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Introduction 

 

‘Across the social sciences, ideas are increasingly recognized as major factors in politics’ 

(Béland and Cox: 2011, p.3). This increasing focus on the role of ideas challenges the 

contention that it is solely interests which motivate actors. This paper supports this 

development by showing how ideas as well as interests are important in understanding the 

actions of the political class. It makes its argument by offering a detailed analysis of the ideas 

used by members of the UK’s House of Lords, the upper parliamentary chamber, to support 

or oppose a move to an elected chamber. As most reforms on offer include a transition phase 

where existing members can retain their role it would appear that it is ideas rather than 

interests that are prima facie driving responses. The paper explores the form of the ideational 

world, the extent that ideas relate to traditions and the direction of the responses to the issue 

of reform. What emerges is a picture every bit as complex as that revealed by studies of 

decisions driven by interests. 

 

This paper will be divided into five sections. The first will present a case study of House of 

Lords reform and discuss the analytical importance of ideas in understanding the views of 

peers in this debate. Subsequently, the second section will explore where ideas in the British 

system originate from by focusing on a discussion of the Westminster model and the British 

Political Tradition thesis. This section will also highlight the elite nature of political reform in 

Britain. The third section will then briefly present the methods and data used in the empirical 

research for this paper. The penultimate fourth section presents the six key themes which 

have emerged from the preliminary data analysis of this case. Finally, the fifth section will 

discuss the key themes presented in section four with reference to the role of ideas, the 

British Political Tradition and Hirschman’s perversity, futility and jeopardy theses. This 

paper concludes that there is evidence that ideas are more important than interests in 

understanding the views of peers on Lords reform, but that these ideas are not all unique to 

the British system but are also found in anti-reform debates across time and space. 

 

Section One: The importance of ideas and reform of the House of Lords 

 

The House of Lords is an institution embedded in the British political system. It is also an 

institution which has undergone much change in its history, from originally a chamber 

dominated by bishops and abbots to a powerful institution of aristocratic power to the current 

situation where it is dominated by the House of Commons and staffed with a hybrid 

composition of hereditary peers, bishops and the political and professional elites. The century 

since the Parliament Act 1911 has been one of the House of Lords’ most transformative 

periods; there has been much change if not reform in the strictest sense (see Ballinger: 2012). 

Although debate about the powers of the House of Lords exists, it is composition which 
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seems to be most contentious (although of course these two debates are in practice 

inextricably linked). The crux of the current debate is whether the House of Lords should be 

an elected, nominated, or a mixed chamber of both elected and nominated members, and the 

effects of each type of composition on the broader political system. 

 

Recently the coalition government of the Conservative and Liberal Democrat Parties sought 

to reform the House of Lords by introducing a primarily elected chamber with 20% 

nominated peers and 16 bishops. There was much criticism of this plan from all sides of 

politics and it ultimately fell in the House of Commons due to the opposition from an 

important minority of Conservative MPs. Although this reform measure fell, as others have 

done before (see Ballinger: 2012), it had the effect of forcing all members of the political 

class to consider their position on reform of the House of Lords. As such, the interviews 

analysed here, which were conducted with peers between October 2012 and February 2013 

provide an excellent opportunity to consider their views of UK democracy and the role of the 

House of Lords within it. 

 

The aim of the interviews was to ascertain to what extent peers were motivated by ideas or 

interests in either supporting or opposing reform of the House of Lords. This was part of a 

broader project to uncover the role of ideas in political reform in Britain. In addition to being 

interested in the role of ideas per se, this project was also interested in the particular ideas 

which were most salient. Of particular concern was whether these ideas were consistent with 

those put forward by the British Political Tradition thesis, which suggests that a liberal view 

of representation and a conservative view of responsibility underpin the processes of British 

Government. 

 

At this point it is important to discuss briefly what is meant by ideas and interests in the 

context of this paper. Ideas and interests are complicated terms with varying meanings which 

are difficult to un-pack. Therefore no attempt in this paper will be made to provide any 

definitive statements on the relationship between the material and the ideational, nor will an 

exhaustive discussion of the various explanations of ideas and interests in the political 

science literature be presented; this shall be short and sweet. Ideas are taken to be those 

beliefs and values – guiding principles – which a person holds which shape their views on the 

way things should be. Ideas are those principles and beliefs which are in the narrowest sense 

altruistic. They are beliefs which actors hold not to benefit themselves but are simply what 

they believe should be the case whether they benefit directly or not.  
 

In contrast, interests are those motivating factors which actors seek to achieve in order to 

benefit themselves; they are instrumental. Thus, the distinction between ideas and interests is 

that ideas are pursued independently of their effect on the actor and interests are pursued only 

because of the effect they have on the actor; this does not involve making any statement 

about the relationship between the two. This definition focuses on the means not the end, that 

is, this definition focuses on the cause of behaviour rather than the behaviour itself, so that 

two peers can argue for exactly the same outcome from exactly the same position but one can 

be acting on her/his ideas and the other on her/his interests. 

 

Reform of the House of Lords was selected as the case study through which to explore the 

role of ideas in motivating the behaviour of political actors. Peers were chosen as they 
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represent an interesting sample through which to explore the role of ideas in the Lords reform 

debate. The rationale for focusing on peers was based on the work of Craig Parsons (2002). 

Parsons argues that ‘We could isolate ideas precisely if we found an extremely close 

comparison, contrasting actors in near-identical places in the objective world to highlight the 

purely subjective variation in their behavior’ (2002, p.51).  

 

This project, building on Parsons, was trying to hold constant the role of interests to uncover 

the role of ideas. By interviewing groups of peers who in an external sense were in similar 

positions in regards to reform of the House of Lords, this project was able to counter the 

argument that interests are what motivate actions. Here, was a case where interests were very 

similar, with very different ideas being espoused, clearly demonstrating that ideas play an 

important role in motivating the behaviour of political actors, as Parsons (2002, p.50) argues 

‘Cross-cutting ideas have particularly clear effects because they offer the sharpest possible 

contrast to the expectations of objective-interest theories’. 

 

House of Lords reform, and in particular the views of peers on this reform, allows for such 

analysis as peers from across the political spectrum and from various backgrounds form 

coalitions surrounding reform which crosses normal political boundaries. In other words 

House of Lords reform provides the cross-cutting issue of which Parsons speaks. From the 

case of reform of the House of Lords, which unites peers of different backgrounds and 

divides peers of similar backgrounds around the various proposals, we can see the role of 

ideas distinct from the role of interests on political behaviour. 

 

This however does not identify the particular ideas which play a role in this debate. A 

difficulty here is that: ‘sometimes actors’ beliefs guide their actions; sometimes apparent 

beliefs only rationalize strategies chosen for other reasons’ (Parsons, 2002, p.49). For 

example peers may oppose an elected House of Lords because they do not wish to see the 

Liberal Democrats achieve an ambition, however they may state their opposition to an elected 

House of Lords in less partisan fashion; in other words ideas can be a shield for self-interest. 

This is however an unavoidable danger but must be kept in mind when analysing the 

responses of peers. 

 

Although the rationale for interviewing peers has been presented, two possible residual 

criticisms of this case study can be suggested. First, one might argue that ‘turkeys don’t vote 

for Christmas’ and therefore the argument that the majority of peers oppose an elected House 

of Lords demonstrates the importance of interests rather than ideas. The second criticism 

could be that ultimately it will be MPs who decide specific reforms of the House of Lords so 

what does it matter what peers think?  

 

Let us take these two criticisms in turn. In relation to the first criticism, it is important to 

make clear at the outset that many peers do support a fully elected chamber (whether through 

direct or indirect elections), or a mixed chamber including an elected element. Secondly, 

most reform proposals include a phasing out of the current membership which would ensure a 

natural retirement for many existing peers. At the same time it is important to acknowledge 

that the majority of the peers interviewed, and there is strong evidence to say the majority of 

peers more broadly, do not support direct elections to the House of Lords.  
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The response to the second criticism is simple: yes of course reform will ultimately be 

decided by the House of Commons, but peers are important for two reasons. First, and less 

importantly, peers can provide an important obstacle to political reform as even though the 

Parliament Act can be employed this still allows peers to delay a bill and there is a possibility 

that a measure concerned with Lords’ reform could trigger a delaying approach from peers 

opposed. Second, and more importantly, the prime focus of this project is not to uncover the 

key to reforming the House of Lords but rather to uncover the role and types of ideas which 

motivate the British political elite, and peers are an important formal and informal part of the 

political class in Britain.  

 

Section Two: Where do ideas come from? The Westminster model and the British 

Political Tradition thesis 

 

There have been a variety of attempts to explain the British system of government, but for an 

extended period most evoked the idea of a ‘Westminster model’. However, this settlement 

did not endure, and although the Westminster model is still referred to within and without of 

academia, challenges to its theoretical hegemony have been constant in recent literature. 

‘Traditions’, which had received earlier attention (see Beer: 1965; Birch: 1964; Oakeshott: 

1962), were revived by the work of Bevir and Rhodes (2003) as a way of explaining British 

politics. In particular, a number of authors (Evans 1995; Hall 2011; Marsh 2008; Marsh and 

Hall 2007; and Marsh, Richards and Smith 2003) have argued that there is a British Political 

Tradition which underpins the institutions and processes of British Government. In my view, 

it is important to recognise that the Westminster model and the British Political Tradition are 

not inevitable alternatives, but can be integrated in a productive way. 

 

The case for a closer synthesis between the two theories stems from one key similarity 

between the Westminster model and the British Political Tradition thesis; both characterise 

British Government as based on hierarchy with a ‘government knows best’ approach 

underpinning the system. In this vein, Rhodes (1997, p.3) sees the Westminster model as 

involving ‘the strong executive, the tradition of ‘leaders know best’, encapsulated in the 

‘Westminster model’. Similarly, Marsh (2008, p.263) sees the British Political Tradition as 

‘entailing a “top-down” notion of democracy in which “government knows best”’. Although 

it could most certainly not be argued that the Westminster model and the British Political 

Tradition are identical, both focus on the crucial importance of a particular conception of 

representative and responsible government in British politics. 

 

The first of the two central tenets of the British Political Tradition is a liberal limited notion 

of representation in which the system is representative because MPs are freely and fairly 

elected. Indeed, as Birch (1964, p.17) argues ‘[i]n western democracies representation by 

election has come to be regarded as the most important form of representation, and indeed as 

the only proper basis of a political system’. Of course, it can be argued that this view has 

been more challenged since Birch wrote in the 1960s, with increased calls for proportional 

representation with the concomitant claim that the current system is unfair. However the 

British Political Tradition thesis, like the Westminster model, sees the liberal view of 

representation as still dominant within Britain. 

 

The second of the two central tenets of the British Political Tradition is a conservative notion 

of responsibility. This view argues that responsibility in the British system is based on an 

invocation of: ‘the concepts of duty and moral responsibility’ (Birch: 1964, pp.17-18). This 



5 
 

means that the government has a responsibility to act in the best interests of the nation, even 

when this differs from majority public opinion. Although of course concern for public 

opinion is important for governments wishing to secure electoral success, the British Political 

Tradition thesis’ view of responsibility is more concerned with moral responsibility. 

  

These central tenets of the British Political Tradition are reflected in the contested notion that 

endorsement of manifestos through free and fair elections provide a mandate to govern. 

Moreover, they lend legitimacy to the notion that elected members are trustees of the general 

will, and the arbiters of the national interest both at present and in the future. Overall, 

representative and responsible government are central features of both the Westminster 

model and the British Political Tradition. 

 

Although there are many similarities between the Westminster model and the British Political 

Tradition, there is one very important distinction – the British Political Tradition in order to 

explain the role of the ideational realm in British politics has deep ideological underpinnings. 

These underpinnings were the natural result of the theorists’ aims to make clear that British 

politics is elitist and that the system itself works to maintain this elite control, a fact which 

many of these theorists found objectionable. As Hall (2011, p.47) argues ‘[t]he literature on 

the BPT is also highly normative, which is perhaps not surprising or necessarily problematic’. 

The British Political Tradition thesis’ conception of elite power has been most clearly 

articulated in the Asymmetric Power Model (see Marsh, Richards and Smith: 2003). 

 

The ideas which underpin the British system of government, from the perspective of the 

Westminster model and the British Political Tradition, are very much focused on elite views 

of democracy and political reform. This is important as political reform in Britain is primarily 

the concern of the political class; it has little salience amongst the general public. Recent 

literature (Baston and Ritchie: nd; Flinders: 2009; Hay: 2007; Stoker and Hay: 2012) has 

discussed at length the decline in interest, and action, as regards mainstream politics amongst 

the British population towards national politics. These theorists have sought to uncover the 

roots of this disinterest, and possible methods for invigorating public participation in British 

politics.  

 

It seems, however, that this broad disinterest is not new. There may be an increasing distrust 

of politicians and falling voter turnouts (both raising concerns about the state of British 

democracy) but a general disinterest in national politics seems a well-established facet of 

British society. People may now ‘hate politics’ but they never seemed to loved politics. 

Politics has been, and remains, the preserve of a political class. This does not mean that 

politics is still run by an ‘upper’ class; members of the political class can come from all sorts 

of social backgrounds and engage with national politics for all sorts of reasons. However, 

national politics is by-and-large the preserve of the political class. This term “political class” 

is preferred to ‘political elite’ as the idea of an elite has wider social connotations which can 

be misleading and unhelpful.  

 

Although there is a general disinterest in British politics amongst the British public, no area 

of politics is more the preserve of the political class than political institutional reform. This 

point is highlighted clearly by the issue of reform of the House of Lords. Polls conducted 

showed majorities for electing members to a second chamber, but it was not an issue with 

salience amongst the electorate (see for example Watt: 2012). People are far more interested 

in their own lives, and those parts of government which directly affect them. Reforming 

Britain’s political institutions is rarely a salient area of concern for the British public. This is 
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not a criticism; why should the public be concerned with electing a second chamber or 

changing the electoral system, when they are faced with more pressing concerns like feeding 

their family? 

 

This disinterest in political reform can have the effect of aiding the maintenance of the status 

quo, whatever the institutional status quo may be. In this vein, those who oppose political 

reform can always rely on the argument that because the public are not interested in 

institutional reform, there are more important things the government should be focusing on. 

Again, this is highlighted particularly clearly in the debate around reform of the House of 

Lords. This is not to say that opposition to political reform is always a negative thing, but 

rather public disinterest is certainly succour to institutional conservatives, with a small ‘c’. 

 

This public disinterest means that, in order to achieve reform of Britain’s political 

institutions, there must be a sort of settlement within the political class that such a reform 

needs to be undertaken, or perhaps more realistically a settlement that opposition to such a 

reform is not necessary (an example of this would be the creation of a Supreme Court). This 

is where the British Political Tradition thesis and the Westminster model can become useful. 

What kind of politics does the political class want? The British Political Tradition and the 

Westminster model seem to provide answers which fit the views of the bulk of the political 

class. Certainly, when discussing the role of ideas and the types of ideas which are important 

in understanding reform of Britain’s political institutions, the political elite is where the focus 

must be concentrated. 

 

Section Three: Methods and Data 

 

In order to gauge the opinions and beliefs of peers, this research sought to go beyond Hansard 

and secondary sources, instead focusing on interview data. Of course, the House of Lords is 

both on paper and in practice (although these numbers are substantially different) a large 

institution and, thus, not all can be interviewed. I interviewed a cross-section of peers, 

reflecting party, time spent in the Lords, gender, professional background, route into the 

House of Lords (hereditary, House of Lords Appointments Commission, working peers lists 

etc.), and positions held within the Chamber.  

 

In total 77 peers were interviewed as part of this project (which is 10% to the nearest whole 

number of the total members). Table 1 provides the breakdown by gender, Table 2 by type of 

peerage, and Table 3 by party. Two potential concerns which may arise from Tables 2 and 3 

are important to address. First, Table 2 indicates that there is an over-representation of 

hereditary peers. This was due to the length of service of many of the hereditary peers, which 

made their opinion of particular value in order to obtain a perspective on changes in the 

House of Lords over time.  

 

Secondly, Tables 2 and 3 identify an over-representation of bishops. This was due to two 

important factors: first, bishops have no official political position, therefore, in order to more 

accurately gauge general opinion amongst bishops, this required interviewing more bishops; 

and, second, as the bishops make up such a small group within the House more needed to be 

interviewed than their proportion in the House would suggest in order to overcome the 

potential, say, of interviewing two bishops who agree very strongly and therefore suggesting 

bishops in general may be of a certain view. 
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Table 1 – Breakdown by Gender 

 Sample Proportion of 

Sample 

Total House of 

Lords
1
 

Proportion of 

Total House 

Male 58 75% 588 77% 

Female 19 25% 172 23% 

Total 77 100% 760 100% 

 

Table 2 – Breakdown by Peerage  

 Sample Proportion of 

Sample 

Total House of 

Lords
2
 

Proportion of 

Total House 

Life 59 77% 647 85% 

Hereditary 14 18% 88 12% 

Bishops 4 5% 25 3% 

Total 77 100% 760 100% 

 

Table 3 – Breakdown by Party 

 Sample Proportion of 

Sample 

Total House 

of Lords
3
 

Proportion of 

Total House 

Conservative 20 26% 213 28% 

Labour 20 26% 222 29% 

Liberal Democrat 11 14% 90 12% 

Crossbench, Non-

Affiliated and 

Others 

22 29% 210 28% 

Bishops 4 5% 25 3% 

Total 77 100% 760 100% 

 

The interviews were undertaken over a 5-month period and were conducted mainly at the 

House of Lords, but also at various offices of peers in London. The interviews were semi-

structured with questions coming from a standard schedule (see appendix), with 

supplementary questions chosen depending on the background of the peer and the responses 

provided during the interview. As a result two interviewees were very rarely asked the same 

questions, although there was a core group of questions asked in all interviews. The core 

questions concerned the views of the interviewee on the House of Lords, their views on: the 

role and function of the House of Lords; reform of the House of Lords; and the role of ideas 

in the reform debate. 

 

One potential criticism of using an interview approach to understanding the role of ideas 

concerns the reliability of the responses given by interviewees. This criticism is one that can 

be levelled at any research using semi-structured elite interviewing. There appear to be two 

weaknesses here: first, not all agents are conscious of their motivating values and beliefs and, 

second, when asked about their motivating values and beliefs, there is potential for 

interviewees to provide mis-leading responses.  

 

                                                           
1
 Source: UK Parliament (2013). ‘Lords by party and gender: Membership 1 February 2013’. 

http://www.parliament.uk/mps-lords-and-offices/lords/lords-by-type-and-party/. Accessed 21/02/2013. 
2
 Ibid. 

3
 Ibid. 
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Finkelstein (1999) discusses the issue of how one conceptualises and operationalises the 

distinction between a person’s conscious and unconscious mental states. Finkelstein (1999) 

posits that the key distinction concerns the ability of self-ascription. If one is able to self-

ascribe to a belief or motivation, then it is conscious. In contrast, if one is unable to self-

ascribe, then the belief or motivation can be considered unconscious. Therefore actors may be 

motivated by beliefs or principles to which they cannot self-ascribe and which are therefore 

unconscious.  

 

Misleading responses are a well-known weakness of interviewing. Misleading answers may 

result from interviewees being not fully conscious of their values and beliefs. However, 

importantly interviewees may also wilfully mis-lead interviewers. This is particularly 

pertinent when discussing with political elites their motivating values and beliefs in reference 

to political reform. Some peers may not necessarily wish to express their true motives to an 

interviewer and, therefore, be tempted to mislead the interviewer with more socially 

acceptable justifications of their position. This is particularly pertinent when discussing 

reform of the House of Lords, as there are many very acceptable reasons availbale to oppose 

an elected chamber.  

 

Section Four: Results from the Empirical Research 

 

The analysis of the interview data is at a preliminary stage, however six clear themes have 

emerged during the course of the interviews: division over the role of the House of Lords and 

the effect of this division on opinion regarding electing or nominating peers; the lack of 

clarity about Lords conventions; the desire of most peers to ensure the House of Lords 

remains distinct from the House of Commons; the concern of most peers to preserve the 

primacy of the House of Commons; the importance placed on the role of expertise in the 

House of Lords; and the “if it isn’t broken don’t fix it” argument. 

 

When discussing any future reform of the House of Lords it is commonly argued that one 

must first consider the role of the House of Lords before composition is considered. In the 

interviews it became clear that there was a fundamental division between peers about the 

primary role and function of the House of Lords. The majority see the House of Lords as an 

advisory Chamber, asking the Government and the House of Commons to think again about 

legislation. These peers are also those who support continuing appointments to the House of 

Lords rather than election; given their view of the Lords as an advisory chamber they see no 

useful purpose in electing peers. 

 

A minority of peers, and not an insignificant minority, see the role of the House of Lords very 

differently. Although they accept that the House of Lords is by no means equal in power to 

the House of Commons, they still see the House of Lords as part of a bicameral Parliament. 

This role of the House of Lords in amending legislation (even though this can be overturned 

in the House of Commons) leads this minority of peers to argue for electing peers. This 

simply stems from the argument that in a democracy the governed should choose their 

governors. 

 

The finding that peers divide on Lords reform with a majority supporting an appointed House 

and the minority supporting election is not at all new. However, what is new is that this 

division is grounded not in turkeys versus democrats, but rather, is the result of a deep-seated 

tension between the role of the House of Lords as a source of advice and expertise, and its 
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role as a legislative chamber. In other words, this is a contest of ideas about the primary role 

and place of the House of Lords within the British political system
4
.  

 

This contestation over role and function is not the only opaque aspect of the House of Lords. 
Due to the self-governing nature of the House of Lords, many of its procedures and practices 

are, consistent with the British system, convention rather than rule driven. In the case of the 

House of Lords it appears many conventions and their purposes are confused. For example 

there is a convention in the House of Lords that peers give way to bishops when asking 

supplementary questions of government ministers.  

 

The practice of giving way between peers can sometimes become quite confrontational and 

heated with peers seemingly refusing to give way to each other. This has become particularly 

heightened with the presence of a coalition. As the usual protocol is for each group to ask a 

question in turn, and would usually go government, opposition, Liberal Democrats, cross-

benches. However, the Labour party believe the Liberal Democrats are part of the 

government and should therefore only have one question between them each round, whereas 

the coalition parties prefer the system just mentioned giving the Liberal Democrats and the 

Conservatives a question each. I highlight this tension as it seems completely absent when a 

bishop rises. When a bishop rises to ask a supplementary question peers shout “Bishop, 

Bishop” and others almost instantly give way to the standing bishop. I noticed this and asked 

interviewees about it, and it struck as curious the diversity of opinion as to why this is done. 

All bar one peer admitted that way is given to bishops, but that is seemingly where the 

consensus ends.  

 

Most peers seem content with the convention although there is a significant minority who are 

certainly not content but do not seem to openly challenge the convention. However, the most 

curious aspect of this convention is the various rationales peers provide for why this is done, 

which include: bishops are a small group who do not ask a great number of questions, thus 

when one stands it is usually their turn anyway; bishops are unlikely to attempt to shout down 

others, thus way is given as it is believed bishops will not metaphorically fight to be heard; 

bishops only rise when they have something useful to contribute, thus way is given out of 

deference to their expertise; bishops speak ex officio, as it were, for the Church, thus way is 

given out of deference to their ex officio position; and bishops do not seek to score political 

points, thus way is given to stop your opponents side asking a potentially partisan question. 

 

Although it is certainly plausible that all the above rationales are operating in the convention, 

it seems symbolic of the lack of consensus amongst peers about the rationales for Lords’ 

conventions. This seems a natural by-product of the self-governing nature of the House, but it 

is remarkable that a legislative chamber in the 21st Century could be so un-clear about 

standard practices. For another important example of how a lack of clarity around 

conventions can become very important and contentious one need look no further than the 

furore about whether the advice of clerks should be taken or whether the House should be 

free to decide for itself the admissibility of amendments as in the recent case of boundary 

reform. 

 

It is this self-governing nature of the Lords which most peers credit as the cause for the much 

more civil atmosphere in the House of Lords, as distinct from the House of Commons – 

                                                           
4
 It should be noted that there is also a small group who support indirect election over direct election and 

appointment. 
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something peers are very keen to maintain. The second theme arising from the interviews was 

the almost desperate need of peers to make very clear how different they are from the House 

of Commons. This aim to be different (and in the eyes of many, better) than the House of 

Commons seemed to be one of the concerns against electing peers; peers fear that this would 

make the Lords more like the Commons. 

 

Most peers then want to preserve the differences between the House of Lords and the House 

of Commons. Similarly, almost all acknowledge the primacy of the House of Commons, 

because it is elected, whilst the House of Lords is not. In addition to this reverence for the 

primacy of the House of Commons, many peers not only accept Commons primacy in the 

present, but also wish to see it continue. This is another key argument against electing peers; 

that it would challenge the primacy of the House of Commons. Many arguments were put 

forward about the problems arising from diluting the primacy of the Commons, including the 

historical importance of the Commons representing the people, but it seemed the most 

recurrent concern was that it might lead to gridlock. This is a well-known argument, 

suggesting that, if you elect the House of Lords, it would use its power more willingly and 

there would therefore be more conflict between the Lords and the Commons. What was 

striking here was the very frequent reference to the system in the United States
5
, where they 

emphasised conflict and gridlock between the two houses. This concern with ending up with 

U.S. style grid-lock seemed a very strong cause for opposing or at least not favouring an 

elected House of Lords. 

 

The fifth theme which emerged from the interviews concerned the importance of the 

expertise among members of the House of Lords. The majority of interviewees pointed to this 

expertise as an important reason to not move away from appointment to election. It was 

argued that people of such eminent expertise would neither have the time, nor the inclination, 

to run for election to the House of Lords, and thus the only way to secure their input is to 

continue either with appointment, or with indirect election from vocational bodies (a proposal 

mentioned several times). It was perhaps, however, surprising that there were a number of 

interviewees who dismissed this argument, generally along the lines that although there 

certainly are some people of immense expertise in the Lords, there were also a lot of people 

with very little expertise, and who contribute very little to the eminence of the House. 

 

The final theme reflected the age-old argument: “if it isn’t broken don’t fix it”. This was not a 

unanimous view amongst peers and there are those that believe electing peers is a necessary 

reform. However, many peers think the system broadly works well, that electing peers is not 

necessary and, in fact, would be damaging to the British political system. Of course, this 

argument can seem rather self-congratulatory. This argument refers primarily to the issue of 

election versus appointment, as there is near universal consensus that the Lords cannot 

remain completely unreformed. Most peers interviewed had a list of reforms they think 

necessary for the House of Lords to be more effective. Recurring proposals concerned the 

need to reduce the number of peers, utilising an attractive retirement scheme, the need for a 

mechanism for removing peers who have been in prison, ending the by-elections to replace 

hereditary peers when they die, and introducing a statutory appointments commission. These 

proposals were by no means universal, but were mentioned regularly. Other less popular 

proposals mentioned included giving more power to the Lord Speaker in questions and 

reducing the number of bishops sitting ex officio. 

                                                           
5
 This seemed odd as the U.S. did not seem a fair comparator country, with the Australian system being much 

more like the proposals. 
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Section Five: Conclusions 

 

Ideas matter 

 

This project found much evidence to support the argument that ideas were more important 

than interests in understanding the views of peers. Some peers suggested that self-

preservation and self-interest were important factors in understanding the opposition of peers 

to Lords reform. However, overwhelmingly even those who support an elected House of 

Lords argued that they believed it was ideas, not interests, which were at the heart of the 

opposition. 

 

The preliminary findings of this project suggest that ideas are important in understanding 

reform of the House of Lords, ideas surrounding: the primacy of the House of Commons; the 

distinctness and traditions of the House of Lords; the role of expertise in modern democracy; 

and the very role and function of the House of Lords within the British political system. It 

appeared from the interviews that these were the issues driving the debate and that, although 

it would be naïve to suggest that self-interest plays no part, it certainly seems that ideas were 

far more important. 

 

The British Political Tradition Revisited 

 

The preliminary findings from the empirical research show that, although elements of the 

British Political Tradition thesis play a role, the thesis has limitations. Certainly, the interview 

data suggests, in regards to the first of the two central tenets of the British Political Tradition 

thesis the liberal view of representation, this view is dominant amongst peers, however with 

some dissenting views about what representation means and should mean. In essence peers 

do believe that representation is based on free and fair elections with no expectation that the 

‘representative’ should be like his/her constituents, nor should they be a delegate for either 

their constituency or their party. However, this second form of representation was more 

contentious, with some peers acknowledging the tensions for representatives that come 

primarily from party, but also from their constituencies. 

 

The conservative view of responsibility was less clear in the responses from the interviews. 

There was a significant group of interviewees who were down-the-line conservatives, with a 

small “c”, who believed government should govern and is responsible at the ballot box. On 

the other hand, there was a much smaller group who believed government should serve, not 

lead, and be responsive to public opinion. The bulk of interviewees were somewhere in 

between the two ends of the spectrum. They believed strong government should lead, but that 

five years is a long time and, as such, government should be responsive to changes in public 

opinion. 

 

These views are however focused on the House of Commons and the executive and do not 

seem to translate neatly to views on the House of Lords. Representation and responsibility are 

important in any discussion of Lords reform, but different arguments begin to emerge which 

are unique to the House of Lords, but that reflect the views of peers on the House of 

Commons and politics more broadly. Clear ideas surrounding the weaknesses of the House of 

Commons and the rise of the career politician mean peers highlight the need for expertise 

within the House of Lords. Similarly, the view that the House of Commons is over-stretched 

for them means that peers are needed to scrutinise legislation line-by-line. 
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There are some important elements of the British Political Tradition thesis which are 

important in understanding the views of peers on Lords reform. The fear of grid-lock 

demonstrates the idea that a government should be free to govern, not without any restraints 

but certainly without the significant U.S. style constraints. In addition, although many peers 

express a desire to see more diversity in the House of Lords, particularly from the regions of 

the United Kingdom, this does not seem a major concern, reflecting again the liberal view of 

representation. However, the most important manifestation of the liberal view of 

representation in this debate is that peers who support an appointed House, and peers who 

support an elected House, make reference to the legitimacy of the system being based on free 

and fair elections. The former argue that because the House of Commons is dominant and is 

elected the system is therefore legitimate. The latter argue that in order for the House of 

Lords to be legitimate it must be elected.  

 

Although the British Political Tradition is useful in understanding some of the ideas 

influencing peers, its limitations are important. Firstly, the British Political Tradition does not 

explain the concern peers have constantly to defend the difference in the House of Lords’ 

practices from those of the House of Commons. Secondly, and very importantly, the British 

Political Tradition does not explain contestation amongst peers surrounding the actual role 

and function of the House of Lords within the British political system; a contestation which is 

at the heart of the debate around reform, particularly amongst peers themselves. As such, we 

can conclude that the idea of a British Political Tradition is very helpful in understanding 

aspects of the views of peers, but that there are ideas at play within the discourse around 

reform of the House of Lords, which are not fully explored in the British Political Tradition 

thesis.  

 

Ideas in general: Hirschman 

 

Hirschman (1991) argued that there were three ‘reactive-reactionary theses’ which were 

employed consistently in discourse used by those who oppose reform: ‘the perversity thesis 

or thesis of the perverse effect, the futility thesis, and the jeopardy thesis’ (Hirschman: 1991, 

p.7 emphasis in original). Essentially, Hirschman argues that wherever reforms are proposed, 

the discourse used to oppose them will consist of a mix of the above theses. House of Lords 

reform seems to conform to Hirschman’s thesis, but although the perversity and futility 

arguments arise in the debate surrounding Lords reform, it is the discourse around the 

jeopardy thesis which is most salient. 

 

The perversity thesis holds that: ‘the attempt to push society in a certain direction will result 

in its moving alright, but in the opposite direction’ (Hirschman: 1991, p.11 emphasis in 

original). This relates to the Lords reform debate, as many interviewees argued that, by 

electing peers, you would not enhance, but would rather, weaken democracy. The argument 

was based on the idea that, in the current system, there is clear democratic accountability – 

every decision ultimately rests with the House of Commons. If you also elect the House of 

Lords, you would lose this clear line of accountability and encourage blame-shifting between 

the two chambers. 

 

The futility thesis holds that: ‘the attempt to change is abortive, that in one way or another 

any alleged change is, was, or will be largely surface, façade, cosmetic, hence illusory, as the 

“deep” structures of society remain wholly untouched’ (Hirschman: 1991, p.43). The futility 

argument is also employed in the discourse surrounding Lords reform. In this case it suggests 

that if you elect the House of Lords you would elect people similar to those in the House of 



13 
 

Commons (if perhaps of less quality) and therefore would have two Chambers with people 

almost identical in both, consequently not enhancing democracy through replication in both 

Houses of Parliament. 

 

The jeopardy thesis holds that: ‘the proposed change, though perhaps desirable in itself, 

involves unacceptable costs or consequences of one sort or another’ (Hirschman: 1991, p.81). 

It is the jeopardy thesis which is most salient in the debate surrounding Lords reform. There 

are two particularly clear manifestations of this argument, focusing on the primacy of the 

House of Commons and the quality of legislation. Interviewees very consistently argued that 

electing the House of Lords would challenge the foundation of the whole British political 

system, namely the primacy of the House of Commons. Similarly consistent was the 

argument that, if you elect members of the House of Lords, you would lose the expertise and 

consequently the quality of legislation would suffer due to a lack of expert scrutiny. 

 

Although there is only time to briefly discuss the relevance of Hirschman’s (1991) 

reactionary theses, they are clearly useful in examining the discourse surrounding reform of 

the House of Lords. The jeopardy thesis was at the heart of the opposition to electing the 

House of Lords, arguing that although electing peers was on the surface a perfectly 

democratic and desirable aim, it would have completely unacceptable consequences for the 

good governance of Britain. Hirschman’s argument suggests that, although elements of the 

debate surrounding Lords reform can be explained through reference to the British Political 

Tradition thesis, many of the arguments against reform are universal arguments employed 

against any reform. This demonstrates that, although the House of Lords is a uniquely British 

institution, the opponents of reform are not using uniquely British arguments. 

 

The case of House of Lords reform, and the findings of this paper, demonstrate that ideas are 

very important in understanding political reform in Britain, so we should not simply focus on 

self-interest. This paper also demonstrates that, although an understanding of the British 

Political Tradition thesis is useful in explaining some of the arguments over Lords reform, 

there are many ideas which are not explained through reference to the British Political 

Tradition thesis. Indeed, many arguments employed in this debate by peers are universal 

arguments employed in any discussion of political reform. 
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Appendix – Interview schedule for the semi-structured interviews. 

 

View on the House of Lords 

1. What were your views of the House of Lords before you entered? 

2. How have you found being in the House of Lords? 

3. What is your overall impression of the institution? 

4. What is your overall impression of the way the House of Lords works? 

5. What are your views about the various groups within the House of Lords: bishops, 

hereditary peers, cross-benches etc.? 

View on the role and function of the House of Lords 

6. What role do you think the House of Lords plays in the British political system? 

7. What role do you believe the House of Lords should play in the British political 

system? 

View on reform of the House of Lords 

8. Do you believe the House of Lords should be elected or appointed? 

9. How do you think electing peers would alter the institution? Do you believe this 

would be good or bad? Why? 

10. What reforms, if any, would you like to see and would support? Why? 

Role of ideas in the debate 

11. What factors motivate your decision to support or oppose measures aimed at 

reforming the House of Lords? 

12. What do you think gives the House of Lords legitimacy? 

13. How would you describe your view on representation?  

14. How would describe your view of responsibility? 

15. What role do you think self-interest and ideas have in the debate around reform of the 

House of Lords? 

General Questions 

16. Are there any questions or issues you feel if have not covered? 

17. Do you have any additional comments? 

 

 


