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Introduction

There is an abundance of books dealing with political institutions in the
United Kingdom. At an introductory level targeting mostly students, the
majority of them provide information on how UK institutions operate,
present their functions as well as norms and facts. At a more advanced level,
political science pundits dispute amongst themselves over how British
institutions are interrelated and what resulting consequences of such inter-
connectedness are. What unites these various models, especially the ones
meant for students of political science, is an attempt to reject the traditional
institutional approach adhering to the Westminster model, with its elusive
concept of dominant Commons. The practice it adheres to was more
characteristic of the British parliamentary customs in the 19-century, when
in between 1846-68 the Commons enjoyed authentic dominance. With time,
due to the development of the party system and subsequently party govern-
ment, it became more mythical than real (Norton 2006: 377). By focusing
mainly on formal rules, official structures and numbers, the Westminster
model disregards the broader perspectives in which institutions are imbed-
ded concerning informal constraints, values or cultural limitations. Conse-
quently, it has been caricatured as hyperfactual, atheoritical and too forma-
listic (Manin 1997; Peters 1999; Rhodes 1997: Lowndes 2002).

Although the Westminster model itself no longer provides an accurate
and comprehensive account of how Britain is governed, sticking to it re-
mains a matter of convenience. For years it appeared most appropriate
when applied to parliamentary practice or the British Constitution, in itself
a complex issue. It helped to avoid misunderstandings and maintain a balan-
ce between political observations and sound judgements (Johnson 1999:
131). For some, its idealised view “still best captures the institutional conti-
nuities of the UK’s political system” (Rhodes 1997: 3). It also functions as an
Organising principle and identifies the norms and meanings which dominate
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British political discourse No wonder even the greatest advocates of the
present parliamentary reform have problems with discarding its main as-
sumptions.

The rediscovery of the issue of the anachronic character of British insti-
tutions has gained in prominence ever since Margaret Thatcher initiated
some institutional transformations and further still after Labour started its
constitutional reforms in 1997. The formalistic accounts advocated by the
Westminster model of how institutions work have simply failed to explain
the complexity of the change process, which instead of a smooth progress
more frequently has been brought to a standstill. The new institutional
theory in its numerous variants of rational, normative, empirical and histo-
rical perspectives appears more adequate in seeking to answer not only
what an institution is but how it functions in wider social, economic and
political contexts (Peters 1999: 11). Also, the interconnectedness of the
British institutions and the importance of understanding historical trajecto-
ries provide more adequate viewpoints on institutional relationships. Like-
wise, constraints on culturally and historically conditioned governance
seem to explain more satisfactorily intricacies and limitations of what is per-
ceived to be a constitutional change in its subsequent phases. Approaching
British institutions from such perspectives is thus more agreeable with one
of the basic tenets of the new instutionalism offered by Rhodes (1997: 3),
whose claim is that understanding the present day British institutional forms
requires some understanding of what has gone before.

One such institution which exemplifies all the issues raised by new
theoretical approaches is the House of Lords. Its ancient composition in-
cluding an element of hereditary aristocracy, though limited in 1999, best
illustrates the complexity and paradoxes of any analysis concerning British
institutions. When the issue of reform was raised by Labour in the eighties,
the chamber seemed to be an easy target. Years later the prospect of eli-
minating lords’ privileges both in the legislative and executive areas of
power is still regarded as indispensable, but not necessarily forthcoming.
The present article sets itself the task of outlining the problems concerning
the unfinished reform of the British upper House in the light of historical
institutionalism, which addresses the real questions of the issue more
satisfactorily than the normative or sociological variants. Focusing on a
broad cultural perspective within which institutions work (Johnson 1999;
Rhodoes 1997), on power and its asymmetrical relations reflecting inequa-
lities of access (Hall and Taylor 1996) as well as on ‘path dependency’ and
change resistance analyses (Pierson 2000), historical institutionalists desire
to indicate the nature of difficulties lying behind any reform in the British
polity.
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The Lords Reform

The UK parliament represents a form of asymmetric bicameralism,
which, unlike other asymmetric systems in France, Japan or Poland, where
the Senate’s role is subsidiary and limited, gives its upper subordinate
chamber a more substantial legislative function. The Lords not only repli-
cates the legislative role of the Commons in its five-stage processing of
statutes, but initiates about one third of the parliamentary legislative bulk.
Besides, the House performs some executive and judicial functions as well.
It provides some of the government personnel and its law peers function as
the Highest Court of Appeal (Norton 1984: 277). Having in mind the ana-
chronic nature of the chamber itself, the question which arises is why such
an anomaly has been allowed. The investigation of the issue, according to
the newest analyses of some historical insitutionalists, can be best accoun-
ted for in the light of the Lords’ deeply-rooted elitist experience, its inter-
institutional interactions and in cultural understandings of the roles ascri-
bed to the main British political institutions (Peters 1999: 81-2).

The House of Lords is a quaint British institution; the quaintest in the
country which has turned some of its ancien régime institutional structures
into a system of government up to the present times. Variously described as
“the British Senate”, ,the geriatric ward of the constitution”, or “the Prime
Minister’s poodle”, the Lords manages to be regarded both as the best and
the worst part of the mother of parliaments. The best because it contains
expertise, wisdom and experience of its life peers: former diplomats, mi-
nisters and civil servants. Its debates are serious, often wiser and better-
informed than its lower counterpart’s. Yet also the worst because some of its
members, especially prior to 1999, could be silly and even prejudiced if at all
they chose to attend the proceedings (Norton 1984: 280).

The best and the worst of the House of Lords seem inseparable. However,
there seems little logical justification for the chamber’s existence in its pre-
sent form and name based on past or present patronage. The consequence
of the historically bound evolution of the Lords is that the peers lack any
legitimate base to assert their powers, check the ruling party or take firm
stands in controversial political issues. Above all, nothing explains why so-
me of its members, namely the remaining hereditary peers, should have the
right to sit in parliament just because they inherited titles, and often wealth,
from their forefathers, who either faithfully administered to monarchs in the
Past or bought peerages from Arthur Maundy Gregory, Lloyd George’s
honours broker (Cook 2006: 36-7).

Little seemed to upset the dominance of hereditary establishment in the
heart of the British parliamentary circles until the 90s, when the Labour
manifesto envisaged a two-stage reform. The initial proposal of complete
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abolition of the chamber, which the party had wanted in the early 80s, had
been forgotten. Instead they started to advocate an abolition of the here-
ditary majority first to deal with the life peers at a later time. The reasoning
behind the move was clear; inheriting a seat in parliament seemed illogical
and happened nowhere else in the world. The survival into the 21-century
of the medieval principle of primogeniture could not be tolerated any
longer. Above all, the party’s manifesto aims were very much in line with
the tradition of the Left, which periodically used to weaken its upper
counterpart. Given that the vast majority of hereditary peers were conser-
vatives, introducing “a more democratic and more representative” second
chamber guaranteed Labour a smoother legislative process (Cook 2003: 25-
6) It solved a problem which had always haunted the party: a possibility of
having power without any real majority in parliament. Besides, by elimina-
ting hereditaries, Labour achieved its aim without upsetting the traditional
Westminster model’s values, where the powers of the tripartite sovereignty
of Crown in both Houses of parliament give the Commons pre-eminence in
the British parliamentary democracy (Cm 5291 2001: paras 13-17).

By choosing to reform the Lords, rather than abolishing it altogether,
Labour avoided redistribution or real radicalism so uncommon to the British
tradition. They also followed the tradition of preserving institutional unity of
“crown-in-parliament”, whose major feature was, in accordance with the
view of another historical institutionalist, Krasner (qtd. in Peters 1999: 77),
a periodic “disruptive change” or “punctuated equilibrium”. What the theory
implies is that any change in British institutions could be seen as a periodic
adjustment of the power relationship between the crown and parliament,
a response to external changes in its environment. Such externally conditio-
ned modifications, result largely from the necessity of adapting to changed
economic, social or political forces in the state. Finally, by modernising rat-
her than abolishing the Lords, the reform tied in well with another major
strand of New Labour thinking; namely modernisation of state structures.
Nothing thus seemed easier than to reform the upper chamber by expelling
its most vulnerable part, one which very few would or could defend. The
abolition looked straightforward and easy, unlikely to arouse any protest,
apart from some of the hereditary peers themselves.

For a state traditionally characterised by stability and continuity of its
political institutions, any change, especially a disruptive one, in accordance
with Krasner’s view on change (qtd. in Peters 1999: 77), would consequently
lead to rationalisation of power dependence between the crown, parliament
and executive. New divisions and institutional adjustments had always been
the experience of the past and nothing different was to be expected now.
Besides, the promise to modernise Britain received a popular resonance
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during Labour’s landslide victory of 1997. Modernisation, and not a com-
plete overhaul, adhered to yet another new historicism’s claim, namely that
change could also be conditioned internally. In such a case it does not
necessarily come forward smoothly even if strongly desired. Institutional
structures become self-reinforcing in time. In an evolutionary process of
institutional development, which is the experience of the British state,
institutions are usually change resistant, yet they have a capacity to learn
and modify their own behaviour. Such learning mechanisms can be, ho-
wever, subject to considerable limitations as the right timing and sequence
of events may have an impact on the institutional development. The same
factors may contribute to weakening of the initial impetus or blurring the
reformers’ initial assumptions and objectives. This results in postponements
of subsequent phases or complete inertia of the change process (Hall and
Taylor 1996: 942; Pierson 2000: 490). The history of the Lords’ reforming
attempts seems to confirm both strands of the change thesis.

On 19 Jan. 1999, the British government issued a White Paper, Moder-
nising Parliament: Reforming the House of Lords (Cm 4183) and several
months later, on 11 Nov. 1999, after the bill had gone through both cham-
bers, the House of Lords Act received the Royal Assent. It enabled a removal
of all but 92 hereditary peers from the upper House. Already this provision
seemed puzzling. The concession of keeping an elected representation of
the hereditary peers was introduced to ensure a smooth passage of the bill
(Clarke and Venning 2008: 3-4). This indeed was the case except for a few
incidents. One peer died right after giving a speech defending the status quo
of the chamber. Another, Lord Burford, regarding himself a guardian of tra-
dition, leapt from his seat on the woolsack to shout: “No Queen, no culture,
no sovereignty, no freedom! Stand up for your Queen and country!! Vote
this treason down!!!” The incident was widely reported in the press. Among
many condemning voices, some newspapers expressed their approval of the
lord’s action. One would even call him “an old-fashioned and radical eccen-
tric in a grand English tradition” (Masters 2001: 101). The whole incident
could, however, be seen as a presage of what was to follow next.

At first sight the completion of the first stage of the Lords reform
apparently follows the tradition of weakening the upper chamber, which, if
judged historically, seemed legitimate. Ever since Gladstone’s time, the Left
has sought to weaken, not strengthen the second chamber. The 1911 and
1945 Parliamentary Acts contained provisions limiting the peers’ powers of
delaying and vetoing governmental bills. This way the Lords was not sup-
posed to sustain a threat to the legislative pre-eminence of the Commons.
However, it is a fallacy to assume that the acts alone were the sole factor in
enhancing the supremacy of the lower chamber. Since 1945 the Lords
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