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Traditional House of Lords establishment still mixes in elite circles, says study
 

An elite of Eton-educated Conservatives who mix in the same social circles and have a background in industry or the military is still prominent in the House of Lords, a study says.

 

In an article published online today [Wednesday 25 April] in the journal Sociology, Dr Matthew Bond analysed the backgrounds of members of the Lords who go to private elite clubs.

 

Dr Bond, of London South Bank University, found that nearly half the Lords - 341 out of 754 peers - were members of elite clubs such as The Garrick, Pratts, White’s and The Carlton. 

 

He found that the proportion of peers from the traditional establishment who attended elite clubs was higher than the average in the Lords. Fifty-four of the 77 Etonians in the Lords (70%) were members of these clubs, and there were also high rates of club membership among Conservative peers (65%) and peers with backgrounds in the military (73%), industry and finance (62%), and the civil service (58%).

 

By contrast the rate of elite club memberships was lower for Liberal Democrats (42%), and Labour (28%) peers, and for peers with background in arts (48%) politics (40%), academia (40%), the Church (31%) and trade unions (29%). 

 

“The evidence is consistent with clubs offering social unity to elites with vested interested in traditional status structures," says Dr Bond in his paper, one of the few such analyses of the Lords or of elite social clubs.

 

“Club membership is restricted to individuals possessing large amounts of wealth, power, or rare and desirable skills. Club members are more likely to be older, male, Old Etonians, Conservatives and from industry and finance or the military.”

 

Dr Bond said an Eton education was a strong factor in predicting elite club attendance among the Lords. “Many decades after leaving secondary school and after having piled up numbers of achievements across disparate fields, Old Etonians share strong propensities to join clubs and to seek clubs with large numbers of other alumni.

 

“These groups – hereditaries, males, Old Etonians, Tories and, to a lesser extent, business people – have vested interests in traditional status structures. In their social characteristics they also closely mirror popular conceptions of an establishment which have featured in popular discussions of the British power structure since the 50s.

 

“If they do not have a monopoly over elite positions, they at least have a formidable presence. It is precisely because clubs are exclusive institutions that are not open to all members of the elite that permits them to preserve their distinctive qualities and to maintain identity over decades as the rest of the country changed.”

 

Dr Bond analysed the 15 largest elite clubs with 10 or more peers who were in the Lords in June 2010 for the study, entitled ‘The bases of elite social behaviour: patterns of club affiliation among members of the House of Lords’. The journal Sociology is published by the British Sociological Association and SAGE.  
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Note
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