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Questions Raised by Recent Attempts at
Local Party Reform
Kay Lawson

It is appropriate that my presentation be the last because what I have to
say reflects my experiences in practical politics. For although I am here as a
member of the "Scholarly Perspectives" panel and am indeed a party scholar,
the questions I want to raise are those that have presented themselves to me
as an active member of a reform organization.1
The Northern California Committee for Party Renewal is a state branch
of the National Committee for Party Renewal. It was formed in 1980 with the
goal of strengthening political parties in California as participatory and
purposeful intermediaries (of the citizens of that state). Although many of its
members are party scholars, and draw upon their professional knowledge of
parties to aid the Committee, the Committee is designed as an active reform
group and does not itself produce works of scholarship. At the same time,
however, the scholar•members (and other interested scholars) are welcome to
draw upon the work of the Committee for purposes of scholarly inquiry.
When we do so, as in present paper, it is clear that the Committee's work
raises many interesting questions for the study of local party organizations.
The four I will explore here are the following: First, what� "the local party"
the state organization or the county organization? Second, how and when do
goals of these two levels differ? Third, when they do differ, what methods can
and does each employ to accomplish its ends? Fourth, what role can multi•
partisan academic reform groups play in strengthening grassroots party
democracy?
The Northern California Committee for Party Renewal tends to view
parties from what I have elsewhere termed a linkage prospective: we believe
that parties are the only organizations capable of linking citizens to the state
by selecting officials accountable to substantive but changeable programs that
have been formulated by party members and approved by a majority of the
electorate. We distinguish between the organizational and the public
functions of parties: we believe that although parties themselves may seek
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only to win elections and obtain power, it is the responsibility of the public,
i.e., of the citizens in a democracy, to insist that their parties also perform the
function of linkage. We believe that no other institution can take the place
of parties as agencies of linkage: campaigns and elections have been turned
into spectator sports by entertainment-minded media; individual elected
officials, however well-intentioned, lack the organized support of like-minded
men and women necessary to turn promise into policy; single-issue interest
groups lack the equally necessary breadth of representativeness; and even the
most well-meaning bureaucrats inevitably lose sight of a larger and possibly
changing public interest, limited as they are by the language of statutes
already on the books.
Finally, we believe that it is obvious that democratic linkage must begin
at the base and cannot be imposed from above by national party leaders who
believe they know best the interests of those they would have as followers.
Such leaders can offer realistic advice and substantive help regarding how to
win elections--without which effective linkage is of course impossible--and can
help shape grassroots interests into winning programs. But in a democracy
every citizen is entitled to access to an arena in which a broad range of
interests are articulated and the process of interest aggregation is begun.
That means strong local parties.
So much for our rhetoric. What about our acts? Our job, seeking to
strengthen local parties as agencies of linkage, is especially difficult in
California. The Progressive reforms of 1910-1912 prohibited parties from
participating in city and county elections, established directly elected but all
but powerless county committees, placed the control of the state parties in the
hands of their legislative leaders, and, by establishing the direct primary, took
away the parties' right to choose their own candidates. The legislators used
their power to keep the parties as weak as possible. By 1980 California's
parties were no longer able even to issue endorsements or offer opposition
in primary or local elections and were told, by law, where to hold their state
conventions, when to hold them, and who might attend. Party organization
below the level of the county was limited to "clubs" (Democratic) or
"assemblies" (Republican); both were legally unofficial and neither was
permitted to elect representatives to higher party bodies. As the committee
began its work, California's parties were so weak as to be virtually
nonexistent, particularly at the local level.
The Committee realized it was impossible to strengthen California's
parties so long as the legislators' debilitating control was so strongly enforced
by law. It made no sense to ask those who profited from the status quo to
change it, so we did not take our case to Sacramento: we took it to court.
We sued the state of California for excessive and unconstitutional regulation
of the parties. Our case, which came to be know as March Fong Eu v. San
Francisco County Democrals, argued that state law violated the First
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Amendment in three respects: first, in denying the right to endorse in
primary elections; second, in denying parties the right to endorse in
nonpartisan elections, and third, in imposing on the parties a number of rules
and regulations regarding their conduct of their internal affairs (specifically,
the selection requirements for State Central Committee members, the
stipulation that State Chairs could serve only two year terms and must be
chosen alternately in the northern and southern halves of the state; the
detennination of the time and place of party meetings, and the limits set for
party dues).
Because the Committee itself lacked adequate legal "standing," one of its
first tasks was to find appropriate co-litigants, i.e., party members and units
directly affected by the offending laws. It was at this point that the distinction
between different levels of "local" parties became clear to us: controlled as
they were by legislators (whose exercise of power would be limited by stronger
parties holding them accountable), the State Central Committees of the major
parties refused to join the suit. (Years later, when victory was clearly close
at hand, the Democratic State Central Committee did join the action). Local
Democratic County Committees, however, signed on with amazing alacrity:
within a month the San Francisco, Alameda, Santa Clara and Los Angeles
County Committees were all co-litigants. The Republicans proved much more
cohesive on the matter: it was very difficult to find a Republican County
Committee willing to challenge its state leadership, and it was only after
several weeks of internal contention that the San Francisco Republicans broke
ranks with the state party and joined the suit. The Libertarian Party was the
most cohesive: from the beginning, its statewide organization was one of the
strongest and earliest supporters of the suit, with full backing from its local
units.
The suit was filed in the fall of 1983 and victory was won in the United
States Supreme Court in the spring of 1988. The reasons for the long delay,
and the ups and downs of hearings at one level of the court system after
another have been recounted elsewhere.2 All that need be mentioned here
is that owing to various legal technicalities, by the time the case reached the
highest court, one of the three counts, the denial of the right of parties to
endorse in nonpartisan races, had been dropped.3 But the Court ruled
unanimously that the State of California had failed to show how banning or
opposing party endorsements of primary candidates served the interest of a
stable political system nor how it could "justify regulating a party's internal
affairs without showing that such regulation is necessary to ensure an election
that is orderly and fair.'t4
What is interesting for our purposes here is what happened next, and how
these developments illustrate the importance of distinguishing clearly between
levels of "local" party, recognizing when the goals of these two levels differ,
and identifying the methods each level may employ to accomplish its ends.
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To begin with, the state Republicans, consistent with their earlier refusal
to have anything to do with the case, have refused to employ their new right
to endorse in primary elections. This is their right, of course, but they have
not stopped there. They have also ruled that their county committees may not
issue endorsements, and when the Santa Clara County Republicans defied this
ban, the state Republicans response was to ask the California legislature to
add a clause to the California Electoral Code stating that the Republican
State Central Committee could prohibit or limit the power of county central
committees to endorse and that the Superior Court could issue restraining
orders or injunctions prohibiting such endorsement The bill passed, aided by
the votes of several Democrats, and although patently contrary to the Eu
ruling became law without the Governor's signature as of October 1, 1988.5
The Democrats, on the other hand, took up the challenge and decided to
issue endorsements. However, the procedure they have established is
cumbersome (one-fourth of the party's forty page by-laws is now devoted to
explaining it), and heavily weighted in favor of maintaining centralized control
over the process. In order to be endorsed, incumbents need only a simple
majority, but non-incumbents must gain 60 percent of the vote of caucus
members present and voting at endorsement caucuses meeting during an
"endorsing convention" of the Democratic State Central Committee.6 All
endorsement decisions must be ratified by a majority of the present and voting
members of the Democratic State Central Committee except those for
statewide office (in which case the endorsing caucus is composed of all
members anyway). The Central Committee can decide to endorse a substitute
candidate, from among those earlier considered for endorsement by the
relevant endorsing caucus, once an earlier endorsement has been "vacated" by
nonratification, although such a substitute candidate must receive at least 75
percent of the vote. After the primary, all winners are deemed to be the
endorsed candidates of the party (whether or not previously endorsed) unless
75 percent of the members of the Executive Board object.
In addition to creating endorsement rules that favor incumbents and the
party leadership, the Democrats also established clear limits on endorsement
activities by lower party units. If a County Central Committee wants to give
an independent endorsement to a candidate for statewide partisan public
office it must ask the Executive Board of the State Central Committee for a
"variance," and even if that request is granted, the locally-endorsed candidate
must still go through the regular state endorsement process. Endorsements
for candidates for County Central Committees are not allowed. Any unit of
the party which gives "an independent, unauthorized" endorsement forfeits its
right to representation on the Central Committee "and the privileges and
benefits which may be attached thereto for a period of 12 months from the
time it renders such an endorsement, or the remainder of the term of the
current State Central Committee, whichever is longer."
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The party does aJtow "pre-endorsing conferences" at the regional level.
Any candidate gaining 70 percent or more of the votes at such a meeting may
have his or her name placed on the "consent calendar" of the Central
Committee's endorsing convention, and this calendar is approved by a simple
majority vote. However, a name may be removed from the consent calendar
by any five members of the Central Committee who reside in the district in
question and who file a letter of objection with the State Chair up to ten days
prior to the State Endorsing Convention.7
As one would expect, the net result of such regulations has been massive
re-endorsement of incumbents. In 1988 only one of the Democratic
incumbents running for Congress or state legislative office failed to gain
endorsements, and that candidate nevertheless won the primary and the
general election. In the 1990 gubernatorial race, when the party had no
incumbent in office, the candidate it endorsed (by a margin of two votes) lost
in the primary vote nevertheless, and the winner, fonner San Francisco Mayor
Dianne Feinstein, went on to Jose the general election.
These responses by the major parties also say something about the ability
of multi-partisan academic reform groups to strengthen grassroots party
democracy. So far, the hoped for democratization of the parties has been
only slightly advanced by the endorsement provisions of the Eu decision. The
major parties have either refused to endorse altogether, or kept the process
securely under centralized control, and neither endorsing nor denying
endorsement has yet been shown to have a significant effect on the outcome
of elections. Yet the process does appear to be underway: maverick
Republican County Committees are continuing to fight for endorsement
rights; and Democratic Endorsement Conventions are well attended and
publicized. Grassroots party activists do have a new arena for seeking greater
power within their parties, and some of them are using it.
Similar answers to our four questions can be found in the parties'
response to winning the right to set their own rules and regulations. Here too
the State Central Committees have seen to it that only minor changes have
been made (e.g., the Democrats immediately changed the term of the State
Party Chair from two to four years and eliminated the proviso that the
chairmanship must alternate between northern and southern California). And
the parties' legislators have written new legislation regulating the parties in
a detailed (not to say nit-picking) fashion which appears to be clearly contrary
to the Eu decision.8
The legislators (who continue to control the parties' State Central
Committees) have also used extravagantly dilatory tactics to delay the removal
of even those clauses in the California Elections Code that were specifically
named as unconstitutional by the Eu decision. Even after the victors in the
lawsuit "entered into stipulation," a legal process seeking an order to enforce
a judicial decision, and won an order invalidating (again!) all such sections of
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the Code, the provisions remained in the Code, and continued to be enforced

by county clerks and elections officials who were apparently unaware of either
the decision or the stipulation. In 1990, a bill was introduced to eliminate all
sections of the Code relating to the Republican and Democratic Parties that
had been specifically inva1idated by the Eu decision, plus additional sections
that made no sense without those already invalidated. The Republicans in the
legislature, embroiled in their internal battles over the matter of endorsement,
decided to take no part in this legislation. The bill passed nevertheless in the
Assembly, but when it reached the State Senate questions were raised about
the need to eliminate similar laws regulating the Peace and Freedom,
Libertarian, and American Independent Party as well. Rather than address
that matter, the Senate gutted the bill by amendment: in its final version the
law simply required the State Central Committee of the Democratic Party to
convene in Sacramento after a general election in March rather than between
January and Marchl9
If victory at the level of the U.S. Supreme Court is so slow in producing
effective change, are other means open to would-be reformers? The
Committee put the matter to the test in spring 1991, seeking to rally support
for a change in California's method of delegate selection. Backed by former
Governor Jerry Brown (for reasons undoubtedly his own), the Committee
recommended to the Democratic Party (assuming the Republican Party would
be forced to follow suit) that it select its convention delegates by a mixed
system, half primary and half caucus. Telephone interviews with party leaders
in caucus states convinced Committee members that when properly organized,
the caucus system is more democratic than media-manipulated primaries and
is an effective way of building strong local parties. The idea also appealed to
many in the party who had no particular interest in these goals, simply
because caucus delegates could be chosen in March. California law,
seemingly unchangeable at least for the immediate future, mandates that the
primary be held in June, which means that the nation's largest state usually
has no influence whatsoever on the national outcome. Changing to the mixed
system would give California the voice it now lacks.
However, although the new idea won considerable grassroots support,
particularly in Northern California, and a resolution proposing that a plan for
such a system be formulated and given serious consideration passed at the
Democratic Party's 1991 statewide convention, all the cards proved to be on
the other side. It soon became clear that most of the state party leaders
(including Jerry Brown's successor as chair, Phil Angelides) had no interest
in a system which might change present power arrangements within the party.
The Ad Hoc Delegates Selection Committee appointed by Angelides to carry
out the convention resolution was clearly stacked against the move, and local
party leaders who came to testify at its hearing did not rush to the rescue;
most of them, especialiy in Southern California, said unashamedly that

44

Machine Politics, Sound Bites, and Nostalgia

whatever its advantages it simply sounded like too much work for them. The
Committee's two to one recommendation against shifting to a mixed system
was adopted by voice vote at the June 1991 meeting of the party's Executive
Board.
The Committee's work seeking to strengthen local parties in California
has not given definitive answers to the questions raised in this paper. Our
work does, however, make clear that state and county levels of our parties
may differ significantly and should not be considered indiscriminately as the
"local" party. Furthermore, it suggests an interesting range of tactics that
strongly centralized state party organizations can employ when grassroots
activists, aided and abetted by multi.partisan reform groups, threaten to
challenge their control. And it hints at the likely effectiveness of the various
tactics the latter may seek to employ. Although such has never been more
than a secondary objective of the Committee, its work is raising new questions
for the scholarly study of parties, whatever it may eventually accomplish
regarding its more purposive ends.
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9. Thus amended, the bill, Assembly Bill 4118, passed in the Assembly, was signed by the
governor, and became law as of September 21, 1990. At prc:sc:nt writing it appears California
will at last put its electoral Code in accord with the ruling of the Court. In 1991 a bill
(Assembly Bill 177) was introduced to repeal all laws specifying the times and places for
convening state Democratic, Republican, and Peace and Frc:c:dom central committees as well
as those parts of the electoral Code requiring county central committcc:s to meet in county
courthouses at a specified date or at the call of the county cleric. Assembly Bill rn is expected
to pass.

