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Abstract

This dissertation is concerned with the distribution of power within the Conservative
Party, but specifically how power manifests itself. Following the devastating 1997 defeat,

the party embarked on a programme of organisational change, which brought together the
individual components of the party, underpinned by a written constitution. A more formal
approach to organisation ensued. It was deemed the route to party renewal, in line with

the Labour Party’s central command model. As such, it was a direct challenge to the

traditional autonomy enjoyed by the constituency parties. The research thus examines
how the party responded organisationally to defeat and the attendant impact on local
autonomy. The methodology employed is qualitative in nature and takes the bottom-up
perspective. Interviews were conducted with local constituency officers, area officers,
agents and regional officials. These were supported by statistical and documentary data.
Three centrally-orientated themes emerged: the right of political determination, the
development of political capability and the approach to party management. These were
synthesised into a new framework to explain the evolution of the Conservative Party
organisation: the managerial-network model. This recognises the move to greater central
administration and control, but equally to local rights of self-organisation, as local

autonomy is now conceived. Moreover, it incorporates the increasing engagement of
outside supporter networks and expertise at the local level; this is an extension of the
national practice. The model is appraised against the ‘oligarchy’ and ‘party evolution’
literature. Oligarchy has been strengthened by managerialism, thereby re-enforcing
McKenzie’s (1963) argument, but in a wider organisational context. The party evolution
literature was found to be too narrowly focused, as it did not satisfactorily address
organisation. Hence, the managerial-network model builds upon the electoral-
professional model of Panebianco (1988), but is more comprehensive and flexible. It also
suggests that the notion of ‘membership party’ is no longer applicable as there is a
noticeable political deficit locally. It has been replaced by a local network in which the
local association is the foundation. This has resulted in the blurring of its boundaries. The
new organisational settlement is a logical and sustainable response to the changing
political environment that the Conservative Party leadership was confronted with, but one

that offers room for further development.
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Introduction

This dissertation takes an organisational perspective to the distribution of power within
the Conservative Party. It is concerned with how power manifests itself. The dissertation

does not seek to contribute to an understanding of the concept or nature of power.

However, the essence of power warrants consideration. Power relates to social

relationships between individuals and their status within the organisation (Mullins 2005).
It provides the ability to overcome resistance, to exert influence and to generate results
consistent with objectives and interests (Huczynski and Buchanan 2006). From the

political viewpoint, the works of Lukes (1974) and Dowding (1996) are apposite. Lukes
conceived three dimensions of power. The one-dimensional view reflects the pluralist
approach in which power is behavioural, associated with decision-making situations

where there is 'observable conflict of (subjective) interests.' The two-dimensional view

improved upon this by expanding the boundaries of power to include potential issues

where decision-making is prevented, thereby avoiding conflict. Hence, control is
achieved over the political agenda so that certain issues are omitted from the political
process. Lukes argued this was still conceptually incomplete and therefore advanced a
three-dimension view, which further incorporated institutionalised power. Here, elites
define or shape the setting in which organisational members participate, so that the
latter's real interests and potential grievances may be distorted. Power is thus employed to

prevent conflict by encouraging them to accept existing organisational modes.

Dowding (1996) distinguished between 'power to' and 'power over'. The former relates to
'outcome power', the ability to bring about results, but where the impact on other actors is

secondary or irrelevant. 'Power over' however, reflects 'social power' because it concerns

a relationship in 'the ability of an actor deliberately to change the incentive structure of
another actor' to realise outcomes. It is the capacity to manipulate others' incentive
structure which is critical: the ability to change the choice menu, which may or may not
be in their interests. In this way, it represents the capacity of party elites to alter the
internal balance of power. The means of facilitation range from coercive to subtle in

nature. However, Dowding also acknowledged co-operation, which permits power



accumulation if there is mutual recognition; although conflict may still lie below the
surface. Pinto-Duschinsky argued that in the Conservative Party, the concept of power
was misleading because it implied pressure, imposition and control. It thus ignored
voluntarism, which formed the essential relationship between the parliamentary party and

the constituencies (1972: 12). Far from trying to compel members therefore, power could

also emanate from consensus. This was appropriately expressed by Medding:

Consensual power, originating in the ability and the need of the leadership to gain
the co-operation of the rest of the party, is power based upon agreement. As such,

it has both positive and negative aspects. To the extent that leaders demonstrate
their ability to achieve the co-operation of their followers, their power will be
greatly increased. Conversely, to the extent that a leadership fails to gain the

agreement and co-operation of its followers, its power has been limited (1970:
10).

Party unity for electoral success would underpin leadership drives for consensus.
Activists would co-operate more fully and acquiesce to leadership positions if they came
to the conclusion that such a move would bring the desired outcome. Layton-Henry
pointed to an intra-party consensus reflecting the party's aims, values and beliefs, and
organisational management, so that the notion of power was relatively unimportant,
However, pointing particularly at candidate selection, he added that if this fundamental

consensus were to break down, the 'development of formal procedures which would be

more strictly enforced', would be a likely outcome (1976: 400-402). Leaders could take
action, but negative power might be exercised in the sense of reduced activity, short of
actual exit. Here, Dowding noted trustworthiness and reliability, manifested in repeated

interaction, as crucial to co-operation (1996: 15).

The critical issue is the extent to which leaders require intra-party consensus. If they were
strengthened centrally by for example, wealthy external donors, their judgement might be
skewed accordingly. This reflects the literature which underpins this dissertation. Many

scholars (e.g. Webb 1994), have acknowledged a trend towards the greater centralisation



of party organisations; local activists and members being deemed increasingly
unimportant. This conclusion has its origins in the ‘oligarchy' and 'party evolution
traditions. Foremost in the former is McKenzie (1963). His study of British political
parties examined the distribution of power at the national level and in this regard afforded
little prominence to the local parties. The critical political activities of policy, finance and

candidates were firmly under the control of the party leadership. The views of the party

members must be accommodated because of their role in selecting candidates, raising
funds and campaigning, but final authority remained with the leadership. However, in

restricting his analysis to the national level, he was making an implicit assumption that

only political activity in this arena mattered. Yet, numerous contemporary scholars have

shown that the local contribution can have a decisive impact on electoral outcomes (e.g.
Johnston and Pattie 1995, 1998; Whiteley et al 1994). It could thus be construed that it

was not just teams of leaders that win elections, but a more holistic party-wide effort.
McKenzie did not give any weight to single member individual constituencies in the first-
past-the-post electoral system. For his thesis to be sustainable, the leadership must be

able to utilise central power to exercise control over politically sensitive local activities.

Panebianco (1988) made important assertions concerning the evolution of party

organisation. His electoral-professional model extended McKenzie through its emphasis

on centralisation. Social and technological changes both required and enabled central
professionals (experts with specialist knowledge) to assimilate tasks performed by party

bureaucrats, so that activists were downgraded. Professionals were deemed more adept at

engaging voters, by contrast to the amateurish membership. Campaign emphasis was
placed upon the personalities of leaders, particularly through the medium of television.
Hence, power and resources were necessarily located at the centre, thereby permitting the
leadership to direct the party organisation accordingly. However, his model was
inherently product-based, reinforced for example, by the need for instant national-level
responses to emerging issues. He ignored the geographical dimension in the British
polity, the important battles fought in individual constituencies. The salient characteristic
of these constituencies is diversity. Whilst national issues dominated a general election

campaign, they had to be framed within a local context. Candidates required an



understanding of local issues in order to present themselves as appropriate to tackle them.
Failure to engage locally would convey some advantage to more locally-orientated
competitors. Hence, they required the support of local parties, who occupied a unique
position in British politics. The Conservative Party provided a good illustration of the

diversity and complexity implied by this argument.

The Conservative Party
For a long time, the Conservative Party was the dominant party in British politics, but

was reduced to disarray by the devastating electoral setback of 1997; in terms of votes its

worst performance since 1832 and in seats won since 1906 (Collings and Seldon 2001:
624). It subsequently embarked upon a series of organisational reforms, which challenged

the traditional autonomy of local parties. They render the Conservatives as an interesting

case for analysis.

Defeat had both political and organisational dimensions. Politically, the internal divisions
over Europe were described as 'intractable and unsettling' (Peele 1997: 100). This led
Buller to question how 'one of the most disciplined and electorally successful parties in
Western Europe' could implode in the manner it did (2000: 319). The ideological legacy
of Margaret Thatcher was especially apposite; her stance over Europe particularly, caused
turmoil. Thus, the issue deprived the party of the unity for which it was renowned, with
profound implications for party ‘management and public image (Bale 2006a: 385).

Moreover, the party became associated more with England than Britain as a whole, but

importantly here, her position over local government and local Conservative parties
fuelled a weakening of the party organisation (Seldon and Snowdon 2005a: 245-6).
Nevertheless, it was instinctive that some blame for defeat was apportioned to the
organisation; this was a typical Conservative reaction (Scarrow 1996; Ball 2005). Ball
added that complacency towards organisation was a feature of mature governments, but
equally once in opposition could divert attention from more pressing political problems
(2005: 12-13). Kelly though, stressed that organisational renewal was essential, since it
would have reduced the size of defeat; the re-adoption of the politically discredited Neil

Hamilton, for example, could have been avoided (2003b: 83). It was clear that the party's



organisational ascendancy had been severely eroded. During the Major administration
1990-1997, the professional centre faltered, particularly in communications capability
(Peele 1997: 107). This was accompanied by growing malaise locally. Party membership
and levels of activism declined markedly, on the back of a substantial reduction in local
councillors (Seldon and Snowdon 2005a: 248). Indeed, there was a marked de-

energisation happening locally (Whiteley et al 1994). Politically and organisationally, the

Conservative Party was not prepared for opposition.

The Conservative Party hierarchy did not view their problems to be deep-seated,
opposition being a 'temporary aberration', the result of policy divisions, 'sleaze' and
government exhaustion (Garnett and Lynch 2002: 31). Its self-assessment as the ‘natural
party of government meant that the fundamental shift in outlook of Tony Blair's New
Labour Party, together with societal changes generally, were not fully understood (Seldon
and Snowdon 2005a: 248). Organisationally however, the party leadership and central
professionals had watched Labour roll out its strategy with debilitating consequences.
They were determined to learn lessons from its Millbank operation; in particular, the use
of technology, the management of the media and the ability to deploy local campaign
personnel where they were needed (Butler and Kavanagh 1997: 243; 2002: 41). The key

to its success was believed to be a central command structure, which directed the

resources of the party and hence provided campaign flexibility (Gould 1998: 240). This
had implications for local Conservative associations, whose autonomy was deemed

inconsistent with the demands of the modern competitive political environment. A reform

agenda was the natural outcome. Denunciations by numerous party members of MPs
conduct during the party conference following the 1997 defeat (Cowley and Stuart 2005:
1), may have given the leadership added impetus. The party was renowned for its
‘adaptability, resilience and desire for power, characteristics that manifested themselves
especially when confronted by opposition (Ball 2005: 1). As will be shown in this study,

it now included a quest to dismantle the rudiments of local autonomy. This first needs to

be viewed 1n a historical context.

Historical Perspective



Organisation was a cornerstone of the party's relentless and ruthless pursuit of power.
Constituency associations emerged as a response to the 1832 Reform Act, initially to
organise the registration of voters, then a complicated process, and to attract finance.
They had no input into policy, nor at that stage did they select candidates, but equally,
they were not administered from the centre (Hurd 2007: 179). Essentially, they were

'oligarchic groupings of notables without an extended membership or internal
representative arrangements' (Tether 1996a: 98). However, it was following the second
Reform Act of 1867 that serious attention to organisation emanated. Designated by Lord
Derby as a 'leap in the dark’, the resultant doubling of the electorate to two million meant
new votes that had to be competed for (Ramsden 1998: 98). This led to the formation of

the National Union of Conservative and Unionist Associations in 1867 and Conservative

Central Office in 1870. The National Union's purpose was to co-ordinate the activities of
local associations, to encourage new ones, and to disseminate campaign propaganda; in
other words 'to support, not to question or control, the party in parliament' (Norton and
Aughey 1981: 203). The term 'handmaiden’ to the leadership was coined. After the 1880
election defeat, steps were taken to develop associations into less oligarchic competitive
entities that, with the support of Central Office, lasted until the contemporary era (Tether
1996a: 102). Whilst giving the benefit of continuity though, this structure was hampered
by resistance to change (Ball 1994b: 297). Associations were augmented by the rise of
the Primrose League, founded in 1984 as a supporters club for the party, which engaged
in mostly social activities and the attraction of a mass membership. Importantly, it

provided a vehicle for the participation of women until they were able to fully join

associations after 1918, and for mobilising an army of canvassers at election time
(Ramsden 1998: 143-4). Central Office was established by Disracli to provide

professional support, quickly involving itself in forming new associations, finding
candidates, and all aspects of early campaigning, including literature, statistical analysis,
press relations and electoral procedure. Its leadership has always been appointed by, and

accountable to, the party leader (Norton and Aughey 1981: 223).

Structurally, the organisational initiative following the 1867 Reform Act resulted in a

disparate party comprising three separate bodies - the parliamentary party, Central Office



and the constituency associations - linked only by common purpose. The relationship was
articulated by the Maxwell Fyfe Committee (1949): 'we have recognised the need not so
much for a constitution ... as for an organisation which is an educative political force and
a machine for winning elections'. It meant a focus on fundraising and campaign activities,

and 'the avoidance of political discussion and controversy' (Layton-Henry 1976: 401). To
this, Maxwell Fyfe added that the task of Central Office was 'to guide, inspire and co-

ordinate the work of the party throughout the country, to advise and assist constituency
associations and area councils and to provide such services as can best be organised
centrally.! For Pinto-Duschinsky, its role was thus advisory and supportive, and not

control-based (1972: 9) However, that would depend upon how 'guide' and 'co-ordinate’
were interpreted; the modern era would suggest a more assertive stance to try to reconcile

the different aims and interests of the party components, particularly the localities.

Associations jealousy guarded their autonomy; it was 'widely accepted as a canon of
Conservative Party organisation' (Layton-Henry 1976: 396). This was strongly indicated
by their attitudes to membership, finance and candidate selection. Mindful of their
contribution to the party's electoral effort, any direct attempts to get centrally preferred
candidates selected were strongly rebuffed (Ingle 1987: 62). In return, they sought no
active policy influence and there was no attempt to control the leadership; they simply
expected acknowledgement of their efforts in their own vicinity (Tether 1996a: 103).

Political debate was shunted into separate Conservative Political Centres (CPC), which in

terms of input into national policy, were innocuous (Byrd 1987: 218-9). Essentially, it

was a local competitive advantage in membership numbers and activity rates which
reduced the centre's ability to direct the associations (Rose 1974: 153, 157). This was
supplemented by the strength of local finance, but also by the reality that activists were

not beholden to the patronage of the centre for jobs and other benefits (Pinto-Duschinsky
1972: 7-9).

Central initiatives were commonly viewed with suspicion. Whilst Maxwell Fyfe was
careful to work with the grain of local autonomy, other reformers elicited much rancour.

For example, Lord Carrington's proposals for the central employment of agents in the



1970s and the 1993 Fowler Review into party organisation, which would have
undermined local associations in the sensitive area of finance. Limited representation on
the proposed Board of Management together with changes to the model rules, a code of
practice and an annual audit brought fears of the centre acquiring information and power
to annex local resources (Ball 1994b: 303). Despite this, Ball asserted that in practice,

local associations were generally co-operative and worked with the professionals. The

problem though, was an inability of the centre to correct weak performance; ultimately, it
lacked effective sanctions (1994b: 262-3).

The electoral onus attached to associations meant that intra-party democracy was
'inappropriate’ and largely shunned by the hierarchy (Byrd 1987: 218). Ingle speculated
that there was a lack of demand for policy input (1987: 61). However, Whiteley et al
noted the desire to attract members willing to contribute financially and campaign, but
who wished no active policy-making involvement. They argued that the structure and
culture of the party provided no real outlets for this (1994: 28). Nevertheless, there were
numerous attempts to make the party more democratic, but these were destined for
failure. In 1969, Greater London Young Conservatives produced a pamphlet Set the Party
Free, which described the Conservative Party as 'one of the least democratic
organisations in Britain outside the Freemasons' (1969: 20). It sought greater powers for
the National Union to curb those of Central Office, a less stage-managed conference and
more focus on political activities and issues throughout the voluntary party (Tether
1996a: 108). Whilst inevitably no action was forthcoming, it did lead to the Chelmer
Committee inquiry, which reported in 1972. This recommended enhanced policy
discussion, but mechanisms needed to achieve it were quietly ignored (Ingle 1987: 61).
This led Seyd to conclude that the party leadership and professionals were only prepared
for reform and greater democracy in order to improve electoral efficiency; any challenge
to the balance of power was refused (1975: 235).! Despite this setback, the Charter
Movement pressed on with regular newsletters and demands for more elected party
officials. It established a Party Reform Steering Committee in 1992 to campaign for one
half of the personnel on the National Union Executive Committee to be directly elected

by members and for the National Union to take responsibility for central finances, but



these again were ignored (Whiteley et al 1994: 33). In the modern era, the quest was
perpetuated by the Campaign for Conservative Party Democracy and ConservativeHome,

but seemingly with the same outcome.

In the Conservative Party, democracy was deemed subordinate to the indispensability of

leadership: 'hierarchy, respect for, and deference to leaders have been the prevailing

values of Conservatism' (Whiteley et al 1994: 36). This was conditioned by electoral
success and respect for the views of the voluntary party, leading Tether to talk of
conditional trust, rather than deference (1996a: 104-8). Nevertheless, to Ingle the pre-
eminence of the party leader remained 'the defining characteristic of the Consérvative
Party', reflected by 'an ingrained loyalty' in the localities, which was not present within
the Labour Party (1987: 67, 83). To this was added the importance of party unity, nobody
wanting to be accused of splitting the party (Layton-Henry 1976: 400). Hence, Pinto-
Duschinsky concluded that Conservative politics was 'best seen as a continuing series of
feints and manoeuvres between various sections of the party, each seeking to push
forward opinions, each realising however, the immense costs of disunity' (1972: 12).

Organisational change would be a test of this.

Organisational Reform

The Fresh Future reform programme was the organisational responsb to the 1997

election defeat, driven through by new party leader, William Hague. He was enamoured
of New Labour's centralised command model, which was viewed as the cornerstone of its
landslide victory. Change was masterminded by Archie Norman, former chairman and

reviver of Asda supermarkets and a colleague at McKinsey consultants. His approach

reflected business management principles consistent with Hague's vision. Concern was

expressed at senior levels in the party at both the cost and the likely damage to relations
with the voluntary party; Norman though, was more aghast at the resistance to change
from vested interests (Butler and Kavanagh 2002: 42). However, in the membership
consultation exercise, Kelly observed that the leadership was not interested in any

counter-proposals; only those of the centre were for discussion and it would decide the
final version (2003b: 88).



The provisions of Fresh Future would have profound implications for the local parties.

For the first time the party components were united in a single structure with a detailed
formal constitution, a repudiation of the flexible approach of Maxwell Fyfe and

inevitably a future source of organisational rigidity. Importantly, the party leader now

presided over the whole party, rather than just the parliamentary enclave. At the heart of

the reforms was the creation of a governing Party Board, which would act as 'the supreme
decision-making body on all matters relating to party organisation and management', and
which would have strong membership representation (Conservative Party 1998a: 5-6).
However, in its first incarnation, there were only five of seventeen, and in non-executive
positions. The National Union was abolished, but regional offices were also rationalised.
Kelly's appraisal was stark. The board would 'take ultimate control of all party matters

outside Westminster and in essence, centralise power within the extra-parliamentary
party.' As a result, central professionals reinterpreted local activities, 'hijacking' many of
them (2002: 40-41). There were permanent sub-committees for candidate selection,
conference and membership, but generally, the list of activities for oversight was so -

comprehensive that it was difficult to see any room for local initiative.

Emphasis was placed upon reduced 'layers of communication' between members and the
leadership in a flatter structure. The local associations were the 'building blocks of the
renewed and decentralised party' and there was an enhanced role for the constituency
chairman (Conservative Party 1998a: 10). Critically however, the legal autonomy of the
associations was removed, so that they became formally accountable to the centre (Webb
2000a: 196). They were provided with a new set of mostly mandatory rules. In addition,
minimum performance criteria were established under the guise of producing a modern
campaigning force. Failure to achieve the required standards across a range of political
activities laid an association open to direct intervention under the mechanism of
'Supported Associations.! This would bring improvement under the centre's terms; it
would appoint its own representative to manage the association (Conservative Party
1998a: 11). Hence, the centre held sanctions over the localities for the first time, a change

which Whiteley and. Seyd forecasted would transform intra-party relations (2002: 28).

10



Decentralisation was further undermined in more subtle, but equally significant ways.
The centre would take greater responsibility for the recruitment, training and
development of agents, though employment would likely remain local. Although
candidate selection regulations superficially indicated continuing local autonomy, they
were couched in sufficiently vague terms to permit the centre to implement future

changes at will (Conservative Party 1998a: 17-20). Indeed, candidate conduct
underpinned the establishment of an Ethics and Integrity Committee, which was charged

with investigating individuals who brought the party into disrepute. (Conservative Party
1998a: 30). Whilst, the party needed to be able to deal with recalcitrant people, the

manner of the committee's establishment represented another centralising tendency.

Fresh Futuré proudly displayed 'democracy: giving power to the members', suggesting
ownership by them (Conservative Party 1998a: 21). The route was the power to elect the
party leader and representatives to the central board. The latter as noted, was ineffectual.
For the party leader, members were asked to choose from the two remaining candidates
from the parliamentary party's prior process; they had no power of nomination. Kelly was
again scathing, suggesting that this concession had seduced members into surrendering
their autonomy to the party board (2003b: 89). Greater involvement was promised in
policy development, manifested in the new Conservative Policy Forum (CPF), which
replaced the CPC. Despite some member participation, Cowley and Quayle noted there
was scarcely any 'direct and measurable impact' (2002: 52). Furthermore, membership
ballots were introduced, but this was a cynical manipulation of the perceived more
deferential passive members; they were, though, rarely used and the response rate was
relatively poor..2 Kelly observed that all five candidates in the 1997 leadership election
stressed party unity and intra-party democracy, but critically, with the former taking
precedence in order to ensure electoral viability. Power was thus to be skewed towards

the leadership to enhance its strategic autonomy; democracy was a means to an end
(2003b: 84-5). This was reinforced by Lees-Marshment and Quayle, who concluded that

the democratic component was constrained by the move towards greater centralisation of

power and was simply part of a quest to make the party appear more market-orientated
and electorally attractive (2001: 211).

11



Fresh Future was a clear break with past organisational practice. Hague's stated intention
was 'to revive the greatest political party of this century so that it is equipped to provide
our nation with leadership and good government in the new millennium' (Conservative
Party 1998a: 4). Hitherto, Ball had noted that the party chairman was charged with

organising election victory without any control over the efforts of the local parties
(1994a: 176). Fresh Future was therefore an attempt to more closely align national and
local aims and interests. However, it was questionable whether it was the solution to
organisational renewal or was simply a leadership ruse to enhance its power. In trying to
emulate Labour, a confused command structure emerged at Central Office (Seldon and
Snowdon 2005a: 252). Furthermore, by reducing local morale, the reforms may have
contributed to the party's dismal performance at the 2001 general election; area campaign

directors were over-stretched, area researchers redundant and in many northern cities, the

organisation was vapid (Kelly 2002: 38).

A further tailing off of members and activity led after the 2005 election to the 4 21*
Century Party 'consultation' paper, proposing further organisational change. This marked
a move towards even greater centralisation, showing that the leadership had not learned
any lessons. Hence, local antipathy towards the proposals did not prevent the centre from
taking steps to implement some of them. Aside from the attempt to recover the

parliamentary party's sole right to select the party leader, the document proposed a radical

change to the position of local associations through their re-conception as franchises.’

Their role would be defined in terms of contractual rights and responsibilities in a similar

manner to business practices seen in fast-food and rent-a-car chains. Part of the package

was the grouping of constituencies to form larger entities covering more than one
constituency and the abolition of the historic 'association' title in favour of, for example,
the 'Leicester Conservative Party'. The notion of supported status was also strengthened
to make it easier for the board to find reason for intervention and to do so (Conservative
Party 2005a: 6-11). The paper exuded central managerial control and was the antithesis of
voluntarism. Franchising has not been implemented in name, but grouping has been

aggressively pursued to reap campaign efficiencies; the propensity to group had been

12



vaguely set in voluntary terms in the 1998 constitution (Conservative Party 1998b: 10). It
s clear that the centre has been doggedly pursuing business practices within the party

organisation, with the potential for tension with local activists. Under David Cameron's

leadership, there have been no further proposals for structural change, but strategically he
has sought to professionalise the local procedures regarding candidate selection to

address the under-representation of women, black and ethnic minority people in the

parliamentary ranks. Again, consultation with the membership was ignored so that upset

emanated.

Research Objectives
Central to this study is organisational reform within the Conservative Party. It is

acknowledged that its developments were largely a competitive response to those that had
taken place within the Labour Party. However, whilst a comparative study reflecting this

would be of high academic value, the approach taken in this dissertation is to examine

internal relationships within the Conservative Party.

Ontologically, parties retain their position as a key pillar of liberal democracy, so that
their organisations require careful examination. This need is enhanced as a result of the
clear trend of membership decline at a time when there has been a resurgence of interest
in the importance of local constituencies as key electoral battlegrounds. However, the
traditional academic approach to assessing organisation is narrow, as it tends to

emphasise local structures and people numbers. Such a stance is also inherently top-

down; activists are invariably seen as actors to be accommodated by the leadership in its
desire to maximise strategic autonomy. Hence, it was deemed important to delve more
deeply into the party organisation to analyse its facets more broadly. The actual impact of
central initiatives on party activists has largely been ignored. In the Conservative Party,
organisational reform presented a direct challenge to the capacity of the local parties to
sustain autonomy, here defined as the right of self-government or self-determination. The
three research questions, detailed below, will thus be addressed from the local
perspective, with a focus on the views and behaviour of local activists; they are an under-

researched aspect of British politics. Whilst they will be augmented by the views of

13



regional professionals, the potential for bias is acknowledged as professionals operating

out of Central Office do not form a part of this study.

It needs to be further acknowledged that the period under consideration is from the 1997
defeat until 2007, a time when the Conservative Party was in the political doldrums. The
empirical work inevitably reflects this. Underlying each research question are issues

concerning the purpose of party organisation and how it should be organised.

. How has the Conservative Party responded organisationally to the crushing electoral
reversal of 19977

This study will confine itself to the Westminster electoral context. The basic assumption
is that dominance of the national legislature remains the party's primary aim. Whilst
minor parties have undergone solid development, the single member plurality electoral
system imposes a high threshold, to a large extent protecting the position of the two
major parties (Mitchell 2005: 167). Nevertheless, the Conservative Party has had to come
to terms with political change. Fresh Future was the organisational response, but the
document evinced restructuring; it seemingly neglected rejuvenation of people-related

issues. Hence, the changing role and effectiveness of the local parties will be addressed.

2. To what extent has the power afforded to the leadership by the 1998 party

constitution impacted upon the traditional autonomy of the local Conservative

constituency associations?

Fresh Future provided the centre with the right of intervention into the constituency
associations, particularly where they were deemed to be under-performing. The study
will identify the extent to which encroachment has taken place and hence will provide an
assessment of central attempts at co-ordination. As such, it raises the issue of the
alignment of national and local aims and interests. Fresh Future, and more recently
David Cameron's candidate changes, sought this outcome. The contemporary role and

power of local activists will therefore be addressed.
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3. What are the implications of the Conservative Party's revised organisational

settlement for the academic models of party evolution?

The electoral-professional model (Panebianco 1988), could be construed as a foundation
of modern thinking on party organisation, at least from the top-down perspective. The
model though, represents one rung on the ladder of party evolution from Duverger (1959)
through to contemporary authors such as Carty (2004). Most emphasise the importance of
leadership and largely dismiss politically, the party membership. However, a growing
body of work has attempted to alter the way it is perceived (e.g. Seyd and Whiteley 1992;
Whiteley et al 1994; Denver and Hands 1997). This dissertation seeks to augment this,

through an organisational examination of the Conservative Party. In this vein, the study
commenced by taking a hypothetico-deductive stance consistent with Popper’s (1959)
thests, thereby with a view to the falsification of the electoral-professional model within
the British context. However, it became apparent that, notwithstanding Panebianco’s
assertion that ‘no party completely fits the electoral-professional type’ (1988: 265), both
it and Carty’s (2004) franchise concept, with its fixed contract, were too rigid and
impractical. The models did not grasp adequately either the evidence that was
materialising from talking to people on the ground or the apparent complex reality that is
the Conservative Party. Hence, this was deemed to require an inductive-type study to
unravel. The resultant model proposed in this dissertation reflects this, as it emerged from

the empirical data to provide an interpretation of the new Conservative organisational

settlement following the reform programme.

By adopting an organisational perspective, the three research questions are addressed
from a different, bottom-up angle. The research is confined to the salient organisational
activities and hence does not explicitly address policy development. Following this
organisational direction, use is made of management models as organising narratives.
These permit an understanding of the softer, nuanced dimensions of power and hence
how it manifests itself within the modern Conservative Party. The primary model in this

respect is the McKinsey 7-S Framework (Peters and Waterman 1982), which addresses

15



organisational effectiveness, but beyond the traditional strategy and structure variables. In
addition, Porter’s (1980) ‘Five Forces’ model of industry structure is employed in the
literature chapter as an expedient way of collating the micro-environmental criticisms of
the influential party evolution models, particularly those of Kirchheimer (1966) and
Panebianco (1988).

Methodology

The research design for addressing the research questions is qualitative. This reflects an
epistemological position that the approach to understanding parties as grassroots
organisations, and to delving into their many facets, requires a design that permits a
dialogue with the relevant actors locally. A qualitative stance allows an examination of
the perspectives of those people who run the local parties and their interpretations of the
political world as they see it. There have been relatively few qualitative studies of
Conservative constituency associations, and even then they tend to be of specific
associations (e.g. Bealey et al 1965; Holt and Turner 1968; Tether 1980). Much of the
research has instead employed aggregate survey data (e.g. Whiteley et al 1994; Denver
and Hands 1997). This has generated analysis of the socio-economic characteristics,
motivations and attitudes of members. However, the unit of analysis was typically the
individual member, rather than any structural element of the party. Furthermore, in
asking participants to respond to preordained questions, this strategy does not permit an

examination of how the organisation actually works. The identification of nuances in
power structures and relationships was deemed to require a more flexible approach,

where themes could be explored and developed. A more qualitative design was thus

appropriate.

The primary data collection was semi-structured interviews with eight local officers in
each of four constituency associations, together with agents where present, and area
chairmen. Regional professionals were also interviewed, in order to acquire the counter
perspective. The interviews were scheduled for approximately one hour per respondent;
although some were more expansive. Secondly, to the constituency interviewees, a short

self-completed questionnaire was administered to discover their skills and level of
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political activity. Thirdly, a request was made to each constituency chairman for access to
the executive council minutes for a twelve-month period to gauge the types of activity
that associations focused upon. Three acquiesced; High Peak declined. Somerton and
Frome provided much extra material. Fourthly, financial analysis required the acquisition

of annual reports and accounts. This was undertaken through a stratified sample
conducted nationally, the constituencies being selected in a quasi-random, systematic
manner. Stratification was by type of constituency (safe, close, marginal) and by party

incumbency (Conservative, opposition). The data used was for the years 2004-5,

reflecting the period prior to the 2005 general election, when fundraising and campaign
expenditure reached a peak. Finally, additional material was provided by the secretary of
the local association in the author's constituency. He was also able to attend a number of
party events and meetings, which enabled some participant observation data to be

obtained. A broad array of research tools was therefore utilised for triangulation

purposes.

The selection of appropriate constituency associations was the critical component of the
qualitative research design. It was decided to focus on marginal seats that the
Conservative Party needed to win at the next general election; it was upon these that the
centre was likely to exert the most pressure in order to achieve its strategic aims. Power
relationships would be more strongly indicated in these constituencies. As noted above,
historically the centre had continued to chip away at local autonomy to enhance its
control; the erosion of the local competitive advantage in member numbers and finance
pointed to a potential to expedite this process. Moreover, organisational reform reflected
a central desire to emulate the Labour Party’s central command model. Local
performance criteria, greater control of agents and the assumption of central
responsibility over a wide range of local activities were hallmarks of this approach. In
addition, there was some evidence of greater central co-ordination of local campaigns,
although within the Conservative Party it had thus far had limited electoral impact
(Denver et al 2003b; Fisher et al 2006). These initiatives pointed to a strong desire for
organisational renewal, but as determined by the centre. Hence, in the marginal

constituencies, there was likely to be scope for numerous organisational and political
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nuances occurring. Activists would inevitably have different interpretations of the
dynamics of organisational change to professionals. In focusing on marginal
constituencies however, it needs to be acknowledged that politically, activists in safe
Conservative seats, being in a stronger position, may have adopted a harder stance over

1ssues such as candidate selection.

The core issue in the decision concerning constituency association choice was the need to
enhance data validity. Validity refers to the capacity of the research instrument to
produce convincing results that reflect the true position (Sarantakos 1998: 78) of the
Conservative Party, and thereby thoroughly address the research questions. There are,

inevitably, practical constraints in a qualitative design, a primary purpose of which is

focus on the subjective accounts of individuals: interviews are necessarily lengthy and
time-consuming, so that it would not be feasible to interview a large number of people

(Devine 1995: 142). The narrowness of the sample of qualitative interview respondents,
when compared to, for example, survey data, would additionally have implications for
the external validity notion of the generalisability of the results. This problem is
magnified by the issue of sample representativeness, which cannot be fully achieved
through a small number of respondents from a non-probability based sampling frame.
Thus, Miles and Huberman (1994) refer instead, in qualitative studies, to credibility,
trustworthiness and authenticity of the data. Credibility can be improved by a quest to
achieve diversity in case selection, thereby enabling the researcher to tap into a network

of local people from various backgrounds, with varying levels of responsibility and
interest (Devine 1995: 142).

Derived from the above discussion, constituency selection embraced three primary

criteria. Firstly, constituency marginality: seats currently held by opposition parties
would indicate power relationships through the key issues of candidate selection, finance
and campaign strategy. Marginality was defined as the majority over the nearest
challenger being less than 10%. Secondly, diversity: this would be achieved through a
mix of Labour- and Liberal Democrat-held, northern and southern, and urban and rural

seats; the latter were also distinguished by type, reflecting city/town and
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agriculture/tourism respectively. The presence of different types of local council would
also add to diversity. Thirdly, they needed to be accessible in practical terms. In addition
to these basic needs, a number of desirable characteristics were sought, including:
resource strength (people and money), property ownership, branch activity, Patrons Club,
grouping possibilities, and boundary review activity. This resulted in four constituencies
providing access for the study: Derby North and High Peak in the East Midlands, and
Cheltenham, and Somerton and Frome in the South West. As will be shown below, these
constituencies possess very distinctive characteristics and hence provided a good basis

for exploring the research questions.

Derby North is a city constituency with an industrial outlook: Rolls Royce (engines),
Toyota (motor cars) and Alstrom (heating) are large employers in the city, but it also
retains a strong railway heritage. Labour prevailed in 1997 for the first time since 1983.
Boundary changes have deprived the constituency of good Conservative wards, with the
result that it is now considered a three-way marginal. It forms part of a merged local
association, firstly with the Labour stronghold Derby South, and more recently with the
new Mid Derbyshire, deemed to be a potentially safe Conservative seat. There was a
constituency office and part-time secretary, but no agent. In the general election year of
2005, the association had 458 members and a financial turnover of £36,930. Its net assets
were £45,100, but this included a substantial legacy, without which it would have
struggled; there was no property ownership. The association had 16 branches, plus a
Patrons’ Club. Finally, it was structured in an unusual way, which reflected its merged

status. The overall entity had the designated three senior officers of chairman, deputy

political and campaigning, and deputy membership and fundraising, but the officer team
also included three deputy chairmen campaigning. These people acted as chairmen of the

individual constituencies for general election and candidate selection purposes; they were

augmented by deputy chairmen.

High Peak is located in North-West Derbyshire. Its Labour MP has been in place since
1997. Prior to that, with the exception of one parliament (1966-70), the seat had been

Conservative since 1910. Boundary changes were adverse, but the party still expected to
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win at the next general election. The constituency is largely agricultural, but also
encompasses the Peak District National Park, thereby attracting much tourist and leisure
trade. The main town is Buxton, famous for its mineral water, but there are several
smaller prime settlements. Structurally, the association remained a stand-alone one. This

can be partly explained by its position as an East Midlands constituency, but with closer

links to Manchester and the North West. It possessed a long-standing constituency office,

which it owned, and which occupied a prominent postition. There was a secretary, but no
agent; the PPC was undertaking the agent duties. In 2005, it had 555 members across
seven branches. Its Patrons’ Club had been recently relaunched. Turnover was £57,817,

with non-property net assets of £7,764.

Cheltenham is a fairly affluent urban constituency located in the Cotswolds. It has been
held by the Liberal Democrats since 1992, when the black candidate John Taylor was
controversially beaten, after racist remarks by a local member. Apart from an
Independent Conservative who sat from 1937-1950, it had been Conservative since 1911.
The Government Communications establishment is the major employer. In addition, there
are high-profile service sector companies, notably building societies and insurance, and
large aerospace and electronics concerns. The association forms part of the loose
Gloucestershire group of six constituencies, which retain their individual identities.
Consequently, it helped to fund a modern, well-equipped group office containing three
agents and other staff. As an independent association, the officer structure followed the

constitutional model, though the group as a whole had an overseeing committee. In 2005,

the association had 789 members, eight branches and a Patrons’ Club. It had a turnover of

£43,974 and net assets of £2,843, but no property ownership.

Somerton and Frome is an unusual constituency. It was created in 1983 as a concoction
of large parts of two former constituencies and geographically, at almost 900 square
miles, is one of the largest in England. Because of its origin, local councillors are fairly
evenly split between Mendip and South Somerset councils. North-south rivalry is hence a
problem to constituency management. There has been a Liberal Democrat MP since

1997, an event that was looked upon with disbelief by the largely elderly membership.
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Indeed, the constituency generally, is relatively densely populated with retired people.
Agriculture, particularly dairy, forms a primary source of employment. The main
settlement of Frome in the north has a more diverse base, but equally is regarded as a
commuter town for Bath, Bristol and organisations in adjacent constituencies. Essentially
though, the constituency is rural with a scattering of small towns and villages so that
countryside issues are prominent. Structurally, the association had controversially entered
into a joint-working relationship with neighbouring Wells. It shared the Wells agent and
office, leaving open the question of whether its former constituency office in Wincanton
would be disposed. In 2005, its 1149 members meant that it was one of the Conservative

Party's leading associations. It had 29 branches, a turnover of £103,636 and non-property
net assets of £12,389. It also had a Patrons’ Club.

Chapter Outline
The dissertation commences with a literature review, which addresses the distribution of

power within political parties. This incorporates both the oligarchy and evolution strands,
but is further supplemented by issues concerning party membership. Four chapters of
empirical data are then presented. Chapter two undertakes an analysis of the Conservative
Party organisation using the McKinsey 7-S Framework. This permits an exploration of
softer people issues as well as structural concerns. Chapter three examines the impact of
reform on Conservative Party finance. It explores local financial capability and sources of
central encroachment, Chapter four extends the capability dimension to local
campaigning. Critically, in light of this, it addresses the propensity of the centre to direct

local campaigns. Chapter five continues this theme, by discussing the impact of changes

to the candidate selection process, a jealously guarded local activity. This empirical
material is synthesised in chapter six to provide an interpretation of how the Conservative
Party responded organisationally to defeat and the impact on local autonomy. From the

analysis, a new model of party evolution is proposed. This is evaluated politically and
with respect to the academic literature. An agenda for further research follows from this

discussion.

Conclusion to Study
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From the empirical data, three centrally-influenced organisational themes emerged: the
right of political determination, the development of political capability and the approach
to party management. These formed the basis for the ‘managerial-network model’, which
explained the Conservative Party’s response to defeat, including the dismantling of local
autonomy. It is also put forward as a new organisational settlement for a sustainable
future. It builds upon Panebianco’s electoral-professional stance, but recognises the non-
substitutability of certain local activities, and hence the importance of local parties. It
offers a more flexible approach to party organisation development than the present

models discussed in the academic literature.
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' This was also strongly indicated in the leadership election following John Major's resignation in 1997, See
next section. .

* Hague employed the ballot mechanism on four occasions to decide upon his leadership, Fresh Future,
Euro policy and the draft manifesto, However, all were presented in yes-no format with no options. Turnout
was 44%, 33%, 60% and 16% respectively (Kelly 2002: 40). Aside from leadership selection ballots, the
only other time the mechanism was employed was for David Cameron's mission statement Built to Last
when the turnout was 27% ('A good day to bury Built to Last', ConservativeHome 19 September 2006). In
all cases the membership have endorsed the leadership's position.

? The political pressure that emanated from the 4 21*' Century Party proposals eventually led to the
Constitutional College, comprising MPs/MEPs, peers, members of the party board, association chairmen,
area and regional officers, and other senior voluntary officers, voting upon, and rejecting, the changes to
the leadership rules only; the organisational reforms were decoupled from it (Bale 2010: 266-7).
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Chapter One

Literature Review: The Distribution of Power within Political Parties
This chapter examines the salient literature concerning the distribution of power within
political parties. It concentrates on the two leading British parties, recognising that those
with expectations of electoral success typically encounter different tensions and
constraints from those without such aspirations (Schlesinger 1984: 374). Underlying the
debate are questions concerning the purpose of party organisation and how it is, and
indeed should be, organised. The relative position of the local parties is inherent to this.
Rose identified two approaches. The 'top-down' model stressed the electoral dimension
through the services they undertake for the central party. Alternatively, the 'bottom-up'
model considers local political activity to be the foundation of party politics. Hence,
'party headquarters is an institution to co-ordinate their actions, but not direct them.' He
saw British parties adopting the former approach, pinpointing the constituency
association as the basic unit; the latter would give greater prominence to the local

community or constituency ward (1974: 148).

In the Conservative Party, local autonomy was an important condition. It reflected the
critical organisational tension, articulated by Maor as 'the trade-off between the freedom
of action enjoyed by the party leadership and the constraints which derive from
maintaining a strong and active party organisation' (1997: 92). This will be addressed in
the first part of the chapter through a consideration of the ‘oligarchy’ strand. Both Michels
(1915) and McKenzie (1963) concluded strongly in favour of leadership ascendancy,
vehemently downplaying the importance of the local parties. The 'evolutionary' literature
largely concurred. It purported to explain the movement of parties from one type of
organisation to another in order to adapt to changing political conditions. The models of
Duverger (1959), Kirchheimer (1966), Epstein (1967), Panebianco (1988), Katz and Mair
(1995) and Carty (2004) are especially relevant and will be appraised. Most studied
parties from a top-down, political viewpoint, with the organisational dimension

underplayed. Membership issues though cannot be neglected; these will be examined in

the final section.
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The Dominance of Oligarchy
The focus of this section will be the work of McKenzie (1963) whose British Political

Parties has framed academic thinking on power relations.

1. McKenzie's Thesis

McKenzie conducted a detailed assessment of power relations at the national level 1n
Britain's main political parties and concluded that 'in practice final authority rests in both

parties with the parliamentary party and its leadership. In this fundamental respect the
distribution of power within the two major parties is the same' (1963: 635). Little

prominence was afforded to local activists and members. In arriving at this judgement, he

acknowledged primarily Michels (1915).

Drawing upon evidence particularly from the German Social Democratic Party, Michels
questioned the association between democracy and organisation. Importantly, he
discounted the fear of Ostrogorski (1902) that party leaders would effectively become
servants of the extra-parliamentary party. Political parties were large and complex
organisations that required hierarchically organised bureaucratic systems to cope with the
scale of administration. This in turn necessitated a concentration of power at the top of
the organisation, thereby weakening that of the grass roots membership (Lipset 1962: 16).
To Michels, 'it is organisation which gives birth to the dominion of the elected over the

electors, of the mandataries over the mandators, of the delegates over the delegators. Who

says organisation, says oligarchy' (1915/1962: 365).

Oligarchy was intrinsic to politics. LaPalombara asserted that 'a political party is a formal
organisation whose self-conscious, primary purpose is to place and maintain in public
office persons who will control, alone or in coalition, the machinery of government'

(1974: 509). For this, Max Weber pointed out that the essence of politics was struggle,

whereby the party was attuned to the acquisition of social power. Therefore, 'since a party

always struggles for political control, its organisation too is frequently strict and

authoritarian’ (1968: 938-9). This posed a challenge to the notion of intra-party

democracy. Michels's 'iron law of oligarchy' portrayed this as a 'mere chimera' (Teorell
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1999: 363). This followed Ostrogorski's (1902) view that democracy in this sense was
destructive and led to mediocrity. If parties were accountable to their members, then
inevitably their accountability to voters was diluted. Schattschneider indeed, concluded

that ‘'democracy is not to be found in the parties but between the parties' (1942: 60).

This perspective underpinned McKenzie's thesis. The core of parliamentary government
was a 'vertical chain of responsibility' from the cabinet to the electorate. Accountability
was to the latter, rather than to any extra-parliamentary body. In the Conservative Party,
policy concessions were made to backbench supporters, member influence being merely
indirect in nature (1963: 645, 642). As a result, the parliamentary party enjoyed a high
degree of autonomy. This was reinforced by its historically successful record in office
and also by the fact that the establishment of the party organisation was itself a direct
response to a political development: the extension of the electoral franchise (1963: 6338).
McKenzie's stance was .consistent with the elite model of democracy. He accepted
Schumpeter's (1952) critique of the classical concept, which argued that the notion of
members of parliament reflecting and articulating the will of the people was unrealistic.
To McKenzie, this ignored the importance of political leadership. The electorate's task
was to judge the competence of party elites; its role was 'not to reach decisions on
specific issues of policy, but to decide which of two or more competing teams of political
leaders shall make the decisions'. The membership organisation's responsibility was to
provide support, by developing and maintaining the candidates for the leadership, from
which the electorate would periodically choose (1963: 645-7). Intra-party democracy

could undermine this process. For democracy to function effectively, oligarchy within

party organisations was a pre-requisite.

However, oligarchic tendencies would not negate democracy, but would be located as a
‘condition occupying the ground between pure democracy and pure autocracy' (May
1965: 419). This was supported by Barnes, who argued that leaders had to operate with
local officials they had not appointed or chosen and contend with events over which they
had little control. In addition, he noted that parties were essentially voluntary

organisations, members always having the ultimate sanction of becoming inactive, or
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leaving the party altogether. (1967: 6-7). This inferred a dependency relationship between
leaders and members, the strength of which was underpinned by electoral resource needs.
Hirschman (1970) though, suggested that 'exit' would not necessarily occur, as the
decision to do so must be credible; for example, through the availability of an alternative
party or other political vehicle. Instead, 'loyalty' could encourage individuals to remain
inside and fight through efforts to enhance 'voice.' Far from strict oligarchy, there was the
suggestion of a more dynamic set of intra-party relationships. Nevertheless, oligarchic

tendencies would prevail, as irritating proposals from below would be repelled. Party
officials and members of parliament, elevated to the 'power elite', would acquire their

own political outlooks and would seek to protect both their own position and the stability

of the organisation as a whole (Lipset 1962: 17-18).

Oligarchy to Michels was the product of technical and psychological factors. Technically,
it was underpinned by the 'indispensability of leadership' (1915/1962: 364). Leaders were
formally positioned to assess the organisation's resource and co-ordination requirements.
They were also able to strengthen their own grip through the acquisition of resources
typically not available to occupationally time and energy constrained members. These
included superior knowledge, control over the formal means of internal communication
and skills in the art of politics (Lipset 1962: 16-17). Leaders could thus aspire to greater
professionalism, which psychologically led members to defer to them for direction and
guidance (Michels 1915/1962: 365). McKenzie employed both types in support of his
assertion that for the Conservative Party, 'it would be difficult to envisage a more tight-
knit system of oligarchical control of the affairs of a political party' (1963: 291). This
caused barely a ripple in the party, as it largely concurred with the prevailing view, but
the inevitability of leadership dominance aroused controversy in the Labour Party,

through its policy-orientated conference process (Kavanagh 1985: 6-7).

McKenzie maintained that in the Conservative Party, the legitimate authority of the
leader was paramount, the key to its understanding, as he retained 'sole ultimate
responsibility for the formulation of the policy and electoral programme of his party’

(1963: 21-2). Monarchical and baronial models have been advanced to explain this
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position. In the former, the components of the organisation fell under the authority of the
party leader, or in a modified form, a small leadership group. The latter was more diverse.
Whilst there was inherent loyalty to the leadership, 'bargaining and occasional conflict
occurred instead of total direction from the top. Rose argued that the baronial model was
more appropriate to British parties, suggesting that 'each part of the party is supreme
within a given area of competence' (1974: 158-65). Lagroye pointed to a hard core of
experienced and knowledgeable activists who developed close contacts with leadership
groups to the extent that they had 'a key role in the life of the party at crucial moments'
(1989: 368). Nevertheless, the leader role was often more important than organisation or
ideology, so that it became a major source of party vitality (Blondel 1978: 160). Hence,
although operating under constraints, Ingle concluded that the Conservative leader
retained a fundamental strength and enjoyed 'considerable personal prestige' throughout
the party. He thus concurred with McKenzie that 'this pre-eminence remains the defining

characteristic' of the party (1987: 67).

McKenzie recognised that oligarchy was not an iron law as leaders could not ignore the
'moods and aspirations' of the membership. In the Conservative Party, policy formulation
was never intended as a membership priority, but on account of their efforts locally, the
leadership was obliged to take account of their views, albeit in an advisory capacity
(1963: 226). Instances where the voluntary party achieved significant influence were rare,
as the twin notions of leadership and discipline tended to dissuade such practice (1963:
638). In essence, McKenzie regarded local parties as electoral machines, whose main

function was 'to conduct propaganda and to raise funds with a view to securing the

election of Conservatives to public bodies' (1963: 244). Their impotence was consistently
reinforced by his finding that the three critical party functions, policy, finance and
candidates, were under the control of the leader or his appointees (1963: 290). Overall, he
confidently concluded that members were 'content to be the voluntary servants of the

parliamentary party' and that 'in an analysis of the distribution of power within the party,
they are of little importance' (1963: 258).

2. Critique of McKenzie
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Policy development rather than organisation is the common focus of criticism of
McKenzie. For Labour, Beer (1965) contended that policies such as nationalisation were
largely influenced by conference. Moreover, in his study of the Wilson governments,
Minkin acknowledged leadership dominance in policy formulation and implementation,
but argued that trade union input and the complexity of party procedures were under-
emphasised. Hence, 'there is no simple categorisation of the distribution of power within
the conference policy process which does justice to its subtlety and variability' (1978:
317). Indeed, conference power was magnified when the party was in opposition, as
leaders then lacked 'authority and patronage' (Kavanagh 1985: 16). Contemporary authors
offered further support, despite the Blair reforms, which were designed to weaken the

power of trade unions and activists through the empowerment of the ordinary members

by one-member-one-vote and through innovations such as the National Policy Forum and
the Joint Policy Committee.” Shaw (2002) showed that once in government, as long as
the trade unions remained affiliated, the leadership would be unable to achieve any
monopoly over policy. Moreover, Russell found that whilst their formal power had been
diluted, it was still 'exercised formally and informally at many different levels' (2005:
262). She further argued that power became more widely distributed, as the reform
process itself involved compromise and negotiation, and was not wholly controlled by the
leadership. It was the perception of change that was important, as it strove to make the
party electorally competitive (2005; 282, 256). Conferences therefore, became 'media
events, stage-managed for television and part of a permanent election campaign ... a

good conference is defined by managers as one which does not have unseemly divisions

or, if they do occur, results in an overwhelming victory for the leadership' (Kavanagh
1996a: 28-9).

Historically, the Conservative conference was relatively uncontroversial, labelled as a
'public relations exercise' (Ingle 1987: 58), and a 'party rally' (Maor 1997: 131). Emphasis
was placed upon 'party unity, morale and publicity' rather than policy-making (Webb
2000a: 194). Attendees acted as representatives rather than mandated delegates (Byrd
1987: 218-9). However, Kelly contested this outlook, suggesting that the stage-managed

rally was a centre-left comparison with Labour. He identified a 'conference system’
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involving secondary gatherings, such as those of Conservative women and local
councillors, which permitted members 'hidden' policy influence. Senior politicians
attended to listen as well as to speak at these events. Differences of opinion were thus
ironed out prior to the main conference or else were transmitted subtly during it. Party
unity considerations served to translate concerns into a collective expression of 'mood’,
which recognised mutual trust between the membership and the leadership (1989: 184-
88: 1997: 241). Dissent occurred when activist anxieties were ignored; the bitter fallout
from the Europe debate in 1992 being a prime example (Kavanagh 1998: 32). Kelly
acknowledged this by partially attributing it to a sharp fall in secondary conference
attendance (2001: 332), but also citing it as evidence of the waning of 'loyalty' as the
party's secret competitive weapon (1997: 243). Whiteley et al though, argued that Kelly
was overgenerous regarding membership influence. They questioned the measurability of
'mood’ and 'atmosphere’ and hence their impact (1994: 35). These concepts were abstract
and thus open to misinterpretation. Nevertheless, their importance could be associated
with the leader's speech. Here, Thatcher's position was usually strengthened through

articulating her popular brand of Conservatism, whereas for Heath and Major, it was seen

as a barometer for their continuing leadership (Kavanagh 1996a: 31).

With respect to organisation, McKenzie could be accused of over-simplification by
delineating the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary parties as unitary bodies. Instead,
Medding stressed that a party's complexity and diversity was central to understanding
'many of the nuances and subtle forms of power and influence.' Parties, he argued,

contained an array of groups defined by religion, ethnicity, region, ideology, commercial

sector and so forth, and made decisions on varied activities such as campaign planning,
finance, candidates and policy, typically involving different personnel (1970: 15).
Kavanagh added that often, power struggles involved alliances across such groups (1985:

12). Brand though, countered that McKenzie's acknowledgement of members
incorporated this; for him, it was merely a degree of emphasis (1989: 117). Moreover,
McKenzie was writing in the 1950s and 1960s, when Britain was a classic two-party
polity.> It was probably why he also omitted any consideration of the electoral system

from his thesis; it ‘allows voters to choose between two alternative governing teams and
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then subsequently hold them accountable' (Mitchell 2005: 161). Here, one-party
domination of government often arises; oligarchic tendencies within party organisations
could become stronger in such circumstances as leaderships were not engaged in
coalition building (von Beyme 1985: 239). Ultimately for McKenzie, membership

organisation was a support. This conclusion surfaces strongly in the 'evolution’ literature.

The Early 'Evolutionary' Theorists
Writers from the 'evolutionary' strand were interested in party adaptation to electoral

needs and the ability of the leadership to accommodate the party organisation accordingly
(Maor 1997: 93); oligarchy was seen in this light. The foundation for analysis was
Duverger. He distinguished structurally between cadre and mass parties. The cadre
consisted of groups of political elites who employed their status, campaign skills and
access to financial resources in order to secure election victory. Quality was deemed
more 1mportant than numbers and operations were conducted in a top-down manner.
Parties of the right, often originating before the concession of universal suffrage, usually
assumed this form. This was in contrast to the mass party concept, later adopted by
Socialist parties. Here, members were actively sought for the political education of the
working class and for obtaining subscriptions to provide campaign funds, thereby
replacing 'the capitalist financing of electioneering by democratic financing.! Leaders
were elected by the membership and hence were answerable to them, but such influence
did not mean that complete democracy was implied. Indeed paradoxically, such parties
tended to be more centralised and closely-knit than their more autonomous cadre type.
Duverger contended that over time the mass concept would come to dominate as elitist
parties would seek members to discharge campaign activities and form a political and
financial support network (1959: 63-7).

However, Epstein challenged this position, maintaining that future party development
would imitate the elite model. Duverger largely confined his analysis to West European
parties, thereby understating their American counterparts (1967: 6-7). Epstein rectified
this. Instead of 'contagion from the left!, where parties adopted the mass approach for

electoral success, he argued for 'contagion from the right', by suggesting there were
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'strong counter-organisational tendencies represented by the increased use of new
campaign techniques involving mass media, professional skills and large financial
contributions' (1967: 260). Voter reach was prominent in his thesis. Specialists in
advertising, opinion polling, speech writing and organisational management were better
equipped to accomplish this than amateur activists (1967: 234-8).<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>