only on portraying the Commission's proposals as 

a threat to 'Somerset', but also on portraying 'Somerset' as something which was worth 

saving. Accordingly the Campaign's representation needed to draw on very particular 
localist discourses of locality which emphasised history, tradition, continuity, and 

significantly, the rural idyll. 

These themes were reproduced in the county council's initial submission to the 

Commission, in a two-page appendix entitled 'The Identity of Somerset'. In tones 

reminiscent of the discourses mobilised in the Taunton Pageant of 1928 (see chapter 7), the 

section opens with a survey of the county's topography and stresses the continuity of 

'Somerset' as an administrative territory since Saxon times, 

"Every place has its own identity and character...... This is especially true of 
that region of rural England that for a thousand years or more we have 
known as Somerset - or in the Saxon tongue Sumorsaete, derived from the 
summer gathering of people at Somerton -a county still known as the 'land 
of summer' in Welsh. This derivation of our county's name gives a clue to 
the origin of its identity - it is the continuation of a sense of place, a sense of 
historical continuity, and the interaction of people and place, the attachment 
that one has for the other. " 

(Somerset County Council 1992: 11) 

The theme of continuity is expounded through an evocation of mythology and history, 

speaking of Joseph of Arimathea, King Arthur, Avalon and Camelot; the Monmouth 

Rebellion, and the continuation of a local culture through the Somerset accent, the wassail, 

carnivals and county cricket. Finally, the identity of Somerset as a locality is inextricably 

related to rurality, 

"it remains, to use William Blake's very appropriate words, the epitome of 
'England's green and pleasant land' with its own historical atmosphere 
clearly intertwined with the growth of English consciousness - Arthur Mee's 
'County of Romantic Splendour'. It is essentially a rural county, with all the 
delights and present day issues and problems that this entails. "26 

(Ibid.: 12) 

This was also the representation of Somerset mobilised by the Save Somerset 
Campaign, most notably in a three minute television film, presented by a Taunton hotelier 

26 The use of the hymn 'Jerusalem' and its overt connection with Somerset is another echo of the Taunton 
Pageant. 
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and broadcast on Channel 4's 'Comment' programme on the 3rd March 1994. The film 

opens with a shot of the Exmoor village of Selworthy, a picturesque settlement of thatched 

cottages owned by the National Trust. The accompanying commentary connects this 

archetypal image of the rural idyll with a greater notion of the 'Somerset way of life', ' 

"Selworthy today stands as a symbol to a way of life in Somerset -a quality 
of life which local people hold dear. " 

The film then descends to the Somerset Levels, with shots of low-lying agricultural land, 

cattle grazing and a person cycling through the mist on a deserted country lane. The 

commentary emphasises the county's history, recounting the tale of King Alfred burning 

cakes at Athelney, and the pastoral heritage of the Levels. In the third scene it shifts 

attention from the natural landscape to human society, represented by traditional 'rural' 

crafts and symbolised by the Burrow Hill Cider Company 28 

"For over 800 years, the Somerset levels have been home to a unique 
community of farmers, artisans and craftsmen. This is a land of peat. Of 
willows and withies - raw materials for the basketmaker and thatcher. These 
pastures also provide milk for the finest cheeses in England. And, of course, 
there are the apple orchards. Cider not only contributed to a man's wages, it 
was the lubricant and bonding agent of these small rural communities. " 

Finally, the film moves inside to the Rising Sun Inn at Knapp, a typical 'country 

pub', with tankards hanging from the wooden bar. Drinking a pint of cider, the presenter 
unites the themes of the film as the components of an historic Somerset identity, threatened 
by the Local Government Commission: 

"For all its rural and commercial diversity - the close bonds which tie each 
community, each village, parish or town are united within one common 
historical entity which is Somerset. But now, all of a sudden, this deep sense 
of belonging - so fundamental to the human spirit - is in danger of being 
fragmented. " 

There is just one line in which the film acknowledges that, 

"Today, Somerset is not just some bucolic idyll. Alongside its agricultural 
tradition, modern industries have emerged. " 

But for the most part the commercial sectors which employ most of the Somerset 

workforce are invisible to the film; as are modem buildings, traffic, towns, and, almost, 
people. The few people who are seen are all male, white and engaged in 'rural' activities, 
Like the language of the county council's submission, the film reproduces the localist, 

27 I am grateful to Kit Chapman of the Castle Hotel, Taunton, for supplying me with a copy of the script. 28 Owned by the brother of the chair of the county council's environment committee. 
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exclusionary discourse dominant in the mid-twentieth century. Yet, cleverly, it avoids the 
controversial aspects of that discourse - there are no shots of hunting or modern farming; 

rather the image of Somerset as the rural idyll it conveys is one that connects equally with 
the social construction of rurality held by many incomers. As such, the Campaign 

mobilised a representation of Somerset which could be identified with (or at least aspired 
to) by a large section of the population. 

Ironically, though, the Save Somerset Campaign's representation of the county was 
inconsistent in that it sought to associate an inalienable 'Somerset identity' with the area of 
the post-1974 county, not with 'historic Somerset' -a point made in contesting the 
Campaign's representation of Somerset by a district council leader: 

"The Save Our Somerset Campaign is about vested interests. Its real name 
should be Save Our Somerset County Council, and then people would know 
what it was. What it means is that we would have a divided Somerset if they 
achieve their goal; what is now South Avon would become unitary 
authorities based on Bath and Weston, and the rest of Somerset would be 
the hotch-potch it is now. It would destroy the integrity of what is known as 
Somerset. " 

Leader, Taunton Deane Borough Council 
in letter to Somerset County Gazette, 11/2/94 

As opponents of the campaign pointed out, the Commission's own polling had 

shown that only marginally more people identified 'very or fairly strongly' with the county 
council area than with their district area (table 8.8). The strongest levels of identity where 
with their neighbourhood or village, and with their local town - not necessarily 
incompatible with the discourse of locality which informed the film, but equally plausibly 
providing a foundation for an alternative discourse of locality in which the county is of 
little significance. 

've strongly' 'very and fairly strongly' 
Neighbourhood / village 33% 78% 

Town / nearest town 23% 65% 
District area 11% 55% 

County Council area 15% 58% 

Table 8.8: Percentage of Somerset residents who feel they belong'very strongly' and 'fairly 

strongly' to various areas. 
Source: Local Government Commission (1993a) 

Yet despite this evidence that popular feelings of identity with the County Council 
areas were fairly low, the Save Somerset Campaign nonetheless proved more successful in 
enrolling public support for its position than did the supporters of the Commission's 
proposal of three unitary authorities - with over 4,000 letters sent to the Secretary of State 
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for the Environment supporting the status quo. The crucial difference between the two 
campaigns was the Save Somerset Campaign's mobilisation of localist and idyllic 

representations. The campaigns of the district council leaders who supported the three 
unitary authorities option were ironically targetted at meeting the criteria originally set out 
by the Commission. In their Report to Local People, the Local Government Commission 
(1993a) stated that their three major considerations were the identities and interests of local 

communities, the effective provision of local authority services and the cost-effectiveness 
and accountability of any new authority (see also Leach 1994). The district councils 
believed that they had demonstrated that unitary authorities were more efficient than a two- 
tier system, that the districts were a more accountable base for unitary authorities than the 
county, and that this option had the highest level of public support (see table 8.9). This 

argument was reinforced by enrolling actors who either demonstrated cross-party support 
(such as opposition leaders on the district councils), or who could be regarded as 
representing the community (the local media, notably The Western Gazette), or speaking 
with authority on the question of efficiency (local business organisations). 

District I Unitary 
authority 

Three unitary 
authorities 

Two-tier 
system 

Unitary district 
- no comment 

on wider 
structure 

Others/ Don't 
know 

Mendip 28% 11% 41% 6% 14% 
Sedgemoor 11% 81% 7% 0 1% 

South Somerset 13% 73% 11% 0 2% 
Taunton Deane 26% 51% 20% 0 2% 
West Somerset 17% 31% 50% 0 3% 

TOTAL 18% 59% 19% 1% 4% 

Table 8.9: Residents' views on options for local government in Somerset. 
Source: Local Government Commission (1993b) 

The problem for the district councils was that the goalposts moved. Significantly, as 
table 8.9 shows, the three unitary authorities option had very little support in Mendip 
(which would have been abolished under the proposals), where the largest group supported 
retaining the two-tier system. This mood of public discontent with the proposals was 
identified by the district's two Conservative MPs as a factor which could potentially further 

weaken their hold on already marginal constituencies (McKie 1994). As described above, 
the vulnerability of the MPs was seized upon by the Save Somerset Campaign. By linking 
the County Council with particular representations of Somerset and suggesting that the 
identity of Somerset was under threat from the Commission's proposals, the Campaign was 
able to stir up widespread public opposition to the proposals, which was then used to put 
pressure on all four of the county's Conservative MPs, all of whom had marginal seats. 19 

29 The fifth Somerset MP, the Liberal Democrat leader, Paddy Ashdown, supported the Commission's 
recommendation of three unitary authorities. Significantly, this option was preferred by nearly three- 
quarters of the population in South Somerset which includes all of his Yeovil constituency. 
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The MPs had no influence over the Local Government Commission, but they could have 

influence on the Secretary of State for the Environment who had to approve any proposed 
changes. Thus the issue was decided not by the Commission on the basis of the careful 

consideration of accumulated evidence, but rather by the Secretary of State, influenced by 

the back-region lobbying of senior Conservatives, and on the 25`h October 1994 the 
Secretary of State announced that there would be no change to the structure of local 

government in Somerset. 

Conclusion 
The three case studies discussed in this chapter present a series of isolated stories 

about the contemporary political process in Somerset, which collectively provide an insight 

into the local power structure. The exact way in which the political process functioned 

varied between each case study - in terms of the actors involved, the discourses mobilised, 
the networks constructed and the decision eventually reached - but a number of common 
themes can be identified. 

Firstly in none of the case studies was there a single local actor which had the 

power to impose a particular outcome by themselves. For a desired outcome to be achieved 
a network of actors had to be constructed. This does not necessarily mean that power is 

only exercised collectively, or that collective power was achieved by the actors concerned 
pooling their resources. Rather it should be envisaged as a model of gradual movement 
towards a position at which power can be exercised, through the successive enrolment of 
`gatekeepers' who each enable the enrolment of new actors. For example, in the hunting 

case, the ability of councillors to vote on the issue was not effected by public opinion, but 

the way in which they voted was influenced by the enrolment of `the public' into the anti- 
hunting network. Indeed, ̀ the public' emerges as a key actor in all three cases, because as 
elected politicians are perceived as relying on the continuing support of the electorate, the 
threat of withdrawal of electoral support is seen as a means by which pressure can be put 
on politicians to support a particular campaign. However, the `enrolment' of `the public' is 

problematic, as no ballot of the public was taken on any of the three issues discussed. What 

was actually enrolled was a `representation of public opinion', expressed through 

quantifiable `technologies' such as opinion poll results, petitions and letters. 

A second set of key actors in all the networks are ̀ specialists', whose contributions 
were again translated into a form in which they could be transported into a different context 

- as 'scientific knowledge', statistics or 'official reports'. The enrolment of these actors was 
important in order to enable the enrolment of other actors working within a narrow 
legalistic discourse of what might be considered as appropriate factors in taking a decision. 
Thus, the anti-hunting campaigners needed to mobilise `scientific evidence' of the stress 
caused to deer by hunting as well as emotive images of deer being pursued; the anti- 
housing campaigners had to question the need for more housing using statistics on 
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economic growth and population change, as well as the threat to a perceived rural idyll; and 
the emotive localist argument of the Save Somerset Campaign was backed-up with an 
argument about the cost of re-organisation and its effect on the provision of services. 

This description of agents enrolling particular actors and mobilising particular 
forms of representation in order to appeal to different audiences misleadingly suggests a 
high degree of organisation and a clear vision of the network needed in order to achieve the 
desired outcome. In all three cases discussed, campaigners had a clear perception of who 
they thought had the power to enact their initiative, and oriented their campaign towards 
that goal. Thus the anti-hunting campaigners thought that the County Council had the 

power to ban staghunting on its land; the anti-housing campaigners thought that the 

councils should be able to alter the development proposals; and the supporters of the three 

unitary authority option thought that the Local Government Commission had the power to 
decide on local government reorganisation. Yet in all three cases the campaigns were 
undermined by the intervention of outside actors who shifted the loci of power elsewhere. 
Hence, the ability of an agent to achieve a desired outcome depends not only on the 

network they construct, but also on the engagement between that network and other 
networks - notably those of the central state. 

Secondly, as the unexpected intervention of central state actors illustrates, there are 
key moments in all three cases which determine the future development of the debate. For 

example, the election of a Liberal Democrat administration on Somerset County Council in 
May 1993 enabled the anti-hunting campaign to pursue a strategy which had not previously 
been under consideration. Equally, as discussed above, a key moment in the Save Somerset 
Campaign were the remarks made on radio by the MP for Somerton and Frome, Mark 
Robinson, which were seen as a signal that there was significant support for maintaining 
the status quo. Therefore the development of such debates can be frequently influenced by 

chance events, not predicted by any of the actors involved. 

Thirdly, it is clear that the development of all three cases was influenced by 

particular discourses of power, locality and rurality, and frequently competition between 

conflicting discourses. Thus the discourse of power which informed county councillors' 
belief that they had the authority to ban staghunting on their land was successfully 
challenged by opponents who were able to insist that the council should be constrained by 

an alternative discourse of power in which ethical and moral considerations lay outside 
their remit. Similarly, the pro- and anti-hunting groups were motivated by and drew upon 
very different discourses of rurality - one of which positioned staghunting as integral to its 
understanding of rurality and the other of which positioned staghunting as incompatible 
with its understanding of rurality. As the conflict developed, the ideas contained within 
these discourses were translated into pictorial and textual representations which were used 
to interest and enrol new actors. A similar process occurred in the housing development 
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case study, where the discourse of the rural idyll both motivated campaigners and was 
drawn upon to mobilise public support; whilst the Save Somerset Campaign in suggesting 
that the abolition of the County Council would threaten the identity of Somerset as 
characterised by thatched cottages, misty moors, basket-making and cider-drinking 
appealed to a popular discourse of what Somerset should be like, even if not to individuals' 

actual experience of the locality. 

Fourthly, in each of the three case studies there emerged ̀ key actors' around whom 
the progression of the campaigns revolved. For example, in the hunting debate individuals 

such as the regional director of the League Against Cruel Sports, the Leader and Deputy 

Leader of the County Council, plus vocal supporters including the Secretary of the Devon 

and Somerset Residents Association for Deer Protection, and the Chair of the Conservative 
Anti-Hunting Council on one side; and the Master and Chair of the Quantock Staghounds, 

their legal advisor, Sir Robin Dunn, the former Leader of the County Council, and 
ultimately, the High Court Judge, Mr Justice Laws, all emerge as key figures. Similar key 
figures can be identified in the housing debate and local government re-organisation 
debate. What these individuals have in common is the ability to bridge groups of people 
and institution and accordingly allow either the enrolment of actors to be extended, or for 

the debate to be progressed into a new arena. 

This can be done in three ways. One group of key actors are those who link the 

various elite networks operating the in Somerset local polity. This is most evident in the 
case of the Save Somerset Campaign, most of the original activists in which were 
connected to the `emerging liberal elite network'. As described above, it was the enrolment 
of a Conservative county councillor and then High Sheriff, Lady Gass, which enable access 
to the `traditional rural establishment' and the enrolment of influential figures such as the 
Lord Lieutenant. The second group of key actors are those who can reposition an 
organisation as part of a network. Thus the Leader and Deputy Leader of the County 
Council were key actors in the anti-hunting network because they were able to table a 
motion to the council and use their influence to ensure that the council was enrolled as part 
of the network. Equally the Conservative Leader on Taunton Deane Borough Council was 
a key figure in the housing debate because he was instrumental in re-working the party's 
position such that they came out firmly against the proposed housing developments and 
consequently raised the profile of the debate. The third group of key actors are those who 
can enable a campaign to `jump scales', in particular between the local state and the central 
state. This capacity is a crucial difference between the success of the Save Somerset 
Campaign and the failure of the campaigns against hunting and housing development - as 
former managed to enrol MPs and other actors who were part of national-level elite 
networks, whereas the latter only enlisted local actors - thus when the central state 
intervened and imposed its own decision-making power, the campaigns had no means of 
influencing that decision through informal back-region networks. 
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Furthermore, this selective ability to 'jump scales' reflects the differential structure 
of the elite networks. The `business-centred elite network' and the `emerging liberal elite 
network' are both locally-based networks, mediated through local organisations and 
relatively self-contained within the locality. Their members do not tend to have strong 
connections with elites either in other localities or at other levels of governance (although 

the `emerging liberal elite' is fairly strongly connected to the national leadership of the 
Liberal Democrats). The 'traditional rural establishment', in contrast, is part of a seamless 
web of elite networks extending across the country at local, county, regional and national 
scales -a structure which reflects the hierarchy of governance before the formalisation of 
state institutions in the late nineteenth century. Key figures in this network - such as the 
Lord Lieutenant, Sir John Wills, and former Lord Lieutenant, Sir Walter Luttrell; the 
Director General of the National Trust, Sir Alistair Stirling; the national president of the 
Country Landowners Association, Ewan Cameron; the Bishop of Bath and Wells; 
Conservative peers such as Lord Skelmersdale and Lord Rippon; the former Chairman of 
the BBC, Marmaduke Hussey, and other members of the Waldegrave family; and the 
former Cabinet Secretary, Lord Armstrong - are also members of regional and national elite 
networks and are able to represent the interests of the local Somerset elite to national actors 
through informal lobbying in elite spaces of the national elites, to which other local elites 
do not have access. Consequently any campaign which is supported by members of the 
'traditional rural establishment' - such as the Save Somerset Campaign and the campaign 
against the County Council ban on staghunting - is always more likely to be successful 
than one supported only by members of one of the 'newer' elite networks. 

The importance of the ability to `jump' from local to national scales also relates to 
one final point about the `location' of power suggested by the case studies. In all three 
cases elected local authorities play a central role. Partly this reflects the fact that elected 
local authorities do still have responsibilities in areas such as planning, conservation and 
development which are fundamental to the contesting of rurality; but perhaps more 
importantly it reflects the power which councils are popularly perceived to have. The anti- 
hunting campaign became focused on the County Council because the council was 
perceived to have the power to ban hunting on its land; the campaign against housing 
development became focused on the county and district councils because they were 
perceived as having the power to change the proposals; whilst the Save Somerset 
Campaign was successful because people equated the abolition of the County Council with 
the abolition of 'Somerset'. Yet the results of all three cases proved these perceptions to be 
wrong. In all three cases the final decision was made not in the Somerset local state, but in 
the central state - by the Court of Appeal in the hunting debate; and by the Secretary of 
State for the Environment in the other two cases. Thus the contemporary power structure of 
Somerset cannot be understood without considering the role of the central state. 
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9: CONCLUSION - POWER AND RURALITY 

"? fiere is only onegovernment of this country, and that is the Westminstergovernment. 
It is a misnomer to ca! l these other things governments, they are locafadministrations. " 

Former County Council Chair 

Introduction 
Over the course of this thesis I have attempted to develop a narrative about 

contemporary local politics in one corner of rural England. It could, no doubt, have been 

told in many different ways. I could have adopted an overtly regulationist framework, or 

one borrowed from regime theory. I could have focused on institutions rather than people; 

or on electoral geography. Like Murdoch and Marsden (1994) I could have focused on 

planning issues and told a story about the protection of `middle class space', or like Winter 

(1996) I could have followed the policy networks influencing agriculture, forestry and 

other aspects of the rural economy and society. In not adopting any of these approaches I 

was not suggesting that they are wrong, or misconceived, but that I believe that there are 

other stories which can also be told about what is after all a very complex research area. 
The narrative which I have told is one which I hope emphasises some of the major factors 

which I consider to be of importance in understanding rural local politics: the pressures of 

continuity and change; the dispersed nature of power; and the role of private social 

relations performed in exclusive backstage spaces in the political process. 

The intellectual background to my narrative was established in the first four 

chapters of this thesis, and translated into a methodological strategy in the fifth. Drawing 

on existing literature in geography, sociology, history and political science, I argued that 

the nature of rural local politics has been significantly effected in recent years by social, 
economic and political changes outside the control of local politicians. These include both 

the restructuring of rural society - the decline in the economic importance of agriculture, 
the rise of service industries and tourism, in-migration and demographic change, the break- 

up of landed estates, increased mobility, global communications, and the growing influence 

of environmentalism; and the restructuring of the local state - the curtailing of elected local 

government through centralisation, privatisation and the removal of responsibilities to new 
non-elected bodies, producing a `new local governance' characterised by public, private 

and voluntary sector co-operation, Yet, at the same time I observed that the traditional rural 
leadership of the landed classes could not be dismissed; that the rural local polity remained 
essentially elitist; and that we needed to explore the spatial foundations to elites' power. 

I also problematised the concept of `power' as employed in the study of local 

politics. Through a review of writings on power, I concluded that no one definition of 
`power' could be reached, that there are different types of power working in different ways 
in different contexts. For the purpose of this thesis I highlighted two types of power: the 
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associative concept of power developed by Latour and others which argues that the 
achievement of a desired outcome depends on the successful construction of a network of 
entities; and discursive power, as discussed by Foucault. Finally, I wanted to re-affirm the 
'rural' in 'rural politics', rejecting the political-economic dismissal of 'rural' as a causative 
category and considering 'the rural' to be a social construct, from which I argued that 

conflicts over the definition of rurality are increasingly becoming significant political 
issues. 

These themes were developed in the second half of the thesis, which drew 

extensively on empirical work conducted in the districts of Taunton Deane and West 
Somerset. In chapter six, I looked at the individuals involved in local politics and 
governance in western Somerset, showing how many were linked through social and 
professional relations into three `elite networks'. I discussed how these networks were 
employed for the recruitment of new political activists, for patronage, and for the exercise 
of influence, operating informally through back-region `elite spaces'. And I discussed 

perceptions of the networks and their contribution to local politics, noting how perceptions 
differed according to the positionality of the speaker. The question of perception was 
carried further in chapter seven, in which I discussed how local politics were in part shaped 
by related discourses of power and rurality. I demonstrated how the dominant discourses 
had evolved over the course of the twentieth century and how such discourses fixed the 
boundaries to debate and policy-making and informed judgements about the `cultural 

capital' needed by local political leaders. However, I argued that social, economic and 
political restructuring has resulted in a period of discursive competition, where no one 
discourse is dominant, and where contest between contrasting discourses of rurality in 

particular has become manifested in a series of `rural conflicts', three of which were 
discussed in detail in chapter eight, concerning hunting, housing development and local 

government re-organisation. 

In this conclusion I want to pull together these themes in pursuit of an answer for 

my original research question of "who has power or influence in the contemporary rural 
local polity? " 

The Limits to Local Power 
Immediately, however, a problem is posed by the phraseology of the above 

question. By asking who has power in the rural local state, it falls into the traps of 
conceptualising power as a property which can be possessed, and of conceptualising the 
local state as a discrete territory within which an autonomous political system can be 
identified. As has been demonstrated repeated throughout this thesis, both these 
conceptualisations are erroneous. Asking who has power fails to recognise the need for 
power to be constructed through a network - one consequence of which is that power can 
no longer be situated in anyone locality, if indeed it ever could be. 
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It is tempting to see the limiting of local power as a recent phenomenon; but whilst 
it may be true that a nineteenth century landowner could exercise almost paramount power 
on their estate, their ability to do so was a result of a wider political system, and indeed, 

probably a result of their own actions - or those of an ancestor - in warfare or politics or 

economics outside the locality of their estate. Furthermore, the evolution of rural local 

politics over the twentieth century has been effected by a series of external events including 

the First and Second World Wars, economic depression in the 1920s, technological 
developments, the creation of the `Welfare State' and the centrally-imposed reorganisation 
of local government in 1974. The national government, private corporations, and other 
external actors have always had at least indirect power in rural local polities like western 
Somerset. 

What has changed is that the discretion of elected local government has been 

eroded. Since its invention at the end of the nineteenth century, institutional local 

government in rural areas has had a degree of both discretion and autonomy with which to 

perform its function as a provider of local services in response to local needs -a function 

which allowed local elites to practice paternalism by proxy through the apparatus of the 
local state. However, as discussed in chapter four, the restructuring of the local state over 
the past twenty years has severely curtailed this function of elected local government. 

This can be illustrated in the case of western Somerset with a number of brief 

examples. Elected local government representation has been abolished on Somerset Health 
Authority (now Somerset Health Commission), reduced on the Avon and Somerset Police 
Authority, and the representation of Somerset County Council on the Exmoor National 
Park Committee will be cut when that authority gains 'independence' in April 1997. These 

and other `quangos' were estimated by one county councillor in December 1994 to 
collectively spend over £250 million of public money annually in Somerset, nearly 
equivalent to the county council's own budget of £262 million. This does not include those 
services previously provided by councils which have been privatised, or `contracted out' to 
the private or voluntary sector, including both residential and `at-home' care services. 
Other council departments have been restructured as limited companies in order to compete 
commercially, such as the county council's waste management division, Wyvern Waste 
Services Ltd. Both Taunton Deane Borough Council and West Somerset District Council 
have been compelled to sell council houses to tenants, and in 1995 West Somerset District 
Council proposed transferring its remaining housing stock to the Exmoor and Coastal 
Housing Association - although the proposal was abandoned after tenants rejected it in a 
ballot. 

Alongside privatisation and commercialisation has been the promotion of `active 
citizenship', of which the most significant example in western Somerset is the Wellington 
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Promotion Forum. Formed in 1994 as a sub-committee of the Chamber of Commerce the 

Forum has played an increasingly pro-active role in the governance of the town. Its 

activities have included lobbying the district and county councils, central government and 

European Union institutions; organising meetings on economic development, planning and 

crime; actively campaigning for proposed industrial and housing developments in the town; 

and organising a bid to the Millennium Commission for funding for a community centre. 

But it has also assumed an organisational role in the town, being involved in organising the 

Britain in Bloom competition entry, and organising the town's VE Day and VJ Day 

commemorations in 1995. Its members are elected at the annual general meeting of the 

Chamber of Commerce and are accountable only to the Chamber, yet their role in local 

governance is increasingly as significant as that of the elected town council. 

Collectively these processes of local state restructuring have contributed to 

increasing the central state's influence in the locality in two ways. The influence of the 

central state has been directly increased by the greater role which it has given itself in 

appointing members of local governance bodies such as NHS Trusts and police authorities; 
but equally there has been an indirect effect on the relative power of the central state 
because the power of elected local councils has been weakened. The dispersal of power in 

the local state not only means that any one institution is less able to challenge the centre, 
but that the potential for conflict between different parts of the local state becomes greater, 
in which the central state would be the obvious arbitrator. 

Furthermore, the central state has been able to restrict the power of elected local 

authorities through direct intervention in financial and regulatory processes. The case study 

of strategic planning for housing development discussed in chapter eight is one such 

example. Reforms of the strategic planning process in the late 1980s effectively increased 

the power of the central state by insisting that county structure plans should be consistent 

with regional planning guidance (developed in consultation with local councils, but 

ultimately decided by the central state). Thus although Somerset County Council was 

technically responsible for producing the structure plan, it had no control over major 
factors such as the total number of new houses which needed to be planned for. 

Similarly the central state's manipulation of local government finance has restricted 

the autonomy of local councils whilst maintaining a pretence of independence. The central 

state estimates a council's spending need - the Standard Spending Assessment (SSA) - and 

uses this figure to calculate both the size of the grant it provides to the council, and the 

maximum budget that it will allow the council to set (the `cap')' (see Flowerdew et al. 

In 1994/5,43.5% of Somerset County Council's income came directly from central state grants. A further 
24.5% came from business rates, set by the central state, with only 32% of its income coming from 
sources over which it has control - council tax, fees and charges and its reserves. It is illegal for a council 
to set a budget above the maximum dictated by the central state and councillors doing so can be 
disqualified from office. 
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1994; Pinch 1995; Senior 1994). The consequence of this was graphically demonstrated in 

1995 when the central state set Somerset County Council a maximum budget of just 0.5% 

more than the previous year - less than the combined cost of inflation and pay awards (table 

9.1). 

Base Budget Standard Maximum Budget Change on 
94-95 Spending Permitted 94-95 

(£ million) Assessment 95-96 Base Budget 
95-96 (£ million) 

(£ million) 
Somerset County 261.015 259.011 262.310 + 0.5% 
Council 
Taunton Deane 8.061 9.713 9.713 + 20.5% 
Borough Council 
West Somerset 3.596 3.588 3.614 + 0.5% 
District Council 

Table 9.1: Standing Spending Assessments and Capping Limits for Councils in western 
Somerset, 1995-96 Budget. 

Source: Local Government Chronicle, SSA Briefing, 5/12/94 

The maximum budget permitted for Somerset County Council was £20.4 million less than 

their own estimated spending needs. Six months of political conflict followed, including 

public demonstrations, threats of illegal action by school governing bodies, and 

negotiations between council leaders and the Department of the Environment, at the end of 

which the council was permitted to set a budget £2.6 million above the original cap. 
However, this was still £18 million less than the council's estimated need, and hence 

councillors were forced to abandon proposals contained in their election manifesto of 1993, 

such as environmental schemes, and to cut back in areas such as education which they had 

been pledged to protect. In other words, the power of the council to determine its own 

policies had been effectively curtailed by the central state. 

The cumulative effect of these various processes of centralisation has been to leave 

local councillors and political activists with a perception of powerlessness: 

"There's not enough local control. National control means you can't do as 
much as you used to, I mean, when you used to see a bridge opened by 
Councillor Spear, who was a great man in Taunton over the years.... You 
had the water boards and everything done by the same people. " 

1220 - Conservative activist 

"From then on, it more or less coincided with the time that I joined local 
government, there has been continual constraint on spending. So all the time 
I was there I was fighting rear-guard action. I was never able to enjoy the 
grand old days of when one could perhaps be a little more constructive, I 
was always in the position of having to cut back on things. " 

1190 - Former County Councillor 
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"Whether people out there have got the time and the inclination to embrace 
local democracy, it's been killed by the fact [that] fifteen years of right-wing 
rule at national level has meant more and more centralisation, which I think 
is quite misguided..... We're told now, like on compulsory competitive 
tendering, we're now told, you know, 'oh, you haven't got the sense, you 
councillors, you don't know how these things work. Whitehall is going to 
lay down the laws and you're going to be puppets on a string. "' 

127 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

"This has happened against a backcloth of growing intrusion from the 
centre. We've had the capping experience, we've had all sorts of directives 
passed on to local government which some years ago... some years ago 
there was a disposition to trust locally elected people to be able to decide 
what was best for their locality without these interventions, and of course in 
those days there was always a fairly substantial injection of government 
money into local government, that's been the case for as long as I can 
remember, that has grown and with it, of course, has grown almost the 
imprint of the jackboot. " 

1156 - Former County Councillor 

"In terms of everyday life of things, I do think we're bypassed, and I do not 
believe the public at large perceive the council as being a dominant input in 
any shape or form. Maybe on the fringe ends of benefit, but even then we're 
only the administrators, the administration of things like housing benefit, 
we're actually the agents of central government. " 

1404 - Council Leader 

"A lot of our basic policy is central government led and EEC led anyway. 
We have actually got to formulate a lot of policies around the directives 
which come from those two bodies. So we don't actually make, and I can't 
see any council locally coming up with, any new policy ideas. " 

181 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

If these speakers are right; if centralisation has deprived local government of any 

autonomy or initiative, then surely power within the local state cannot be identified at a 
local level? Yet if these speakers are right, why do they continue to be active in local 

government? The answers to these questions lies in the way in which local political 

activists have responded to the restructuring of local governance, through a re-positioning 
of the local state. 

The Local State as Pressure Group 
As elected local government's traditionally perceived role as a `provider' of local 

services in response to local needs has been undermined by centrally-driven restructuring, 
elected local government has had to discover a new role for itself, in order to continue to 
legitimise its political power and influence within localities, and also in order that 
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individuals may continue to be motivated to stand for election to local councils. One option 
is to pursue the `New Right' vision of the `enabling authority' in which, 

"Emphasis is placed on enabling appropriate groups to do whatever is 
necessary, stressing the importance of competition. The intention is to 
encourage the growth of a much wider range of agencies capable of 
delivering services currently directly provided by local government. In some 
cases it may be that local government involvement is no longer required, but 
in general it is suggested that councils would retain a regulating and 
contracting role, with the expectation that they would pursue it `fairly, 
efficiently and swiftly without stifling initiative and enterprise"' 

(Cochrane 1993: 52) 

The function of the local council is hence minimalised, with the role of councillors 
being reduced to that of regulators - choosing between bids to provide services and 

monitoring their delivery, with the potential to intervene being restricted by the terms of 
the contract. Nonetheless, the `enabling authority' does allow some power to be exercised 
within the local state - councillors have a power to award contracts, senior council 
managers have power in a co-ordinating role, and the proprietors and managers of the 

contract holders have power over the delivery of services. Indeed, it is interesting to note 
that the contracting out of services does not necessarily disperse power beyond existing 
elites - for example, the chair of Somerset Care, which is now responsible for providing 
residential care services is a former county councillor and a former member of the Taunton 

and Somerset NHS Trust; whilst the contract to provide at-home social services was 
awarded by Somerset County Council to a company run by two Taunton Deane Borough 
Councillors. 

Although the concept of the `enabling authority' is appealing to Conservative 

politicians and some senior local government managers, it has little attraction to 

councillors unhappy at their marginalisation in this model. The preferred tactic of many 
local councillors and political activists has therefore been to re-imagine the role of an 
elected local authority to being akin to that of a pressure group, lobbying central 
government, private corporations, the European Union, local non-elected bodies and other 
actors with power in the locality, on behalf of the local people who elected them. This 

concept is articulated by two councillors in Somerset: 

"We've had to obviously change our role as powers have been taken away 
from us, so that we're no longer formulating policies, because we're bound 
up by Whitehall. It's not unreasonable for us to become a strong lobby, to 
become a pressure group, to be the strong organ which uses whatever means 
are at its present disposal to say, ̀ this is nonsense', and fulfill that function. 
It is relatively easy to do that, even though we can't actually stop them, 
because we no longer have the power to do so.... The debate in local 
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government is one very much of community leadership rather than actual 
policy-making. " 

1404 - Council Leader 

"We will probably serve a useful function as a sort of rallying point for 
people to speak out. Which instead of being a classic civic leader, you 
know, the one with dark glasses on, you really will be.... alongside the 
people saying, ̀ we're the, sort of, advocate of the poor, defenceless citizen, ' 
who's got no recourse through the ballot box to the quango, but at least we 
still have some identity as a local government district, we carry some legal 
clout or something, and therefore we will speak out as glorified pressure 
groups. " 

1255 - Taunton Deane Borough Councillor 

This strategy is consistent with the regulationist account of local government 

restructuring briefly alluded to in chapter four. The regulationist literature argues that the 

restructuring of the local state in Britain cannot be seen as an isolated political process, but 

must be viewed as a response to the crisis of the Fordist mode of regulation and the need 
for a new `post-Fordist' regulatory structure for local economic activity (Goodwin et al. 
1993; Goodwin and Painter 1996; Painter 1991; Painter and Goodwin 1995; Peck and 
Tickell 1992; Stoker 1989; Stoker and Mossberger 1995). As such the literature draws on 
the French and German schools of `regulation theory' which are concerned with how the 
inherent contradictions of capitalism are resolved through prolonged temporary periods of 

stability - `regimes of accumulation' - regulated by particular ensembles of structural forms 

- `modes of regulation' - extending beyond the economic into the social and political 
spheres (see Aglietta 1979; Boyer 1990). 2 They argues that the twentieth century was 
dominated by a Fordist regime of accumulation, based on mass consumption underpinned 
by a state-interventionist mode of social regulation; but that the last thirty years have 

witnessed the crisis of Fordism, with the emergence of a new, `post-Fordist' regime of 

accumulation based on economic strategies such as flexible accumulation, and demanding 

new structures of social regulation. 

From this perspective, the traditional role of rural local government was essentially 
one of regulation as understood within a Fordist pa. radigm.. It was charged with ensuring 
social order, developing infrastructure and generally acting in line with the interests of 

agriculture and the service economy of market towns - whilst being denied any kind of 
independent political identity which could have threatened the position of local elites. 
Therefore, if the traditional discourse of local government as provider can be linked to the 
Fordist mode of regulation, can the idea of `local government as pressure group' be linked 

to a post-Fordist mode or regulation? 

2 There is considerable divergence between the various regulationist schools beyond this broad principle 
(see Jessop 1990a). 
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Such a connection is easier to argue in the context of the `entrepreneurial city', 

where the priority given by elected local government to place-maketing, competing for 

central government and European Union grants and lobbying corporations for investment 

in the locality, may be regarded as a response to a footloose economy (see chapter 4). 

Equally the role of rural local state institutions - both elected and non-elected - in bidding 

for EU and central government grants or rural development area status, or in promoting 

economic development can be seen as part of the same process. But the connection is less 

immediately apparent with regard to anti-development lobbying by councils, such as the 

campaign against the central government's proposed housing totals discussed in chapter 

eight. 

However, Cloke and Goodwin (1992) argue that a feature of rural economies under 

post-Fordism is the commodification of rural environments to meet the demands of 

contemporary consumption. This includes profiting from recreation, leisure and tourism, 
but also "the development of particular styles of living through special niches in the rural 
housing market (such as service class or retirement development)" (p 329) (see also 
Goodwin et al. 1995). Whilst such a strategy requires a degree of development, it also 

requires that development should be regulated such that rural localities remain relatively 

exclusive (in terms of the affordability of house prices), and that the rural environment 
should be managed in a way consistent with a discourse of rurality derived from the ideal 

of the rural idyll. 

Thus the imperative of regulation is both economic and cultural. On the one hand, 
local state institutions may lobby to protect or create local jobs; or to support a strategy of 

economic development based on the commodification of the countryside. On the other 
hand, local state institutions have become involved in regulating the cultural practice of 

rurality - an agenda which may over-ride economic considerations. Examples of this 
include the attempt by Somerset County Council to ban stag-hunting on its land, and 
planning policies which effectively prevent any substantial development in 

environmentally sensitive areas such as the Somerset Levels and Exmoor. 

So far I have concentrated on the repositioning of elected local government as a 

quasi-pressure group in response to the curtailing of its traditional role. However, as 
implied in the last paragraph, it should be noted that other institutions in the local state are 
also involved in lobbying external actors on behalf of local interests - and frequently to 

promote particular discourses of rurality. These include the Exmoor National Park 
Authority, the Training and Enterprise Council, joint bodies such as the Rural 
Development Committee for West Somerset and the Blackdown Hills Advisory Group, as 
well as quasi-governmental `active citizenship' initiatives such as the Wellington 
Promotional Forum - whose core objective is to act as a pressure group for business 
interests in the town. 
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The re-invention of the local state as a quasi-pressure group has two further 

consequences. Firstly it seeks to reposition local government vis-a-vis the state. Local 

government is not imagined here to be an agent of the state, performing administrative 
tasks on behalf of the state -a function which includes complicity in the ordering and 
repression of local people - but as an organisation which stands alongside local people 
against the state. This reflects the ambiguity of local government's relation to the state as 
inherent in Duncan and Goodwin's (1988) identification of the local state's 
`representational role', and in Kirby's (1993) 'chaotic state', which argues for an 
"interpretation of the local state as being both within and beyond the state. " (p 103) (see 

chapter four). This appears to be the same tightrope being walked by the councillors quoted 
above. They have rediscovered their Hegelian roots as an expression of civil society, 
wanting to position local government beyond the state, yet the imagined power of local 

government as a pressure group depends on the resources and networks available to it as 
part of the state. 

This last point relates to the second observation, which is that the concept of power 
implied in the notion of the local state as pressure group is the associative power of Latour 

and the actor network theorists (chapter three). Firstly it emphasises the position of the 
local state as part of the central state's network of implementation and thus raises the 

possibility of dissidence (although the central state has other networks of coercion which it 

can draw upon to compel the local state to comply). Secondly, it emphasises that the 
traditional `power' of elected local government was dependent on a particular ensemble of 
actors some of whom have been re-defined such that can no longer be enrolled in the same 
manner. Instead to exercise 'power' now, elected local government must create new 
networks oriented around new objectives. Thirdly, it suggests that extra-state pressure 
groups will only be successful in their ambitions if they enrol the local council to their 
coalition and thus draw into their network particular administrative and legal resources 
which the council controls. 

So, whilst it may not be possible to attribute `sovereign power' to any individual 

actors who could be said to have `power' in the local state; it is possible to claim that 

networks of power operate through the local state, that networks of power originate from 

within the local state, and that there are local actors whose enrolment into networks of 
power may be crucial to their successful mobilisation. Qualification to this group may 
come from one of a number of factors. 

Firstly, there are those actors who possess a valuable resource. This may be a 
material resource such as money (to fund campaigns) or property; but more frequently it 
will be a personal resource such as communication skills, time, energy, ̀ inside knowledge' 
or organisational ability. Some of the key actors that emerged in the Save Somerset 
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Campaign - such as the campaign organiser - and the campaign against the hunting ban - 
such as retired judge Sir Robin Dunn - achieved their position precisely because of these 
kind of personal resources. However, as such campaigning networks tend to be constructed 
informally in back-region elite spaces, it is no good having communication skills or 

organisation ability if you are not known to the right people. 

Thus, the second group of key actors are those who can recruit new actors into a 

network. These include the holders of certain offices such as council leader, who are 

presumed to be able to `deliver' the weight of the council to a campaign, or those with 

personal influence on a more informal level, with a large number of social contacts who 

respect their opinion. They also include those individuals whose social contacts bridge elite 

networks or social groups - such as those actors connected into both the business elite 

network and the traditional rural establishment; and they include those actors able to 'jump 

scales' - who are part not just of local elite networks, but also regional and national elite 

networks. This last qualification inevitably favours the traditional rural establishment, 

which has always blended seamlessly into higher networks through its senior figures. 

Thirdly, there are those key actors who are discursively constructed as being 

`powerful' or `influential'. For example, the holders of offices such as council leader or 

chair, mayor or Lord Lieutenant are able to open doors and get publicity because they are 

assumed to be powerful or influential. Fourthly, in the spirit of actor network theory, it 

should be noted that there are non-human actors which it may be crucial to enrol into a 

network of power. These include institutions such as local councils - which are important 
both symbolically and as a resource-base - and the local media. Finally, stretching the 
definition of `actor', there are ideas and discourses which it might be crucial to enrol - and 
in particular, discourses of rurality. For if we are to search for the single most `powerful' 

entity in a contemporary rural local polity, then it has to be the idea of `rurality' itself. 

The Power of Rurality 
The `rediscovery of the rural' in the study of rural local politics is not a return to 

some environmental determinist notion of the agricultural heritage and the fresh air of the 

countryside combining to produce a cleaner, more consensual, less partisan politics than 
that of cities. Neither is it a fulfilment of the political-economists' search for a distinctively 

`rural' local state or `rural' local politics, in which the operation of social, political and 

economic processes originating with global and national actors would be strangely mutated 
by distinctively `rural' social processes. 

Rather it is a recognition of the age-old maxim that in politics, `ideas' are as 
important as `realities'. That for many rural residents, what makes them passionate about 
the local governance of their village is not the level of council tax, or the details of the 
budget of the local primary school, or the underlying unequal distribution of wealth, but 
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whether or not the village continues to conform to their idea of rurality. This is equally 
important to the in-migrants who have moved into the village because it represents their 

`rural idyll' and hence have invested financially and emotionally in their idea of rurality, as 
it does to the locally-born resident, whose own identity - what sets them apart from their 

urbanite incomer neighbours - is constructed around their claim to be a `real country 

person'. 

These are perhaps generalised stereotypes, but the importance of the `rural' to local 

politics can be seen in all three case studies discussed in chapter eight. The debate over 

whether to ban staghunting on Over Stowey Customs Common could have been conducted 

without reference to rurality, solely on the issue of animal welfare, drawing on both 

scientific and moral arguments. Yet a centrepiece of the hunt supporters' counterblast was 

that a ban on hunting threatened the traditional rural identity of the area, whilst hunt 

opponents represented hunting as violating their own conceptions of the rural as a space of 

nature. Equally, the dispute over proposed housing development targets for Somerset could 
have been negotiated in terms of housing need - as it had been in the early stages of the 

regional plan - yet when it became a topic of public debate the scale of the proposed 
development was represented as a threat to `rurality': to the `rural' character of 

communties, to the `rural' landscape, and to "the kind of Somerset that people want. " More 

remarkably, the Local Government Commission's recommendation to abolish Somerset 

County Council did not, on the face of it, appear to have anything to do with ideas of 

rurality - yet the Save Somerset Campaign successfully linked the council to a discourse of 

rurality represented by thatched cottages, misty moors and cider-making, implicitly 

suggesting that any threat to the council was also a threat to this `rural idyll'. Local 

residents may not have written to their MPs to save a bunch of bureaucrats in County Hall, 

but they would to save thatched cottages and Somerset cider. 

From the evidence of these three stories, and others encountered during the course 

of this thesis, the power of rurality can be observed operating in four ways. Firstly, and 

perhaps most importantly, suggesting that a particular policy or proposal poses a threat to 
'rurality' is a way in which campaigners can enrol the 'public' into their networks of 

action. As noted above, a concept of 'rurality' is so fundamental to the way in which many 

rural residents understand their own lifestyles, perceived threats to that `rurality' will 

motivate them to respond like no other issue. That response, mobilised in the form of 
letters or petitions, is invaluable to campaigns because it can in turn be used to remind 

elected politicians of their dependence on the public's votes. Secondly, perceived threats to 

an imagined 'rural idyll' may not only motivate some individuals to sign petitions or write 
to their MP, but also to become actively involved in local politics. As discussed in chapter 
six, a number of councillors in Somerset became politically active through single-issue 
campaigns, most of which concerned a contesting of 'rurality'. Thirdly, ideas of 'rurality' 

can be manipulated to intersect with wider discourses influential with external actors, such 
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as environmentalism or economic discourses on the importance of agriculture. Finally, the 

power of rurality can be pro-active as well as re-active. For the elites of the early and mid- 
twentieth century, promoting a discourse of rurality which was explicitly constructed in 

opposition to the perceived ̀ horrors' of the urban, was important in legitmising their own 
leadership and militating against the spread of socialism and other `urban' ideas. 

What makes rural local politics different to its urban counterpart, therefore, is the 

promotion, circulation and manipulation of discourses of rurality, both in support of 
existing elites, and in networks of resistance against the actions of external actors. For 

much of the twentieth century, areas such as Somerset were characterised by a single 
hegemonic discourse of rurality, but with social and economic restructuring have come 
new discourses and discursive competition. This has added to the complexity of rural local 

polities. Rural England is not an `apolitical backwater' but an arena of significant political 
activity. In this thesis I have only been able to tell some of the stories involved, and there is 

considerable scope for further work in this field. How does the narrative which I have told 

relate to the theoretical models of regulation theory or regime theory or political economy 
approaches? Do the stories that I have told for western Somerset hold for other parts of 
rural Britain? And what about rural politics elsewhere in western Europe? And what about 
the alternative discourses of rurality that have little if any representation in mainstream 
local politics - those of new age travellers, eco-warriors, rural residents from ethnic 
minorities, children? For one thing is certain - the contesting of rurality will remain an 
important feature in the local politics of a large part of Britain into the twenty-first century. 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

USED IN THE TEXT AND FIGURES 

() (around entries on network diagrams) Deceased 

AGM Annual General Meeting 

Assoc Association 

BBC British Broadcasting Corporation 

BFSS British Field Sports Society 

Br Branch 

BS Building Society 

Bt. Baronet 

BT British Telecom 

Cand Candidate 

CBI Confederation of British Industry 

CC County Council(lor) 

CC Cand Candidate for County Council election 
Ch Chair 

Ch of Com Chamber of Commerce 

CHC (Member of) Community Health Council 

Chief Exec Chief Executive 

C1 Council 

CLA Country Landowners Association 

Clir Councillor 

CND Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 

Co MD Company Managing Director 

Con Conservative 
Cons Conservative 

Const Constituency 

CPRE Council for the Protection of Rural England 

Ctte Committee 

DC District Council(lor) 

DC Cand (former) Candidate for District Council election 
Dep Deputy 
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Dep Ch Deputy Chair 

DG Director General 

Dir Director 

DL Deputy Lieutenant 

Dpy Deputy 

D&S Devon and Somerset (Staghounds) 

DSSH Devon and Somerset Staghounds 

EC European Community 

Educ Cttee (Member of) County Council Education Committee 

e. g. For example 

ENP Exmoor National Park 

ENPA (Member of) Exmoor National Park Authority 

ENP-CF (Member of) Exmoor National Park Consultative Forum 

ESRC Economic and Social Research Council 

ESU English Speaking Union 

et al. And others 

etc. et cetra (and so on). 
f- (as prefix) former- 

Fmr Former 

Gov School Governor 

Govs (School) Governors 

Govt Government 

ha. hectares 

HS High Sheriff 

ibid. In the same place 
Ind Independent 

JP Magistrate (Justice of the Peace) 

kW Kilo-watt 

Lab Labour 

LACS League Against Cruel Sports 

LD Liberal Democrat 

Ldr Leader 

LGO Local Government Officer 

Lib Liberal 
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Lib Dem Liberal Democrat 

LL Lord Lieutenant 

Local Gov Local Government 

Lord Lt Lord Lieutenant 

Ltd Limited Company 

Lt General Lieutenant General 

MAP Minehead Action on Planning 

Mbr Member 

MDH Master of Deerhounds 

MEP Member of the European Parliament 

MFH Master of Foxhounds 

MP Member of Parliament 

Nat National 

Nat Tr National Trust 

NELG Non-elected local government 
NFU National Farmers Union 

NHS National Health Service 

NHS Tr National Health Service Trust 

NP National Park 

NRA (Member of) National Rivers Authority Committee 

OPCS Office of Population Censuses and Surveys 

Org Organisation 

Parish Mtg Parish Meeting 

pari cand Parliamentary candidate 
PC Parish Council(lor) 

plc Public Limited Company 

ppc Prospective parliamentary candidate 
Pr President 

Pres President 
QDMG Quantock Deer Management Group 

QSH Quantock Staghounds 

RAF Royal Air Force 

RC Red Cross 

RDC Rural District Council(lor) 
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Rtd Retired 

S South 

SCC Somerset County Council 

sch govs School governors 
Sec Secretary 

SHC Somerset Health Commission 

Snr Senior 

soc Society 

Sop Soroptomists 

SSSI Site of Special Scientific Importance 

STNC Somerset Trust for Nature Conservation 

SWT Somerset Wildlife Trust 

T Taunton 

TAH Taunton Association for the Homeless 

TD Taunton Deane 

TDBC Taunton Deane Borough Council 

TEC (Director of) Training and Enterprise Council 

Tr Trust or Treasurer 

TUC Trades Union Congress 

VC Vice-Chair 

Vice-Adm Vice Admiral 

VLL Vice Lord Lieutenant 

VP Vice-President 

WI Womens Institute 

WS West Somerset 

WSDC West Somerset District Council 

YMCA Young Mens Christian Association 
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UNIVERSITY OF 
BRISTOL 

Michael Woods 

MIKEJ. WOODS@BRIS. AC. UK 

tel: (0117) 928 9000 ext. 3851. 

Department of Geography 
University road 
Bristol 
BS81SS 
England 
Telephone: (0117) 928 9000 
Fax: (0117) 928 7878 

30th May 1995 

Dear Sir, 
I am a research student in the geography department at the University of Bristol, 

and am currently conducting research for a PhD on local politics in Somerset. Recognising 
the effect of recent social and economic change on local politics in rural areas, the study 
aims to investigate the nature of the contemporary rural power structure. Particular 
attention is being paid to the background of people involved in local politics, and to their 
involvement in other social and political organizations, It is hoped that this research will 
contribute to a greater understanding of the political process in rural areas. 

As part of the research, I am conducting a postal questionnaire of 250 people in 
western Somerset who are either involved with local politics and government, or who may 
be considered 'prominent' in local society. A copy of the questionnaire is enclosed with this 
letter. Although l appreciate that your time is precious, I would be grateful if you could 
spare a short time to complete the questionnaire and return it to me using the enclosed 
stamped-addressed envelope. 

I also appreciate and respect your personal privacy. As such I respect your right not 
to complete the questionnaire, or to leave blank any question which you do not wish to 
answer. All information collected from the questionnaire will be treated confidentially, 
although generalised results may be used in the final report and any publications stemming 
from this work. The questionnaires themselves carry no identifing mark, although there is a 
code number printed on the enclosed envelope. This is to enable me to monitor responses 
and to cross-check information from the questionnaires with that collected from other 
public sources. The identity of individuals to whom the codes refer (and indeed the identity 
of all people surveyed) is known only to myself. 

I hope that you will find these assurances satisfactory. Thank you for your time, 
assistance and co-operation. 

Yours Faithfully, 

Michael Woods. 
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APPENDIX B: 

POSTAL QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEY 

(Reformatted) 
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Michael Woods 
Geography Department, 

Bristol University 

LOCAL POLITICS IN SOMERSET STUDY 

Questionnaire 
October 1994 

1. In which, or near which, town or village do you live? 

2. How long have you lived in Somerset? 

3. What is your occupation? 

4. In which town or village is your place of work? 

5. Are you a member of a political party? 
Conservative [] 
Labour [] 
Liberal Democrat [] 
Green [] 
Not a party member [] 

If yes, do you hold, or have you held, any position of responsibility in the party? 
No [ 
Yes (Specify) ....................................................................... 
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6. Are you a member, or have you ever been a member, of any of the following local 
councils? (If yes, please specify dates). 

Parish or town council ........................................................... 

Taunton Deane District Council ........................................................... 

West Somerset District Council 
........................................................... 

Somerset County Council ........................................................... 

pre-1974 RDC, UDC or Borough council ................................................. 

7. Do you hold, or have you held, any senior position on any of the above councils? If 
yes, please give details. 

....................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................... 

8. Have you ever stood unsuccessfully for election to any of the above councils? 

9. Are you a committee member of any of the following organizations: 
Taunton & Somerset NHS Trust [] 
Avalon NHS Trust [] 
Somerset Health Authority [j 
Community Health Council [] 
Police Authority [] 
Exmoor National Park Committee [] 
National Rivers Authority [] 
Housing Association [] 
Training and Enterprise Council [] 
Any'watchdog' body 
(eg Post Office Advisory Council) [] 
Other similar organization (please give details) 

10. Do you hold any other position of authority locally? 
For example: 
Magistrate [ 
School or College Governor [ 
Clerk to Town or Parish Council [ 
Deputy Lieutenant [ 
Other (please give details) 

...................... ....... .. I.. t... s.................................. 11............................... 
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11. Are you a member of any of the following organizations? 
National Farmers Union [] 
Country Landowners Association [] 
Taunton Chamber of Commerce [] 
Wellington Chamber of Commerce [] 
Minehead Chamber of Commerce [] 
Trades Council [] 
Other professional organization (please specify): 

Rotary Club / Inner Wheel [] 
(Taunton/Wellington/Minehead/Exmoor/Quantocks) 

Round Table [] 
(Taunton/Tangent/Wellington/Minehead) 

Freemasons [ 
Royal British Legion [ 
Lions [ 
Womens Institute [ 
Other social organization (please specify): 

Somerset County Cricket Club [] 
Devon & Somerset Staghounds [] 
Quantock Staghounds [] 
Exmoor Foxhounds [] 
Taunton Vale Harriers [] 
Dulverton Foxhounds [] 
West Somerset Foxhounds [] 
Other sports club (please specify): 

Friends of the Earth [] 
Civic Society [] 
CPRE [] 
STNC [] 
Exmoor Society [] 
Friends of the Quantocks [] 
Other conservation/pressure group (please specify): 
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Hospital League of Friends [] 
Red Cross [] 
Carnival Committee [] 
Carnival Club [] 
Other voluntary organization (please specify): 

12. Do you hold any senior position in any of the organizations listed in question I t? if 
yes, could you please give details. 

13. Are you a member or regular attender of any church or religious organization. If 

yes, please specify which, and give details of any positions of responsibility held. 

14. Are you married? Yes [] No [] 

15. Is your spouse a member, or have he/she ever been a member of any of the local 
councils listed in question 6? If yes, please give details. 

16. Does your spouse hold any other position of authority locally? If yes, please give 
details. (For examples see questions 9& 10). 

17. Is your spouse a member of any of the organizations listed in question 11? If yes, 
does he/she hold any senior position in the organization? 

............................................................................................................ 
.......................................................................................................... 

........................................................................................................... 

........................................................................................................... 
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18, Are any of your immediate relatives (parents or children) council members, or do 
they hold positions of authority locally? 

21. Do you consider yourself to be 'influential' in the local area? 

22. Who do you think are the most 'powerful' or influential people in Taunton Deane 
and West Somerset? 

351 



APPENDIX C: 

LIST OF PRIMARY SOURCES 

The following were primary sources consulted during the collation of information on elite 

networks in western Somerset. Together with the postal questionnaire survey and 

newspaper reports they compose the source material for the information represented in the 

diagrams of elite networks reproduced in this thesis. 
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1) Annual Reports 

Community Council for Somerset (various years) 
Courtfields School, Wellington. 

Richard Huish Sixth Form College 

Royal Bath and West of England Agricultural Society (1994) 

St Augustine's Church of England Secondary School 

Somerset College of Arts and Technology 

Somerset Community Health Council (various years) 

Somerset County Council (various years) 

Somerset Health Authority (various years) 
Somerset Health Commission (1995) 

Somerset Training and Enterprise Council (various years) 

Taunton and Somerset NHS Trust (various years) 
Taunton Citizens Advice Bureau 

Taunton Deane Borough Council (various years) 

Taunton Deane Council for Voluntary Services (1993/4) 

2) Yearbooks and Directories 
Diocese of Bath and Wells (various years) 

Masonic Handbook, Somerset Province (1994) 

National Farmers' Union Handbook (1988-9) 

Sedgemoor District Council, Yearbook and Diary (various years) 
Somerset County Council, Diary (various years) 
Somerset Red Cross 

Somerset Royal British Legion. 

Somerset Training and Enterprise Council. 

South Somerset District Council, Yearbook and Diary (various years) 
Taunton Constituency Conservative Association (1993-4) 

Taunton Deane Borough Council, Diary (various years) 
West Somerset District Council, Directory and Diary (various years) 

3) Newsletters 

Exmoor Review (Exmoor Society) 

Somerset Farmer (Somerset National Farmers Union) 
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4) Minutes of Committee Meetings 

Avon and Somerset Police Authority 

Exmoor National Park Consultative Forum 

Minehead Town Council 

Quantock Hills Joint Advisory Committee 

Somerset County Council 

Somerset County Council Education Committee 

Somerset County Council, Exmoor National Park Committee 

Somerset County Council, Policy and Resources Committee 

Somerset Family Health Services Authority 

Somerset Health Authority 

Somerset Rural Development Programme Committee 

Taunton Deane Borough Council 

Watchet Town Council 

Wellington Town Council 

West Somerset District Council 

West Somerset Rural Development Area Committee 

5) Published Reference Books 

Baily's Hunting Directory (1984-5; 1987-88 & 1993-94) Cambridge: Daily's Directories. 

Burke's Peerage (various years) London: Burke's Peerage Ltd. 

Burke's Landed Gentry (1965). London: Burke's Peerage Ltd. 

Butterworths Law Directory (1994). London: Martindale-Hubbell. 

Debrett's Peerage and Baronetage (various years). London: Debrett's Peerage Ltd. 

Health Services Yearbook (1995) London: Institute of Health Services Management 

Housing Associations Yearbook (1994) London: National Federation of dousing 

Associations 

Independent Schools Yearbook: Boys Schools (1994 & 1995). London: A&C Black. 

Independent Schools Yearbook: Girls Schools (1994 & 1995). London: A&C Black. 
Kelly's Directory for Somerset (various years). London: Kelly's Directories. 
Key UKEnterprises (1993; 1994; 1995) London: Dun and Bradstreet 

Medical Register (1995) London: General Medical Council 

The Municipal Yearbook (various years) London: Municipal Publications 
Who's Who (various years) London: A&C Black Ltd. 
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6) Other publically available documents 

Bishops Lydeard Parish Council: List of members 
County of Somerset, Lieutenancy and Commission of the Peace: List of Justices of the 

Peace and Deputy Lieutenants (1994) 

Dulverton Town Council: List of members 

Exmoor National Park: Consultative Forum, list of members. 
Exmoor National Park: District and Parish Consultative Group, list of members. 

National Rivers Authority, Wessex Region: List of committee members (April 1990) 

Pitminster Parish Council: List of members 

Somerset Valuation Tribunal: List of members 

Wellington Town Council: List of members 

Wellington Town Guide (1984-5) 

Wellington Town Guide (1989) 

West Monkton Parish Council: List of members 

Wiveliscombe Guide (1984) 

Taunton Deane Council for Voluntary Services: Directory of Voluntary Organisations (July 

1994). 

7) Documents provided directly by organisations 

List of parish clerks in Taunton Deane and West Somerset 

Company annual returns provided by Companies House 

Somerset County Council: list of members (February 1994). 

Somerset County Council, Education Department: list of chairs of school governing bodies 
(March 1994). 

Taunton Constituency Liberal Democrats: Constituency and branch officers (March 1994). 
Taunton Deane Borough Council: List of members (1993-4) 

Wellington Chamber of Commerce: List of members (October 1994) 

West Somerset District Council: list of members (February 1994; May 1995). 
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