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Introduction

Parliament buildings and the architecture of
politics in Europe

Sophia Psarra, Uta Staiger and Claudia Sternberg

Setting the scene: parliaments between architecture
and politics

This book explores European parliament buildings as a nexus of archi-
tecture and politics. Situating itself at the intersection of a range of
disciplines, and including perspectives from both practice and scholarship,
it sets out to examine the relationships between the architectural
configurations and the political life of Europe’s parliaments. How do
parliament buildings and their spaces give form to norms and practices, to
behaviours, rituals, identities and imaginaries — and the other way round?

Parliament buildings are instruments and symbols of political life.
On one level, parliament buildings enable and carry the imprint of what
happens inside them. Parliamentary architecture shapes and reveals how
parliamentarians carry out their functions, of representing, deliberating,
legislating, authorising expenditure, of making governments and
scrutinising the executive (Hague and Harrop 2022). These buildings
are where assembly, debate, formal and informal encounters occur,
workplaces and much more.

On another level, parliament buildings carry meaning — meaning for
those using them and those beholding them, but also meaning beyond the
immediate experience of their space and built environment (Goodman
1985). In addition to the meanings associated with lived experience and
practice, parliament buildings are symbols (Edelman 1964). They are
beacons, signifiers to the country and the outside world as well as to the
people filling them with life. They embody how a state and its political elites
see themselves, and how they want to be seen (Theiner and Schwanholz
in this volume). For example, the storming of the Capitol by Trump
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Figure 1.1 Crowd of Donald Trump supporters marching on the US Capitol on
6 January 2021. © TapTheForwardAssist, taken on 6 January 2021. Source:
Wikimedia Commons, reproduced on the basis of a CC BY-SA 4.0 licence. Available
at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:DC_Capitol_Storming_IMG_7965.jpg
(accessed 6 December 2022)

supporters on 6 January 2021 was largely perceived as an attack on the
principles and values that the United States of America is founded on.
Parliament buildings play an important role in the legitimation
of power. They can, in themselves, develop ‘charismatic authority’,
flowing from architectural features or the display of artwork that
heighten the status of the building and the institution itself (Weber 1919
[1970]; Dorner 2000; see Theiner and Schwanholz in this volume).
Authority can also be asserted by means of association — whether that
be with specific architectural styles, languages or forms, or a prominent
architect. Architectural references have been used intentionally to link
a building, say, with desirable strands of modernity or tradition, with
cultural, political or broader historical developments to which a political
community aspires, or with a certain collective identity. To be sure, a

PARLIAMENT BUILDINGS


https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:DC_Capitol_Storming_IMG_7965.jpg

Figure1.2 View east from the Brandenburg Gate towards the Rotes Rathaus, Berlin,
under the Nazi regime. © Hans Andres: Berlin. Source: Wikimedia Commons,
reproduced on the basis of a CC BY-SA 2.0 licence. Available at: https://commons
.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Berlin_Unter_den_Linden_im_Festschmuck_(49976
346608).jpg (accessed 6 December 2022)

building’s meaning through association can also work in negative ways,
for example when it becomes associated with a reign of terror (Goodman
1985, p. 643).

What is unique about the symbolic significance of parliament
buildings is that the legislatures that inhabit them are symbols
themselves — symbols of representation. Of course, legislatures represent
citizens because they are authorised by them and accountable to them
(formalistic representation), or because they somewhat resemble those
they represent (descriptive representation), or act in the interest or as
an agent of the represented (substantive representation). In addition,
legislatures represent symbolically, in that they ‘stand for’ the community
they ‘make present’ in the parliamentary process, due to the meanings they
have for those being represented (Pitkin 1967, p. 13). With the advent of
photography, the print media, television and, most recently, social media,
the radiating power of these buildings has reached ever further. All these
developments serve to ‘make parliaments present’ in the lives of citizens
and publics. Parliamentary architecture is a key mediator defining how
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meanings are constructed and transmitted to people through spaces,
forms, images, sounds, narratives, political practices and rituals.

Parliament buildings stand for representative democracy in
the ‘social imaginaries’ by which people picture ‘how they fit together
with others’. It is these social imaginaries that constitute the ‘common
understanding that makes possible ... a widely shared sense of legitimacy’
(Taylor 2003, p. 23). Parliaments are supporting pillars of the ‘necessary
political fictions’ that make political rule possible (Ezrahi 2012), and
specifically the ‘foundational fiction’ of modern democratic legitimacy,
whereby a majority can stand for a whole, and a fictitious ‘people’ can
stand symbolically for society in all its diversity (Rosanvallon 2011,
pp- 2-3, 13, 15-72; see Sternberg 2023). In the words of seventeenth-
century English philosopher John Locke: “tis in their Legislative, that the
Members of a Commonwealth are united, and combined together into a
coherent living Body. This is the soul that gives Form, Life, and Unity, to
the Commonwealth: From hence the several Members have their mutual
Influence, Sympathy, and Connexion’ (Laslett 1988, p. 407). Parliament
buildings are the bodies that contain this soul and prevent ‘Dissolution and
Death’ (Laslett 1988, p. 407). They foster and express collective identity
and a sense of unity, and physically embody the body politic (Hobbes, in
Tuck 1996; Manow 2010).

More practically speaking, parliament buildings enable and limit
the ideologies that orient and inform political practice and policy making
(Freeden 1998). They contribute to making how things are done appear
‘natural and fixed’, as if things could not be otherwise, entrenching
relations of domination at the same time as making parliaments, like all
institutions, resistant to change (Douglas 1986; Thompson 1990, p. 56;
Komarek 2023). And yet, parliament buildings can also inspire people
to imagine change. For example, much parliamentary architecture
and political reform since the Second World War has aspired to an ideal
of open and transparent political decision-making, made tangible in
the medium of architectural transparency (Theiner and Schwanholz;
Psarra and Maldonado Gil; Zerafa and Borg Wirth in this volume).
Of course, architects and architectural theorists have pointed out how
transparency can turn into obscurity when glass surfaces act as mirrors
(Vidler 1992; Barnstone 2005; Herzog and de Meuron 2016; Theiner
and Schwanholz in this volume). A parallel debate in political thought
criticises how aspirations to the transparency and openness of decision-
making processes tend to gloss over the fact that visibility does not equal
accountability or even influence, and definitely not equal access to either
(Barnstone 2005; Sternberg 2013, pp. 135-138).
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The symbolic significance of parliament buildings, while impor-
tant and well researched (Edelman 1964; Goodman 1985), is just one
of the many functions of parliaments. In this book we acknowledge the
significance of symbolic expression, but wish to go beyond the familiar
subject of buildings as symbols of power, of memory, of national identity.
Our aim is to break ground in investigating how these buildings work
as places of political practice and formal and informal encounters,
as workplaces; as the places where assembly, debate, back-corridor
negotiations, rituals and interpersonal relationships come to life.
Understanding the symbolic and the important dimensions of form and
space as mutually constitutive, we are interested in how they interrelate,
in how buildings mean by giving life to practice, rather than merely what
they mean.

Parliament buildings in Europe

This book focuses exclusively on parliament buildings in Europe. It goes
without saying that this is not because other parts of the world do not
have fascinating parliament buildings or histories of proto-parliamentary
and parliamentary institutions that call for exploration. The book’s geo-
graphical and historical focus, in addition to corresponding to the editors’
areas of research expertise, allows us, however, to delimit the scope of
the enquiry, while attending to historical depth both individually and
comparatively by exploring transnational features.

Europe’s parliament buildings represent an important range
of architectural typologies and political histories. Some house one
chamber only, others an upper and a lower house; all comprise differing
arrangements of associated working spaces. Many European parliaments
are situated in repurposed palaces, aristocratic lodgings or monastic
sites, which have been adapted from their original use. Others are housed
in what were and are prestigious new building projects, with bespoke
constructions being built especially for parliaments since the late 1800s
(see Gibson et al in this volume). All aspire to a certain grandeur, making
use of architectural styles ranging from the neoclassicist (such as the
Assemblée Nationale in Paris or the Cortes in Madrid) and neo-Baroque
(Berlin’s Reichstag or Stockholm’s Riksdagshuset) to the neo-Gothic
(London’s Houses of Parliament or Budapest’s Orszédghdz) and the (post)
modern (Edinburgh’s Scottish Parliament or Cardiff’s Senedd). They
also often sport remarkable features, reflect predominant concerns at
the time of building, or raise questions over the symbolic significance of
architectural modifications within their national and historical contexts
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(see, for instance, Tagliabue; Nelson; Harbour in this volume). It is in the
context of this European variety and complexity that we set out to explore
the intersection of architecture and politics.

But, as we indicated above, parliaments are not only symbols but
also places of politics, and politics, too, differs across Europe. Members
of national parliaments in Europe are voted in by different electoral
systems, from plurality and majority to proportional and mixed methods.
These return either two large or several smaller parties — and are
usually enmeshed in the genesis of distinct political cultures, which
are recognisable to politicians and electorate alike. The majoritarian
model, which tends to result in a small number of broad parties and
single-party governments, is often described as ‘exclusive, competitive,
and adversarial’ (Lijphart 1999, p. 2). It is often called the Westminster
model, with the UK Parliament being the prime example. Consensus
models, conversely, usually broad multiparty coalitions that share
executive power, are characterised by ‘inclusiveness, bargaining, and
compromise’ (Lijphart 1999, p. 2). Most continental European parliaments,
for example Belgium, Switzerland — and indeed the European Union

Figure 1.3 A session of the Swiss National Council. © Peter Mosimann, taken 15
June 2005. Source: Wikimedia Commons, free for use without restriction. Available
at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Swiss_National_Council_Session.jpg
(accessed 6 December 2022)
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Figure 1.4 A European Union ceremony in the Strasbourg semicircle. © the
European Parliament, taken on 22 November 2022. Source: Wikimedia Commons,
reproduced on the basis of a CC BY-SA 2.0 licence. Available at: https://commons
.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_European_Parliament_at_70-_%E2%80%9CThe
_voice_of_citizens_and_democratic_values%E2%80%9D.jpg (accessed 6 December
2022)

itself — illustrate this model. Considering the fraught political history
of Europe, not least since the inception of parliamentary politics in the
early 1800s, these ‘patterns of democracy’ (Lijphart 1999) provide us
with a rich pool of sources and cases to examine political culture as it
relates to parliamentary architecture.

Atthe same time, in a complementary way, the focus on Europe allows
us to explore the main typologies of plenary designs that form the interior
heart of parliament buildings — oblong halls with opposing grandstands
(see Melvin in this volume), the now dominant semicircle (including
variations such as the horseshoe and the circle, see for example Theiner
and Schwanholz; Psarra and Maldonado Gil; Sailer in this volume), and
the classroom model (Gibson et al; Murawski and Noble in this volume).
This range of plenary designs allows us to illustrate ongoing discussions —
outlined below — over the extent to which parliamentary architectures
may shape, or may be shaped by, the patterns of democracy and political
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practice. Their additional architectural ramifications, often overlooked,
are here also of political significance — the size of the plenary hall, the
distribution of seats, the positions members speak from, the orchestration
of sightlines, and the procedures that regulate debate or voting (Psarra and
Maldonado Gil; Gibson et al in this volume). These features come in addition
to parliaments’ organisation of complementary spaces for work, formal and
informal meetings, and the space allotted to public access (Crewe 2015,
2021; Norton 2019; Norton, Chibois, Takayanagi in this volume).

European parliaments as we know them today emerged out of
classical, medieval and early modern traditions of gathering, deliberation
and interest representation with kings and local rulers. These proto-
parliamentary institutions, in the form of general assemblies of citizens,
estates, provinces or counties, are noteworthy not least as they display
a considerable continuity of rhetoric and ritual with the parliaments
emerging after the early 1800s (Feuchter and Helmrath 2013). The British
Parliament, which in its earliest forms dates to the thirteenth century,
formally began to share power in government in 1689, and has been housed
in a palace at Westminster for over 900 years, is a particularly significant
example in this context (see Melvin in this volume). But the watershed
moment for the increasing prominence of parliaments in the governance
of European states — the parliamentarisation of politics — remains the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The American and French
Revolutions promulgate a notion, which may have become naturalised
since but is not therefore any less groundbreaking: the concept of the
people as a body politic with an authority to rival the king’s (Manow
2010). The ideal of parliament consequently metamorphosed from a
tightly circumscribed aristocratic representation into one that stood for
(most of) the population. And ‘parliamentary buildings may be the best
illustration of the spread of [this] ideal of parliament’ (Aerts and van den
Berg 2019, p. 7).

We should take note, however, that parliament buildings and
parliamentary processes are not marked by unswerving similarity and
continuity across Europe. Indeed, parliaments qua institutions of popular
representation are intimately related to particular national histories,
political cultures and societal self-images (Goodsell 1988; Vale 2008;
Gibson et al in this volume). In his 1867 The English Constitution,
Walter Bagehot famously claimed that parliamentary government was a
matter of ‘national characteristics’ (Bagehot 1867 [1963], p. 239) — and
therefore not suited, really, for anyone but the English. Certainly not the
French, whose disorderly proceedings in the Assemblée compared rather
unfavourably with the sober exchange of arguments in Westminster, ‘the
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model and envy of nations’, as the Illustrated London News had it in 1852
(te Velde 2019, p. 27). Parliamentary buildings in Europe may thus not
only consolidate their standing as legal and constitutional institutions but
reflect idiosyncratic and diverse political cultures — which also change
over time.

Yet, as some have argued, European parliaments and their buildings
did not grow in isolation; they are an ‘outcome of an ongoing process of
interchange, borrowing, reproduction and adaptation’ (Aerts and van
den Berg 2019, p. 6). Well before our modern globalised world, European
elites acquainted themselves with other nations’ parliamentary buildings
and practices, witnessed and discussed them, and notably adapted them
for their own contexts. As historians have noted, Jeremy Bentham for
example, advised Count Mirabeau on the longstanding but impenetrable
rules of Westminster. In the heydays of parliamentary prestige, French
and British aristocrats paid mutual visits to each other’s parliaments
to hear well-known orators speak. The Dutch parliament building first
emulated the French assembly, then the British-style bicameral system,
showing the importance of both models and their adaptability in different
contexts (te Velde 2019, pp. 28-29). Today this conceptual and practical
transnationalism is well established, with a British architect reworking the
German, and a Catalan architect designing the Scottish Parliament (see
Nelson and Tagliabue in this volume). As David Nelson explains, German
officials visited the Commons chamber at the Palace of Westminster for
the remodelling of the Reichstag by the British architectural firm Foster
and Partners (see Nelson in this volume).

Further to these shared histories of adaptation and exchange,
European parliaments also share a history of crises. These are linked
to unfulfilled expectations of the electorate, increasing scepticism, and
challenges to legitimacy — from the late nineteenth century to the interwar
years, the desolation of the Second World War, the economic crises in
the 1970s, and seemingly recurringly in the past two decades. Indeed,
parliaments have often been the sites of protest and challenge — not just
over policy differences, but the nature of the institution itself. Think, for
example, of the suffragettes’ 1910 march to the UK Houses of Parliament
to request the vote for women. Think also of the attempted coup d’état
in the Spanish Cortes in 1981, or, indeed, of UKIP MEPs’ 2019 anti-EU
protests in the Strasbourg semicircle. But even without overt protests,
parliamentarians are increasingly aware of public demands for access,
inclusivity and transparency. These demands, as well as modern
exigencies of efficiency, have influenced new practical and symbolic
solutions for the buildings, as a look at Germany’s state parliaments
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Figure 1.5 Section of a working women’s picket: a suffrage procession. Photograph
taken 17 February 1917, caption ‘Wage-Earners Marching to the White House Gates’ from
The Suffragist, 5(61) (24 March 1917) via the Library of Congress. Source: Wikimedia
Commons, reproduced on the basis of Public Domain. Available at: https://commons
.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Section_of_Working_Women%?27s_Picket_160016v.jpg
(accessed 6 December 2022)
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Figure 1.6 Scene around the National Assembly of Bangladesh in Dhaka.
© Micah Parker, 19 May 2005. Source: Wikimedia Commons, reproduced
on the basis of a CC BY-SA 2.0 licence. Available at: https://commons
.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:National_Assembly_of_Bangladesh,_Dhaka
_(26).jpg (accessed 6 December 2022)

(Theiner and Schwanholz), the Swedish Riksdag (Johansen) or the
European Parliament (Esteve Castell and Pohl) in this volume testifies.
In addition, European parliaments have developed explicit links
over and above their national space. There is the legacy of colonialism
and empire, with nations emerging from colonial rule facing the question
whether or to what extent to adopt the political systems, constitutional
models and parliamentary buildings originally imposed or represented
by the colonising states (Goodsell 1988; Kumarasingham 2013). There
are also cooperative networks, most significantly in our context the
Inter-Parliamentary Union, created in 1889 as a forum for multilateral
parliamentary cooperation, and at first a ‘European peace movement,
aiming at international arbitration’ (te Velde 2019, p. 35). Itis also worth
recalling that in recent decades, in the wake of the European integration
process, the role of national parliaments has been transformed. Today,
the parliaments of EU member states cooperate to an extent with
the European Parliament, with many arguing, however, that national
parliaments need to be further empowered — or reclaim competences —
so as to strengthen democratic legitimacy in and of the EU (Kroger and
Bellamy 2016). The European Parliament itself, seen as both a symbol of
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and a possible solution to Europe’s ‘democratic deficit’, acutely reflects
the demands of an institution that seeks to entrench its transnational,
responsive and transparent credentials (Sternberg forthcoming). This
also includes the structures and adaptation of its building — visually,
spatially and communicatively (Sailer; Esteve Castellé6 and Pohl in this
volume).

This book is thus not a cohesive history nor a comprehensive cata-
logue of European parliament buildings. It is, however, the first bespoke
volume that explores the wide range of parliament buildings in Europe
from a cross-disciplinary perspective. In turns national and regional,
comparative and transnational, thematically and diachronically focused,
the volume offers an eclectic deep dive into the complex nexus of
architecture and politics in Europe.

Introducing literature on parliament buildings and
the architecture of parliaments

Studies on parliaments and parliament buildings diverge into different
subjects, engaging a range of audiences and paradigms of knowledge.
This is not surprising as parliaments are embodiments and expressions of
many things, ‘an idea, a process, a place, a building, a time and a symbol’
(Crewe 2021, p. 7).

You can’t study parliament without a sense of architecture to fathom
the building; geography to consider how people navigate space and
place; history to see what unfolds over time including movements in
power, relationships or values; linguistics for perusing speechifying
and written texts; legal studies if tracking law-making; psychology
to uncover the pressures people face and how they respond to them
and so on (Crewe 2021, p. 14).

In this book we discuss what scholars in architecture, the humanities
and social sciences, as well as architectural practitioners who have
designed parliament buildings in the last three decades, have said about
parliaments, and open up questions for further research. If one looks at
parliaments and their history, at where politicians, officials and staff sit,
what rituals they perform and how they go about their daily routines,
much is revealed about a nation (Crewe 2021). Our starting point is that
architectural scholars can expand their engagement with parliaments and
institutional buildings by seeing their discipline through a range of other
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perspectives. Equally, scholars in disciplines engaging parliamentary
studies can enrich their approaches by seeing architecture as a political
force in its own right (Bell and Zacka 2020).

Architecture, politics and power

Although parliaments are by definition sites of politics, ritual and rules,
they are not the only institutions that exercise power, express collective
values and channel political behaviour. Since Plato, who in The Laws
discussed how the geographical location and features of his proposed
city of Magnesia affect the ease or difficulty of creating a virtuous city
(Schofield and Griffith 2016), architects, political theorists and artists have
studied and imagined physical layouts, from early classical examples (the
Greek agora, the Roman forum) to phalansteries, utopian communities
and visionary designs. Space and politics have also been explored
as theoretical subjects in a range of disciplines and epistemological
perspectives (Foucault 1977; Adorno 1979; Habermas 1989; Soja 1989;
Latour 1991; Lefebvre 1991; Latour and Yaneva 2017).

And yet, no other thinker has more systematically reflected on the
relationship between space and power than Michel Foucault. Defining
power as a ‘co-ordinated cluster of relations’ (Gordon 1980, p. 198) that
operates both from above and below, Foucault (1977) considered Jeremy
Bentham’s Panopticon prison as a model for the disciplinary apparatus of
society founded on practices of hierarchical observation. He explained
that placing categories of people and objects in separate locations, and
using surveillance as a tool for ordering, monitoring and ranking them,
defined the foundational principles of many institutional building types,
from schools to museums and libraries and from hospitals to mental
asylums and prisons. Foucault’s main interest was the abstract princi-
ples defining a ‘technology of power’ (Gordon 1980, p. 148), rather than
the link between the physical configuration of buildings and sociopoliti-
cal life:

[A] whole history remains to be written of spaces — which would
at the same time be a history of powers (both these terms in the
plural) — from the great strategies of geopolitics to the little tactics
of the habitat, institutional architecture from the classroom to the
design of hospitals, passing via economic and political installations
(Foucault in Gordon 1980, p. 149).
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Writing the history of spaces and powers is the task architectural theorist
Thomas Markus undertook in Buildings and Power (1993). The institutional
buildings in which we now work and live express the battles fought over
class, division of labour, and some of the fiercest ideological battles of
the early nineteenth century. Markus considers buildings as classifying
devices, organising asymmetries of power as well as tensions between
control and freedom: ‘The places of political assembly, lawmaking, or the
administration of justice — council chambers, parliamentary assemblies
and lawcourts — share some features with teaching spaces.” However,
the resemblance is superficial as what is ‘produced in these spaces is not
knowledge, but legal and political structures’ (Markus 1993, p. 229).

Markus’s work is an advance on Foucault, identifying a diversity
of institutional building types and studying their history and spatial
morphology. However, parliament buildings — a typology that also
emerged in the age of reason and the nineteenth century — remain outside
his purview in Buildings and Power.

In Architecture, Power and National Identity (2008), architectural
and urban theorist Lawrence Vale takes a close look at national parliament
buildings and the districts that surround them.1 Discussing the complex
meanings of these environments, Vale explains that the physical designs of
architects are equal in importance to the political designs of government
officials and the meanings these hold for the people. Grand symbolic
buildings need to be understood not only in terms of their architectural
history and precedents, but also in terms of the political and cultural
contexts that helped bring them into being. Drawing from Nelson
Goodman’s four ways by which buildings mean (1985), Vale mainly
focuses on the history and representational function of capital cities and
capitols rather than their political culture and inner life.

In Framing Places (1999), architectural theorist Kim Dovey argues
that built forms of architecture frame life, mediating, constructing and
reproducing power relations of class, gender, race, culture and age. His
account of the Australian parliament building in Canberra, designed by
the Italian-American architect Romaldo Giurgola, draws a distinction
between the spatial programme developed by government officials and
the architects’ work.? Spatial relations in the building, such as four
separate entrances for four different classes of people whose paths rarely
cross, the distance from the access corridor for ministers’ offices coupled
with a back entry/exit, were the work of bureaucrats and demonstrate
a shift of power from the parliament to the executive. Dovey explains
that the architect’s influence in the design was mainly through forms
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Figure 1.7 The parliament houses of Canberra, the new house in the foreground,
looking towards the old house in the background. © Dietmar Rabich, 20 October
2019. ‘Canberra (AU), Parliament House and Old Parliament House — 2019 —
1767. Source: Wikimedia Commons, reproduced on the basis of a CC BY-SA 4.0
licence. Available at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Canberra_(AU),
_Parliament_House_and_Old_Parliament_House_--_2019_--_1767.jpg (accessed
6 December 2022)

of representation and composition. Locating the Parliament House on
Capital Hill, Giurgola resisted the impulse for an imposing building:

Instead the building excavates several storeys off the natural
landscape which it then reconstructs artificially. This tactic enables
avery large building to blend into the landscape and one enters the
parliament as if into the land it stands for—Parliament House as a
hill rather than on the hill. Citizens could initially walk on top to
produce a potent legitimating image, although that access is now
sadly denied (Dovey 2018).

Dovey’s and Markus’s emphasis on spatial relations is influenced by Bill
Hillier and Julienne Hanson’s approach, known as space syntax (1984).
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Architectural theorists Hillier and Hanson and their colleagues at UCL
(Penn et al 1999) have studied spatial systems, uncovering deep social
structures in buildings and urban settlements. These are translated into
networks and analysed by measuring the number of spaces one needs to
traverse from every room to every other space, capturing similarities and
differences in a wide range of layouts that architectural and sociological
discourse would find difficult to categorise, lacking a nonverbal language
of spatial configuration. In The Social Logic of Space (1984), Hillier and
Hanson explain that buildings interface ‘inhabitants’ who have control
over the building with ‘visitors’ who may enter a building regularly but
have no control over it. Traditionally, inhabitants occupy rooms that are
located ‘deeply’ in a layout, for example in houses, religious buildings
and theatres — what Hillier and Hanson call ‘elementary buildings’. The
relation of power to depth tends to be reversed in hospitals, asylums,
prisons and schools, locating visitors in the deepest spaces and placing them
under surveillance, as in Foucault’s disciplinary institutions. Parliament
buildings would naturally fall into the first category, positioning visitors
into easily accessible areas, and politicians and staff into deeper locations
in the building.

Markus, Dovey, and Hillier and Hanson extend Foucault’s theory of
disciplinary power into the specific characteristics through which spaces
internalise sociopolitical relationships.® Their approach expands the study
of institutional settings into the practices of power and control beyond the
expression of historical narratives, identity or political legitimacy. The
aim is not to supersede symbolism, but to open up research in architecture
as an autonomous field — resulting from the simultaneous presence of
relations rather than extraneous associations — and explain similarities
and variations in the physical design of institutions. If indeed every
parliament were an individual expression of a nation’s distinct historical
and national narratives, one would expect to find in the collected examples
of parliaments considerable variety in building forms in the same period
as well as over several generations. Yet clearly it is possible to discern
distinct physical similarities, despite historical and political differences,
ruptures or transformations, and beyond territorial and temporal states.

This is one of the key findings in Parliament, a study of the assembly
halls of 193 United Nations member states by XML architects, exploring
typology of shape, seating arrangement and political system. As the
authors explain, regardless of political regimes, ranging from authoritarian
to democratic, and major differences between countries, cultures and
traditions, a limited number of typologies, already mentioned above,
emerges for the shape of this hall: the opposite benches derived from
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Figure 1.8 The parliament buildings in Astana, Kazakhstan. © msykos,
12 June 2008. Source: Wikimedia Commons, reproduced on the basis of
a CC BY-SA 2.0 licence. Available at: https://commons.wikimedia.org
/wiki/File:Kazakh_Parliament_Astana.jpg (accessed 6 December 2022)

the medieval hall, the neoclassical semicircle of the nineteenth-century
nation-states, the horseshoe that is a hybrid of the previous two, the rare
typology of the circle and the authoritarian typology of the classroom.
For the authors, these typologies survive as visions of the past, posing the
question of what role architecture can play beyond ornamental or symbolic
representations of national values in rethinking and shaping politics.

Even a superficial look at the comprehensive catalogue of assembly
halls by XML reveals historical and political exports to Europe (Cyprus,
Malta), Australia and America where chambers were shaped by opposite-
facing benches. Similarly, former socialist states of central and eastern
Europe, such as Estonia, Bulgaria and North Macedonia, use the classroom
layout despite their transition to multiparty democracy (see Gibson et al
in this volume). Further, reappropriating historical buildings for con-
temporary use as in Foster and Partners’ design of the Reichstag building
in Berlin, opens up contestations about the relationship between old
regimes and newly forged political narratives (see Nelson; Badescu and
Statica; Kaleva and Vasileva in this volume). These phenomena show a
loose relationship between architectural form and political system. They
also confirm the persistence of forms over time as opposed to changing
value systems, socioeconomic and political realities.
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Yet, even if similar architectural forms have been used by differ-
ent political cultures, these forms are clothed in particular materials and
styles, and display the stamp of architects’ idiom. Taking the UK Houses
of Parliament for example, the debate over architectural styles — classical
or Gothic - in the nineteenth century shaped the reconstruction of the
building after the fire in 1834. Charles Barry, who won the Westminster
competition for the reconstruction, used a classical plan but clothed
the building in Gothic appearance and details, skilfully produced by
Augustus W.N. Pugin, ‘the most fertile and passionate of the Gothicists’
(Bradley and Pevsner 2003, p. 215). As David Anderson (Lord Anderson
of Ipswich) explained in an interview about the architecture of the Houses
of Parliament:

The building conveys an early Victorian pastiche of a democracy
which ... was wished to trace back to the Middle Ages. So in a
sense the decoration is highly political in terms of the message
that it seeks to convey, just as in parts of the world law courts
look like Roman temples, because someone wished to convey the
impression that there was an unbroken line of Jurisprudence going
back to Justinian. So the House of Lords, to lesser extent the House of
Commons, is constructed as a medieval environment to demonstrate
the unbroken strength of our institutions for hundreds of years*
(Psarra and Riach 2020).

If, traditionally, parliament buildings expressed symbolic messages about
the nation-state, its history and its practices of democracy, a question that
arises is whether in the face of global transformations, architecture has
lost its resonance, ‘as the nation state is in decline and the global neoliberal
consensus holds sway’ (Dovey 2018). Not quite so, as Deborah Barnstone
(2005) suggests, arguing that the relationship of architectural form and
political expression takes new dimensions in contemporary contexts, as in
parliament buildings produced in the second half of the twentieth century
in Germany, through the use of transparent materials.

The Reichstag building in Berlin is one of the examples studied by
architectural scholar Thomas Markus and linguist Deborah Cameron in
their book The Words Between the Spaces (2002), in which they examine
how various types of discourse, such as treatises and manifestos, texts
intended for teaching, guidance and regulation, design briefs and guides,
inscriptions and labels, texts in media and the press, Acts of Parliament
and legal documents of various sorts affect the production and use of the
built environment. Another example the authors explore is the Scottish
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Parliament in Edinburgh designed by Enric Miralles and Benedetta
Tagliabue (see Tagliabue in this volume). They explain that like many
symbolic structures, parliaments are characterised by a clash of discourses
of power. In the case of the competition brief for the Scottish Parliament,
the political/ideological discourse on democracy, transparency, openness
and accessibility of the parliament stood in stark contrast to ‘an hierarchical
and static idea of power as something exercised by the state over the people’
(Markus and Cameron 2002, p. 76), who must be strictly monitored and
controlled. Markus and Cameron bring to the fore a key factor in the study
of institutions, that is, language, what texts say, how they say it, and what
are the explicit and implicit consequences for gender, race and class
relations. One should extend the study of texts to written texts, spoken
discourse and image affecting relations of power, perceptions and shared
experiences of people (Griffiths and von Liinen in this volume).

Political practices and architectural space

The work of Vale, Barnstone, and Markus and Cameron is useful both
for venturing into the architectural expression of political regimes — a
widely researched subject — and textual influences, and for providing a
counterargument to any claim about architectural autonomy in the study
of parliaments and institutional buildings. A primary lesson from the
architectural theorists reviewed here is that these settings mean differ-
ent things to architects, the institutions that inhabit them and the public,
calling for contributions by other disciplines and modes of inquiry. The
scholarship that is most relevant to this book from knowledge fields
outside architecture outlines the importance of the relationship between
spatial organisation and sociopolitical practices in the construction of
political culture (Goodsell 1988; Puwar 2004; Parkinson 2009; Malley
2012a, 2012b; Norton 2019; Geddes 2020).

In ‘The Architecture of Parliaments’, political scientist Charles
Goodsell sees architecture as a subject of interest to political scientists,
since parliament buildings and the rooms inside them ‘are in themselves
artefacts of political culture, the shared norms of governance and under-
lying patterns of political behaviour’ (Goodsell 1988, p. 287). He explains
that parliament buildings make three contributions to political culture: they
perpetuate the past over long periods of time (preservation), they manifest
the present (articulation), and they condition the future (formation). In
terms of preservation, parliament buildings express narratives of historical
continuity, national integration, newly created national orders, foundational
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acts, and the values of stability, dignity and legitimacy. Articulation is a
form of nonverbal language, communicating ideas that otherwise would be
difficult to reveal. For example, the two houses in bicameral systems are
usually expressed as being equal by some manifestation of architectural
equality. Formation refers to how the ‘physical dimensions of chambers
and the spatial relationships between houses and the parliament, versus
the executive’ can affect thoughts, actions and behaviour (Goodsell 1988,
p. 287). Stretching from the symbolic operation of these institutions to
behavioural norms, Goodsell’s analysis defines the physical configuration
of parliament buildings neither as backdrop nor as a system of signs, but as
constitutive of political life in its own right.

Asking why particular forms such as the opposite benches and the
modern semicircular seating plan came to prevail in particular countries,
political economist Philip Manow takes a different position to Goodsell’s
approach to these plans as expressing political culture. Manow reaches
to the premodern origins of our political institutions to argue that the
semicircular plan was neither an import from classical antiquity, nor a
form of legitimation of modern left-right semantics. Further, it does not
express consensual politics or fragmentation into different parties. Rather,
as previously mentioned, it offers a pictorial imagery that legitimates a
system of rule that dissolved with the French Revolution, the body politic,
conveying ‘an ideology of political unity derived from corporeal analogies
in evidence from the Middle Ages until late Absolutism’ (Manow 2010,
p. 37). The point after the French Revolution, Manow explains, was ‘to
develop new symbols of national unity, once the king’s body could no
longer serve as a symbol of political rulership and will formation’ (Manow
2010, p. 39).

Whereas Manow focuses on assembly chambers as ideological
spaces and imaginaries, anthropologist Emma Crewe studies parliaments
through an ethnography, stressing the importance of ‘the stable and
the unstable, the continuities and the dynamism, the patterns at differ-
ent times, places and scales’ (Crewe 2021, p. 9; see also Crewe 2015).
She regards parliaments as microcosms of society because in them are
representatives of all people (nearly) in a nation (see above on Pitkin’s
‘descriptive representation’, 1967). Crewe explores parliaments as the
workplace of politicians where political culture is made through the
everyday interactions of people. By studying the relationship between
parliaments and political culture as processes rather than as products,
Crewe brings together ideology, space, time and sociopolitical practices,
offering an inquiry into rituals, diaries and appointments observable in
offices, streets and parliamentary buildings.
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A number of other scholars in political science, anthropology,
sociology of the built environment and architecture point to the importance
of place, design and architecture in parliaments (Flinders et al 2018; Crewe
and Sarra 2019), the significant functioning of the corridors and social
spaces of the Palace of Westminster as settings for informal encounters
(Bold 2019; Geddes 2020) and the consequences of the use of informal
spaces for gatherings of members (Norton 2019).

Drawing from ethnographic research and his own experience of
sitting in the UK House of Lords, Philip Norton (Lord Norton of Louth)
explains that the use of space to meet informally in tea rooms, dining
rooms and lobbies is very important in understanding the processes
of institutionalisation, socialisation, information exchange, lobbying,
mobilising political support and the exercise of influence (Norton 2019;
see also Norton in this volume). Norton explains that informal discourse
and behaviour is ‘power behind the scenes’ and by its nature difficult to
observe, justifying the absence of scholarly research in this area.

Drawing from social anthropology and their personal experience of
working with people, Crewe and Norton show that ‘the inter-subjective
cultures of parliaments accommodate multiple social entanglements
without which democracy would die’ (Crewe 2021, p. 29). A crucial point
in these entanglements is the expansion of interactions to virtual space
for formal and informal discourse between members. Understanding the
impact of digital communications in legislatures is crucial, particularly
during the COVID pandemic, when parliaments around the world
shifted to a hybrid format, with physical participation of a limited
number of members and virtual input by the majority of elected
representatives.

Key themes, contributions and overview of the volume

Two key observations emerge from this brief review of existing works on
parliament buildings and political culture. On one hand, research focusing
specifically on the architecture of parliaments often concerns the shape
of plenary halls (XML 2016), historical analysis of built (Bradley and
Pevsner 2003) and unbuilt designs (Sharr and Thornton 2013) and the
emblematic expression of power, political ideology and national identity
(Barnstone 2005; Vale 2008). With the exception of XML, for the most part
architectural scholarship is focused on a few cases of parliament buildings
rather than a wider spectrum. More importantly, these contributions have
little to say about parliament buildings as dynamic institutions facilitating
spatial and political practices.
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On the other hand, significant works in political theory, the social
sciences and the humanities focus on political discourse, culture, ritual,
social relations in parliaments and metaphoric expressions of the body
politic (Manow 2010). A particularly studied example here is the UK
House of Commons and House of Lords (Crewe 2005, 2015, 2021;
Norton 2019). However, with a few exceptions, studies engaging the
role of architecture and space in these knowledge fields are lacking. A
relevant book dedicated to the intersection of architecture and political
theory is by Duncan Bell and Bernardo Zacka (2020). This, however, does
not examine parliaments, but rather politics and architecture in general,
addressing abstract notions of spatiality in political processes.

By contrast, it is the key contention of this book that the spatial
layouts of legislatures are intricately enmeshed with political cultures.
Parliament buildings are best approached using a multidisciplinary
understanding of legislatures, cultures of political assembly, forms
of interaction and perceptions both nationally and across Europe. As
such, the book brings together scholars from architecture, history, art
history, history of political thought, sociology, behavioural psychology,
anthropology and political science to explore and compare parliament
buildings in depth. These are complemented with contributions from prac-
titioners and architects, who have led and are leading on some of the
most iconic parliamentary design and renovation projects — including the
Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Senedd, the German Reichstag and the UK
House of Commons (see Part VIII of this volume, guest edited by Jeremy
Melvin).

Considering the concrete specificity of architecture as a semi-
autonomous field (Hays 1998) and the larger historical, social and
political context of parliament buildings, the book offers theoretical and
methodological innovation, analysing parliamentary spaces through
architectural history, political theory, interviews, participant observation,
spatial analysis, text analysis and design-led exploration.

The book does not intend to be comprehensive or favour one par-
ticular type of discourse over others. The chapters it presents begin from
the premise that architecture might not determine political culture and
political life, but it conditions our thoughts, actions and discourses in these
environments. Our aim is to demonstrate the intersecting trajectories of
the disciplines represented when it comes to the study of parliaments in
particular, and in a more general sense of the built environment. In so
doing, we build on but go beyond existing literature, charting connections
between parliamentary space, political life, history, culture and identity
in legislatures in Europe, extending our knowledge of how parliaments
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work, exposing the breadth of political activity both inside the buildings
and the context they are situated in, and exploring alternative visions
for parliamentary space, political behaviour, participation and public
engagement.

This diverse engagement with parliament buildings and the
architecture of politics centres around several lines of inquiry that serve
to structure the book into nine different parts.

Part | Rhythms of space and time

Part I presents a group of chapters that look at parliaments through the
lens of social ethnography, focusing on formal and informal practices,
gatherings and the flow of people inside parliament. The chapters in
this section consider questions such as: what kind of work do members
of parliament do (Crewe)? How do they meet and work in parliament
buildings (Norton)? How do politicians, staff and the public use
parliamentary spaces, both collectively and individually, and why does this
matter (Chibois)? What types of epistemologies and knowledge are critical
in achieving in-depth understanding of people, bodies, interactions,
language, routines and rituals? What kinds of sociotechnical practices
and traditions was parliament engaged with in managing its spaces, the
diversity of participants, politicians, lobbyists, clerks, campaigners, staff
and visitors (Schoenefeldt)? In this part, a political practitioner, two
anthropologists and an architect look at how parliaments inhabit the
entire space devoted to them with emphasis on informal communications
(Norton), route structures for different social groups (Chibois), rhythms
of space and time (Crewe) and sociotechnical networks of engagement of
users with the functioning of the building (Schoenefeldt).

Part Il A contemporary parliament in a historical building

The Palace of Westminster, home to the UK Houses of Parliament, is possibly
the most iconic of parliamentary buildings in Europe. In this section,
entirely dedicated to Westminster, three political scientists, an urban
historian, a parliamentary historian and archivist, and a scholar in the
digital humanities approach the building(s) to explore how they ‘speak’ to
multiple users and groups — politicians, officials, citizens — and how these
in turn invest the Palace with meaning and agency. Looking outwards,
how can a centuries-old institution in a relatively modern, if historicised
building, represent itself to and engage with the contemporary public?
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What is its corporate identity, what does it stand for (Prior)? In the case
of refurbishment and renovation, are there opportunities to break the
link between history and the architectural form of the institution; how
can we use an architectural imagination to reveal the hidden politics of
architectural design, and consequently, envision it otherwise (Flinders)?
Turning inward, how has the Palace shaped the behaviour and emotional
response of some of its key constituents, the elected members and the
officials working therein — and how, consequently, has this attachment
shaped policy decisions about the building’s own future (Meakin)?
Indeed, in the grand narratives of the UK Parliament’s history, what
kinds of politically engaged groups were de facto rendered invisible in
the building; how did they both form part of and increasingly challenge
the institutional culture of parliament (Takayanagi)? And what can
literary fiction, particularly if written by one of the nineteenth century’s
most prominent prime ministers, Benjamin Disraeli, tell us about the
intersection between parliament qua building and parliament qua
institution, between the political and the fictional discourses of Young
England (Griffiths and von Liinen)?

Part IIl The material structure of parliaments

Political scientists and political theorists typically approach parliament
and assembly buildings or courthouses in essence as containers for action
and discourse. Architects and architectural scholars, on the other
hand, are primarily preoccupied either with the physical configuration
of these buildings, matters of architectural heritage, or some abstract
notions of spatiality in social and political processes. Part III explores the
relationship between parliamentary architecture and material structures,
on one hand, and the life and culture of politics, on the other. How does
the spatial organisation of parliament buildings shape political practices,
rituals and traditions and become shaped by them? Is there a difference
between expressing political culture and actively shaping this culture
(Psarra and Maldonado Gil)? How is political culture constituted by space
and architectural parameters? How is it expressed through the spatial
form of the buildings and their appearance (Theiner and Schwanholz)?
Presenting chapters by two political scientists, two architectural scholars
and two historians, this part addresses these questions by looking at the
UK Parliament and the German Bundestag in the Reichstag building
(Psarra and Maldonado Gil), and the material culture of 16 new political
institutions in Germany since the Second World War (Theiner and
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Schwanholz). The final chapter (Aerts and Hoetink) reviews the work of
European and American historians analysing parliament buildings in vari-
ous countries, with a focus on how they contributed to our understanding
of the nexus between politics and the spaces within which it is mediated.

Part IV Political transitions and constructions of legitimacy

This part examines political transitions, and what happens when a
political system changes radically but the architectural forms housing
its institutions persist, or when architectural forms are modified to
signal supposed political change or democratic aspirations. In doing so,
it challenges the notion of a deterministic relationship between society
and space. Straddling eastern and southern Europe, from Bucharest to
La Valletta and from Moscow to Sofia, the chapters in Part IV explore
variations of three questions: how authoritarian regimes shape their
parliaments; how these spaces are reshaped during transitional periods
and by aspirations to democracy; and how protest and civic engagement
challenge architectures that supposedly express the power of the people.
Can architectures of power be associated with both authoritarian and
democratic regimes (Badescu and Stéticd; Vasileva and Kaleva)? What
kinds of politics, aesthetics and morphology are behind decisions to
renovate parliaments and their spaces? What is the role of canonical
architectural typologies in the redesign of parliamentary settings
(Murawski and Noble)? And how, finally, do contemporary designs and
imageries of democracy give agency to the public (Borg Wirth and Zerafa)?
The part brings together an anthropologist of architecture and cities, a
political scientist, a social scientist of architecture and three architects
and architectural scholars.

Part V Mediated parliament and digital interactions

Television entered plenary chambers in parliaments in the second half of
the twentieth century. Broadcasting parliamentary interactions widely to
their nations gave parliaments new means of increasing public interest,
and allowed politicians to appeal to voters in their constituencies. Since
the turn of the twenty-first century, social media and digital platforms
provide yet more possibilities for visibility, scrutiny and surveillance.
Diverse publics outside institutional spaces can engage with political
affairs in a more multifaceted and direct manner. Such a bridging of
physical and mediated spaces does not come without its attending risks,
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however, as it can give rise to new inequities and interfere with democratic
deliberation. In this part, architects and political scientists examine the
role of TV and digital media in the context of the UK Parliament (Worthy
and Langehennig; Brown) and the European Parliament (Esteve Castelld
and Pohl). How do broadcasts, news and media platforms heighten and
hide aspects of the Palace of Westminster — how is parliament mediated —
and what can we learn from the point of view, quite literally, of its
liminal, adjacent broadcasting spaces (Brown)? Has the arrival of new
technologies, purportedly serving to allow citizens a closer look into and
engagement with parliamentary affairs, brought about a new monitory
democracy — and what might this mean in terms of surveillance, misrepre-
sentation and intrusion (Worthy and Langehennig)? How can large
institutions such as parliaments — not least the European Parliament —
develop their own media approaches and adapt their spaces to foster
remote, distributed and active forms of democratic engagement; and
how do they fall short (Esteve Castellé and Pohl)? Across these chapters,
Part V seeks to cautiously weigh up the benefits of digital communication
technologies, opening up parliamentary space and its potential pitfalls, as
our parliaments continue to adapt their physical and their digital spaces.

Part VI The spatial production of assemblies

If the history of European nations has been diverse in its rhythms of
power and decline, the European nation-states do share important forms,
experiences, discourses and interactions that give them some coherence.
One site where such coherence may be demonstrated is in the parliament
buildings of European states (Gibson et al) and the European Parliament
(Sailer). The rise of modern democracies in Europe found expression in
the staged unity of the parliamentary seating plan, that the chambers
themselves have partly helped to shape (Manow 2010). This staged unity
has its origins in the open-air circles of the Teutonic ‘Thing’ as well as
in the ecclesiasterion and the comitium of the Greeks and the Romans
(Trapp). It is also routed into the origins of the parliamentary debate as
a philosophical category in the Enlightenment (Korolija). However, if
similar typologies and forms were used for a variety of political systems
(XML 2016), the forms alone are not sufficient registers for differences
in power dynamics. A closer look at parliamentary chambers reveals rich
variety depending on where the legislature, the executive and the chair
sit; the customs around seating arrangements for MPs and MEPs; the
rituals and rules of plenary proceedings. This session by four architects
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discusses the history and spatial construction of assemblies and politics,
in the context of the EU plenary chamber (Sailer) and the 28 parliament
buildings in the EU, the UK included (Gibson et al), with special emphasis
on seating arrangements (Sailer; Gibson et al), ideology (Korolija),
the evolutionary history of assemblies and representational structures
(Trapp).

Part VIl Sovereignty, scale and languages of representation

Marked differences between cultural and political boundaries often result
in disputes concerning autonomy and self-determination. Architecture,
the spatial and visual form of parliament buildings, their rituals and
symbolism, can thus become caught in contentious debates. Likewise,
constitutional change can result in gaps opening up between the new
constitutional order and engrained parliamentary ritual or form. This
part explores negotiations of parliamentary architecture, form and
symbolism in a variety of contexts: the political tensions between nation-
statesand indigenous peoples, which mayhave notradition oflarge-scale
immovable structures (Singler and Singler); constructions of national
identity of newly established states, semi-autonomous tributary states and
suzerain states (Kotsaki); or the adaptation of parliamentary ceremony,
ritual and symbolism to shifts in constitutional order (Johansen). What
architectural forms and trajectories capture the emergence of modern
nation-states (Kotsaki)? What visual languages, material cultures and
architectural forms might capture the imaginaries of indigenous peoples
and their struggles for political representation (Singler and Singler)? How
do contemporary parliaments adapt their forms and ritual symbolically
to represent the historical innovation and reinvention of state, nation and
democracy (Johansen)? In Part VII, two architecture scholars and two
legal scholars explore these questions in the context of the cultural-
administrative centre of Sajos, which houses the Sdmi Parliament of
Finland (Singler and Singler); the seven parliamentary buildings situated
in today’s Greek territory (Kotsaki); as well as the ceremonial practices of
the Swedish Riksdag (Johansen).

Part VIl Building parliaments for the future
In a speech to the House of Commons in October 1943, Winston Churchill

connected the process of government and the architectural character of
the spaces in which it takes place. The war was still raging when he
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gave that speech, with the famous phrase ‘we shape our buildings and
afterwards they shape us’, which is probably his best-known comment
on architecture. In this part, guest editor Jeremy Melvin discusses the
long evolution of the House of Commons, both as a building and as an
institution, in the light of that quote (Melvin). He argues that several
centuries of the Commons shaping the building are followed by another
few centuries of the building shaping how the Commons (and indeed,
how the British Parliament) works. Based on this introduction, Melvin
offers a context for the following chapters presenting designs of con-
temporary parliament buildings in the UK and Germany. This context
concerns the critical dialogue between political evolution and political
rupture or a new beginning, creating the need either for an entirely new
parliament building, such as the Scottish Parliament designed by Miralles
Tagliabue EMBT (Tagliabue) and the Welsh Senedd by RSHP (Harbour),
aremodelled building such as the German Reichstag by Foster and Partners
(Nelson), or a temporary accommodation such as the project by AHMM
Architects for a temporary UK Commons chamber (Monaghan).

Outlook

We hope that this book might guide the design of future parliament
buildings, providing a lasting resource and inspiration not only for
academics, but also designers and political practitioners regarding how
to improve the physical dimensions of politics for greater transparency
and legitimacy in parliaments. At this particular moment in time, a
number of restoration projects of parliaments are under way, including
in the UK, Austria and Canada, while the Cypriot parliament is awaiting
its resettlement into its permanent building from temporary spatial
arrangements. All these projects require systematic knowledge of how
to adapt a historic fabric to contemporary political challenges, or
an established political system to a new building. Equally important is
the need to understand how potential transformations from devolved
parliaments to national parliaments (Scotland), or tensions between
sovereign state, indigenous or stateless people (such as the Sami) put
pressure on the spatial structure and architectural language of expression
of parliament buildings. Finally, as political changes affect confidence in
the shared values and constitutional orders of many nations (including
Brexit Britain), it is imperative that we explore how parliaments can stay
relevant, meaningful and accessible to the citizens whom they serve. In
the hope that this book will be useful as a work of reference for scholars
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and practitioners alike, we are providing a focused, comparative and
multidisciplinary study of parliament buildings across Europe and across
history.

Notes

1 From early designed capitals in North America and Europe to Chandigarh, Brasilia and four
postcolonial capitol complexes (Papua New Guinea, Sri Lanka, Kuwait and Bangladesh).

2 Dovey reinforces Foucault’s idea that power is not something held by agents, but a system
of micropractices of everyday life that produces a disciplined subject. Dovey, K. (2018).

3 These relationships concern opposite forces, such as the preservation of hierarchical
differences, professional statuses and norms of behaviour on the one hand, and the need
to interface different social categories, construct solidarities and forms of surveillance on
the other.

4 A series of filmed interviews were conducted with members of the House of Lords and
the House of Commons in the UK Houses of Parliament, discussing the building in terms
of how it is perceived by parliamentarians, the impact of the coronavirus pandemic in
parliamentary proceedings, its symbolic and expressive function and its future in light
of the Restoration and Renewal Programme. The interviews took place from July to
October 2020. They were subsequently edited and presented in two short films directed
by Graham Riach and produced by Sophia Psarra and the UCL European Institute
(available from: https://www.parliamentbuildings.org.uk/video/inside-parliament-the
-architecture-of-democracy).
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Making use of space

The unseen impact of mixing informally

Philip Norton

Introduction

Legislatures matter because they are law-effecting institutions. Studies
of their roles and members’ behaviour focus primarily on the publicly
observable and the formal — the deliberations in the chamber and
committee rooms. Citizens in many nations are able now to watch
proceedings of their legislature on television or the internet. What they see
usually are members engaged in public debate or questioning witnesses
in a committee room. The cameras rarely follow members away from the
formal arena. This chapter examines the underexplored behaviour of
members of parliament in the less formal settings of the legislature and
how that behaviour matters for the work and output of the institution.

Creating space

Space in legislatures is not distributed randomly. The design of
parliamentary buildings and allocation of space within them is ultimately
a political decision. When the chamber of the British House of Commons
was destroyed by enemy bombing in May 1941, the decision to build a
new chamber in the same form as the old one was justified by the prime
minister, Winston Churchill, on the basis of his perception of the nature
of parliamentary politics in the United Kingdom (Cocks 1977). The use of
space within the chamber is characterised by what Anthony King identified
as the opposition mode of executive-legislative relations (King 1976). Two
principal parties face one another in an adversarial relationship. The aim,
as King noted, is not accommodation, but domination. The design of the
chamber reflects and reinforces that relationship, one side sat facing its
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Figure 2.1 Portcullis House Interior Cafe. © Colin, ‘Portcullis House Interior Cafe’,
19 September 2015. Edited for publication. Source: Wikimedia Commons, reproduced
on the basis of CC BY-SA 2.0 licence. Available at: https://commons.wikimedia.org
/wiki/File:Portcullis_House_Interior_Cafe_2015-09-19_(27694442083).jpg
(accessed 29 November 2022)

opponent party. The rules governing the conduct of the house are largely
predicated on the existence of a government and a formal opposition. The
concept of an official opposition is a notable feature of parliaments that
have followed Westminster in adopting a distinctive executive-centred,
adversarial parliamentary system (Kaiser 2009), the parties competing to
win the argument rather than achieve consensus (Norton 2022). This sets
it apart from the other legislatures covered in this volume.
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Political decisions determine the sheer size of a parliament building
and how space is allocated within it. Structures and processes are then
agreed for the institution to operate. They help shape the use of space. That
usage takes two forms, one essentially observable and measurable. The
other is largely unseen and unmeasurable. The former is much studied in
the political science literature. The latter is largely ignored — and will be
the focus of this chapter.

Configuration of space in legislatures matters not only for the
transaction of formal business, but also for the extent to which it enables
members to mix informally with one another, free from formal constraints
and direction by party leaders.

Studies of the use of space in legislatures tend to focus on dedicated
space for formal gatherings — the chamber and committee rooms — where
proceedings are rule-based, observable and recorded. Such space may also
be used for private meetings (as, for example, of parliamentary parties),
but these are also normally scheduled, subject to rules and often with
a record kept (see Norton 1994, 2013). What is less studied is what is
essentially unseen behaviour: members gathering informally in the
dining and tea rooms, corridors, lobbies and lounges. Here other modes
of relationship identified by King — notably the intraparty and non-party
modes — come more to the fore. Such informal contact is not rule-based,
formally observable or measurable. It can, however, have significant
consequences.

The form and use of informal space

Space for members of either house of the UK Parliament to meet informally
with one another takes different forms, has changed over time, and differs
between the two houses. Although both houses sat primarily in the Palace
of Westminster from 1548 onwards, they did not always meet there. The
Parliament of 1625, for example, met at Oxford, the Commons sitting
on the ground floor of the new Divinity School and the Lords on the top
floor. Lecture halls were used as committee rooms, with colleges and
other spaces for members to meet one another. A gallery was designated
as a conference space.

When the new Palace of Westminster was built following the great
fire of 1834, space was included for members to meet informally. Over
time, the space has grown as the parliamentary estate has expanded. This
has been especially the case in the twenty-first century with the addition
of Portcullis House, discussed below. Opportunities for members of both
houses to mix informally have also expanded as a result not only of the
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development of Portcullis House, but also changes in rules governing the
use of space exclusive to members.

The timing of the building of the new Palace of Westminster, and
the architect who designed it, were fortuitous in terms of creating space
for members to meet informally. The new building was designed when
gentlemen’s clubs had become fashionable in London. The architect,
Charles Barry, had designed one of them (the Travellers Club), and he
created discrete facilities, away from public areas, for the use of members:

The most important of these new facilities for Members and Peers
lay on the principal floor, with libraries and refreshment rooms on
the river-side of the new building, located away from the street and
the public entrance through Westminster Hall, and adjacent to the
Chambers, the heart of Parliamentary life (Church 2000, p. 164).

Members were able to relax and mix informally in the Commons in the
bars, dining rooms, smoking room, and tea room, as well as in the library
and spacious corridors, and on the terrace. The absence of offices for
members encouraged such mixing.

The capacity to mix informally was thus created as part of the design
of the new Parliament and the members were culturally attuned to mixing
in such space. The demands made of them in terms of business were not
great — it was only towards the end of the century that public business
dominated in place of private legislation — and many were not assiduous
attenders, but the opportunity to meet with one another in a relaxed
environment was a feature of the institution.

In the late twentieth century, there were substantial changes in the
use of space as more rooms were taken over to provide offices for members,
not least through converting what previously was accommodation within
the Palace for officers of either house, and through the acquisition of
adjoining property, such as the Norman Shaw buildings, formerly housing
Scotland Yard. Previously, members had a locker in which to keep their
papers or if they were lucky, had a desk in a shared room (facilitating
informal contact with others in the room); otherwise, it was a case of
using the shared space: ‘It was bewildering, in those days you didn’t
have a desk, you just did your work in the corridors until they allocated
you something, or you squatted on someone’s desk’ (Ann Widdecombe,
quoted in Peplow and Pivatto 2020, p. 87). With the acquisition of more
space, a growing number of MPs had their own rooms. The process of
ensuring each MP had an individual office was completed in the twenty-
first century with the opening in 2001 of a new parliamentary building,

PARLIAMENT BUILDINGS



Portcullis House, next to the Palace of Westminster and linked to it by a
tunnel. This provided office space for more than 200 members.

The creation of more offices encouraged MPs, and their staff, to
spend time in what a former government chief whip described as their
‘rabbit hutches’ (former chief whip to author), reducing the opportunities
for informal interaction with other members. This was exacerbated by
email replacing paper mail as the principal mode of contacting MPs.
MPs no longer congregated in the Members’ Lobby, by the chamber, to
collect messages left in their trays and to chat to fellow members. They
now spent time in their offices dealing with electronic communications,
including ‘dear colleague’ emails from other members.

Interaction between MPs was also affected by the location of
Portcullis House and the design of its ground floor atrium. The building
occupies a key geopolitical space within the parliamentary estate. It sits
at the intersection of other parliamentary buildings — occupants of those
buildings have to pass through Portcullis House to get to the Palace of
Westminster — and the atrium provides substantial space for members to
meet informally, not necessarily with one another, but rather with visiting
guests, members of the House of Lords, and journalists. As one MP
noted, lobby journalists based in Parliament ‘are often scattered among
the tables awaiting a passer-by to have a good old gossip with’ (Phillips
2021, p. 62). The atrium is served by a restaurant, cafe and coffee shop,
drawing members and staff throughout the day. It is normally crowded
and becomes full of MPs whenever a division is called as they rush from
their offices upstairs or in the adjoining buildings. They often engage in
animated conversation as they troop to the Palace.

The facilities for members of the second chamber to mix informally
are not as substantial, at least in terms of physical space, as in the House
of Commons. There are dining rooms and bars, but not the equivalent of
the tea room and smoking room. However, there is a cultural difference
that encourages informal contact between members of different parties
not experienced in the Commons. MPs tend to dine, and mix in the tea
room, on a party basis. As former prime minister Harold Wilson told one
new Conservative MP, ‘we have segregation here’ (Teddy Taylor, quoted
in Peplow and Pivatto 2020, p. 89). Peers, in contrast, adopt the long table
principle — if dining alone, they join whoever is already at the peers’ long
table in whichever dining room they use. This ensures informal interaction
between members and on a crossparty basis.

Members of each house also have the opportunity to mix informally
with members of the other on a more extensive basis than before as a
consequence of a rule change enabling members of one house to use some
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of the dining and drinking facilities of the other, previously restricted to
members only of that house. Peers who are ex-MPs already had dining
rights in the Commons, but now there is greater fluidity in the use of
facilities. This change followed a change in sitting hours of the House of
Commons, with earlier sittings meaning MPs did not need to remain on
the premises in the evening to the extent they did when a 10.00 p.m. vote
was expected. The need for dining outlets to maintain custom appears
to have prompted more competition to attract customers beyond the
members of the house.

The key points are thus that there is space within the Westminster
parliamentary estate for parliamentarians to meet informally with one
another and that the configuration of that space has changed over time.
The extent and nature of this space is particular to the Westminster
Parliament, but the use to which it is put is not.

Consequences

The existence and use of informal space can contribute to the institution-
alisation of a legislature. It facilitates members staying in the parliament
building and enables them to feel part of the process. The more extensive
the space available in different forms (lounges, dining rooms, tea rooms,
reading rooms), and the greater its use, the more established members
become in operating within the institution. The existence and use of
dedicated informal space contribute to the complexity and the autonomy of
the institution, both features of institutionalisation (Polsby 1968; Patterson
1995). Members develop patterns of behaviour over time (see Crewe in
this volume). The facility and use of social space serve to hold members’
emotional attachment: ‘The place has such a phenomenal hold on the
MPs’, as one of their number wrote, ‘institutionalised doesn’t come close to
describing it’ (Phillips 2021, p. 71).

The use of space to mix informally also has significant consequences
for members. An analysis of the UK Parliament has identified four:
socialisation, information exchange, lobbying and raising political support
(Norton 2019).

The use of such space serves to facilitate socialisation — getting
to know the norms of behaviour as well as fellow members. Members
may get to know the norms from publications, induction meetings and
observation. Bill Rodgers recorded that in his first two-and-a-half years
in Parliament — he was elected in a by-election in 1962 — he made only
ten speeches. ‘I felt no compelling need to speak more often when getting
to know my colleagues in the lobbies, corridors, bar and tea rooms and
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absorbing the atmosphere of the place seemed the more important part
of learning’ (Rodgers 2000, p. 74). Observation may be complemented
by more active engagement, seeking out other members to draw on their
knowledge and advice on how to conduct themselves and how to make
the most of their membership of the institution. This may occur through
arranging a meeting or more spontaneously when wishing to take part in
proceedings and not being sure of what to do, asking a nearby member
for guidance. Even if not sought, guidance may be offered. One senior MP,
Edward du Cann, often took it upon himself to explain procedures and
behaviour to newly elected members, noting, ‘I wish the same service
had been available to me when I was a new boy in the House’ (du Cann
1995, p. 219).

The existence and use of informal space can be significant for
female members, especially in parliamentary systems with male-
orientated adversarial politics to the fore in formal space, especially
the chamber. The use of formal space may be off-putting, not least given
the numerical dominance of male MPs in most legislatures. Having space
where members can meet one another in a less adversarial manner may
help female members feel more integrated into the institution. This may
be enhanced where such space is exclusive to female members. In each
house of the UK Parliament, women members have their own room
(Ridge 2017; Honeyball 2015; Knight 1995). Such space may help draw
into the institution those women who, as Sarah Childs put it, do not want
‘to act like men’ (Childs 2004, p. 10; see also Norton 2019).

The use of space to mix informally also facilitates information
exchange, members sharing their views as well as information gleaned from
other sources. Some of the contact can be the result of proactively seeking
views and information and in other cases may be more passive, listening
to what members are saying. As one MP who sat in the house from 1918
to 1929 recalled, ‘The central social magnet in my day was the Smoke-
room where ... Members who might have been assailing one another
most bitterly in the Chamber were wont to meet and discuss the affairs of
the world in genial accord’ (Brittain 1949, p. 169). It can also range from
information on high policy to more personal comment and gossip (see
Mitchell 1982); indeed, one MP, Arthur Griffith-Boscawen, first returned
at the end of the nineteenth century, described the smoking room as
‘a hotbed of gossip’ (Griffith-Boscawen 1925, p. 42). Such comments
possibly mask the value of the informal exchanges as a form of political
intelligence. Members get to know what fellow members are thinking.
It also offers opportunities for party whips and leaders to get an idea
of attitudes among party members, attitudes that may not be expressed
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publicly. As one MP recorded, ‘whips equipped with bionic hearing are
known to loiter’ (George 2002, p. 63). Such political intelligence can be
useful to ensure backbench disquiet is addressed before it ever becomes
public.

Informal space, thirdly, is used for lobbying, members with a partic-
ular cause seeing other members to press their argument. As Griffith-
Boscawen also recorded of the smoking room, ‘a good deal of political
wirepulling goes on in there’ (Griffith-Boscawen 1925, p. 42). Members
may lobby fellow backbenchers or use the space to press ministers on
a particular policy. It is not unknown for ministers to use the space to
lobby backbenchers to support their case or even to persuade them to be
critical of policies they do not actually support. It is also useful for candid
discussions among party members. As Labour MP Jess Phillips observed:

There is a lot of plotting that goes on in politics, lots of quiet little
meetings without notetakers. This is usually where party politicking
goes on and trying to find allegiances with others to make demands —
sometimes of the government, but, let’s face it, a lot of this is to find
a way to pressure your own party to do what you want. Every single
faction of politics does this plotting (Phillips 2021, pp. 62-3).

In the UK House of Commons, voting in division lobbies ensures ministers
(including the prime minister) are physically present to vote and, once in
the voting lobbies, can be approached by other members to argue their
causes. This is one of the principal reasons that parliamentarians make
the case for retaining voting physically rather than electronically. When
in the division lobby, there is no escape for ministers. They can be and are
approached by other members.

Using informal space for lobbying is long established. A valuable
case study, drawn from the interwar years, demonstrates how a member
can achieve a reputation for deploying such space effectively. Eleanor
Rathbone was a female MP in a very male house and an independent MP
in a party-dominated house, but she was an exemplar of how to deploy
both formal and informal space to achieve her goals. She is largely
credited with, among other things, achieving the introduction of family
allowances, but she lobbied on a range of issues. She would stalk the
corridors of the Palace of Westminster waiting to waylay ministers. As
Harold Nicolson recorded:

Benign and yet menacing, she would stalk through the lobby, one
arm weighed with the heavy satchel which contained the papers on
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family allowances, another arm dragging an even heavier satchel
in which were stored the more recent papers about refugees and
displaced persons; recalcitrant Ministers would quail before the
fire of her magnificent eyes (Nicolson 1946, quoted in Norton
2016, p. 7).

She proved remarkably effective, but in an institution where such
behaviour is common, with members waiting in the tea room or corridors
to approach fellow members to press them to support a particular cause.
Some may do it on a sporadic basis; others, like Rathbone, may always
have one or more causes on the go.

Ministers and those wishing to be ministers may also utilise informal
space to mobilise political support for their own career progression. Being
seen and listening to other members helps establish one’s credentials
as a potential candidate for promotion or, if already in office, keeping
supporters in place. Among prime ministers, James Callaghan was
particularly adept at spending time in the Palace of Westminster and being
seen by backbenchers (Norton 2020a). Neglect of informal space — failing
to be seen and to mix with fellow members — can harm or even destroy a
political career. Neglecting to use informal space to build support when
their leadership was under challenge was viewed as contributing to the
loss of the UK Conservative party leadership by both Edward Heath in 1975
and Margaret Thatcher in 1990 (Norton 2019). More recently, Theresa
May’s failure as prime minister to mix regularly with her backbenchers —
she was noted for her lack of ‘clubbability’ (Prince 2017, p. 334) —left her
vulnerable when her leadership came under pressure.

These consequences are thus substantial. It is impossible to appreciate
fully the life of the Westminster Parliament, and some political outcomes,
without understanding how parliamentarians utilise the opportunities
afforded by the space within the parliamentary estate to mix informally
with one another.

The pandemic challenge

The importance of informal space is highlighted when it ceases to be
available or is constricted or modified. The coronavirus crisis of 2020-21
forced legislators to decant, wholly or in large measure, the legislature
and to operate as discrete entities away from the building (Study of
Parliament Group 2021). Although it became possible to transact formal
business by virtual or hybrid (part virtual, part physical) means, and with
committees operating online, it proved less feasible to replicate the space
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for members to mix informally. Although members may use social media,
creating WhatsApp groups and texting one another, there is not the same
capacity to meet someone unexpectedly and strike up a conversation.
What may be termed the serendipity of informal contact is lost. That is
especially the case with contact between members of the two houses.
Members are more likely to maintain contact informally with members
of their own house and to meet members of the other in the course of
moving around the parliamentary estate. Yet it is this contact between
members of the two houses that can be crucial in affecting outcomes, often
constituting a key form of political intelligence.

The constricted or non-existent ability for members to mix informally
has significant political consequences. Constricted opportunities for
socialisation may leave new members especially feeling isolated. MPs
newly elected in the December 2019 general election had little time
to acclimatise to the norms and procedures of Westminster before the
pandemic forced them to leave Parliament and operate remotely. Once they
were able to return to Westminster, they were unsure of how to proceed
and utilise the opportunities available to them, indeed were uncertain in
some cases as to what those opportunities were. Some sought out other
members for guidance and advice. At least one turned to this writer, as
a specialist on Parliament, for tutoring on how to be effective in utilising
space within the Commons.

Limiting informal contact between members, and hence the
exchange of information, strengthens the executive (Norton 2020Db).
Sharing information among members via social media may prevent the
executive being a monopoly supplier of information, but the process of
sharing takes time and is likely to be reactive. For the executive, limited
opportunities for members to meet informally are beneficial in that they
reduce the likelihood of spontaneous plotting and rebellions.

Restoration and renewal

By the early twenty-first century, the Palace of Westminster was showing
its age, its infrastructure in a parlous state and with a danger of some basic
services suffering a catastrophic failure. Firewatchers were employed on
a 24-hour basis. There was asbestos in over 1,000 locations and instances
of falling masonry. There was recognition by government and the
parliamentary authorities that constant repairs were inadequate and that
a programme of restoration and renewal, entailing a full or partial decant
by both chambers, was required. How to proceed proved controversial
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and challenging (see Flinders in this volume). In 2018, both houses
voted for a full decant. It was expected that the programme would take
five to ten years, as opposed to 30 or more that may be required in the
event of a partial decant. The Parliamentary Buildings (Restoration and
Renewal) Act 2019 created both a sponsor body and a delivery authority
to deliver the programme. The House of Commons was scheduled to move
to a purpose-built replica chamber in Richmond House on the northern
part of the parliamentary estate and the House of Lords to a nearby
conference centre.

There were twentieth-century precedents for members of both
houses having to move out of the chambers. After the destruction of the
Commons’ chamber by enemy bombing in 1941, both houses met briefly
in Church House, Westminster, before the Commons returned to sit in
the chamber of the House of Lords and the Lords sat in the Robing Room.
Meeting principally in the Palace meant that opportunities for informal
gatherings remained. What limitations there were on such gatherings
were affected more by the absence of many members on active service
than by the physical constraints (Norton 1998). Given that the parties
were united in the chamber in the prosecution of the war, space away from
the chamber was used both for the parliamentary parties to retain their
identity and continue meeting (Norton 2013) and for members who may
have doubts about the conduct of government to formulate and share their
views; some ‘ginger groups’ of members came into being (Norton 1998),
that is, unofficial groups to keep ministers on their toes or to promote
a particular issue. In the 1980s, the House of Lords also moved out of
the chamber briefly, meeting in the Royal Gallery, following a partial
ceiling collapse, but the use of space for informal contact was not greatly
affected.

TheRestoration and Renewal (R&R) Programme poses two distinctive
challenges in creating space for members to meet informally and indeed
for members of one house to mix with members of the other. The first
covers the period in which both houses leave the Palace of Westminster.
During this period, the two houses will not be on the same estate. They
will face the challenge of being separated by buildings and roads. The dif-
ferent configuration of space for informal gatherings will take time for
members to adapt to and will be especially problematic in facilitating
informal contact between members of the two houses. For MPs, Portcullis
House will still be in operation and accessible on the same estate as the
new chamber. For peers, getting over to Portcullis House will entail a walk
of several hundred yards and crossing two busy roads. Building an under-
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ground tunnel would be expensive and the cost may render it politically
difficult to sustain. The problem is one recognised by the team responsible
for the programme: ‘There has been some early work undertaken by
officials of both Houses to consider how the implications of the Houses
operating on different sites should be addressed; this will obviously need
to be addressed in more detail’ (Restoration and Renewal 2020, p. 32).
This has included talking to peers about how much time they spend at
events or meetings with MPs. However, by late 2021 no concrete proposals
had emerged.

The second challenge is that of the extent to which the space for
informal contact will be maintained and indeed enhanced in the restored
Palace of Westminster. There is no evidence that the space will be reduced,
but equally there is no explicit statement in the Vision and Strategic Themes
for the programme of a desire to protect and enhance it. There is an emphasis
on accessibility and inclusion in terms of the outward face of Parliament,
to enhance public engagement to provide space for members of both
houses ‘to meet constituents, the public and the media’, but no mention
of members meeting one another. In terms of functionality and design,
there is the aim of creating ‘a flexible, effective and enjoyable working
environment in the Palace’, but no acknowledgement of the importance,
indeed centrality to the work of Parliament, of enabling members to meet
informally. There is a danger of the emphasis on the public face of the
institution obscuring the need for members to be able to meet informally
and privately. The R&R programme offers an unrivalled opportunity to
think creatively about the form and nature of space available to members
and how to enhance that which presently exists. There is the danger of
the opportunity being lost.

Conclusion

What this chapter has sought to demonstrate is that, without understanding
and factoring in the impact of the use of informal space, it is not possible to
understand fully the behaviour and impact of members of parliaments.
There is more to a parliament than what happens formally in the chamber
and committee rooms. How space is allocated matters, not only for enabling
each house to meet formally and publicly, and for members of each to
meet members of the public as well as be seen by and interact with the
media, but also for members to meet with one another informally. Mixing
informally has consequences, both for the institution and for members.
Those consequences impact on the political life of the nation. Enhancing
space to meet informally enhances parliament in its relationship to the
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executive. Constraining members in meeting with one another other than
in formal space removes a potential constraint on the executive.

The use of space for members to mix informally, being by its nature
away from the public gaze and, insofar as it may be seen (through
anthropological study or casual observation, for example by journalists
in shared space), difficult to measure, has been relatively neglected in
the study of legislatures (Norton 2019). The neglect results in a skewed
picture of parliamentary life, obscuring activity that has significant political
consequences. The focus of this chapter has been the UK Parliament. Space
for members to mix informally is configured in a particular way in the
Palace of Westminster — and now the wider parliamentary estate — but the
existence of space for members to mix informally with one another is not
peculiar to Westminster. There is a need to take the study global.
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Rhythms of navigating time and
space in the UK House of Commons

Emma Crewe

Introduction’

Parliamentary scholars tend to classify the work of Members of Parliament
(MPs) into roles and measure their activities, votes and outputs. They
thereby miss the contradictory, performative and ambivalent processes
in politics. Influenced by Goffman’s (1959) theatrical analogy in The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, I have tried to shift attention towards
everyday processes by writing about performance and relationships in
MPs’ political work. However, critical of my own former bias towards mind,
knowledge and temporal perspectives, in my recent book An Anthropology
of Parliaments (2021) and in this chapter, I bring bodies and space more
directly into the centre of my analysis. Building on ethnographic studies of
space in parliaments (Abéles 2000; Floret 2010; Puwar 2014; Rai 2014;
Norton 2019), and following Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis (2013), I will
propose a systematic way to research the diversity of MPs’ work by looking
at the rhythms of performance through time and space, using examples
from my own ethnographic research into the House of Commons (2015).

According to Lefebvre (2013), rhythms can be sequential — where
people follow each other; harmonious — where people perform in concert;
cyclical with a beginning, a peak and a decline; or out of sync, multiple or
problematic (Lefebvre 2013, p. 25). Whether in public or private space,
rhythmed patterns reveal who is meeting whom, how often and for how
long, and although finding out about the significance of meetings needs
further investigation, rhythms can be a generative starting point. An
inquiry into the rhythms — the patterns created by where people go, with
whom and to do what, but also how those patterns change — reveals much
about how politicians accomplish their political work: what they prioritise,
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Figure 3.1 Lifting the lid. © Edward J.T.Walker

who they include and exclude in their encounters and how they respond
to changing circumstances. Both similarities and differences between
politicians are revealed, as are the seasonal shifts in political work,
influenced by whether or not Parliament is sitting, parties are holding
conferences, elections are being held. An abrupt change to rhythms,
such as a special sitting in the event of war, tells an observer when
Parliament is facing a critical event. So, tracing the rhythms is a method
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and theory for achieving multidisciplinarity — a way of systematically
studying the sociology, history and geography of politics with a sense of
proportion.

Shapeshifting into and across parliamentary
sociopolitical spaces

Political work is in part about navigating space. MPs get into Parliament
by joining a political party and being (or at least seen as being) ‘local’ to
a constituency. According to research by Campbell and Cowley (2014),
the identity marker that most strongly influences constituents to vote
for candidates is their belonging to their area: they have to be ‘local’, that
is, to belong to the space in order to represent it. Getting inducted as an
MP means in part learning to move around rooms, corridors, bars and
speaking chambers, the routes to travel between and within them,
and where and when they are expected to congregate, sit, stand, speak
or walk. Groups of MPs share rhythms in common — mostly planned in the
UK (such as attending a select committee), and others spontaneous (like
sitting regularly with your allies in a particular bar), while many rhythms
are idiosyncratic (visiting particular businesses in their constituency
annually). You need to learn that the Commons tea room is a good private
spot for gossiping with MPs from your own party; the Sports and Social
bar is more popular with staff than politicians; Portcullis House atrium is
where journalists lurk, so the most exposed place for a private meeting
in Westminster; the division lobby, where you are expected to vote, is a
good opportunity for lobbying your own frontbenchers, and so on. When
you look also at how MPs create aggregated patterns, then you begin to get
a fuller picture, as these rhythms of movement reveal not only individual
experience but the shared social processes for various groups. Take voting
as described by the lobby journalist Marie Le Conte, as an example:

When MPs are required to go and vote on a bill or an amendment,
the division bell will start ringing across the estate (and in nearby
pubs and buildings), meaning that MPs have exactly eight minutes
to get into the voting lobbies if they want to be counted. What this
means in practice is that on days of important votes, parts of the
Palace suddenly get invaded by parliamentarians sharply walking
together and having seemingly come out of nowhere, flooding
corridors like a stampede of buffaloes finally reaching a body of
water. As it is usually not known precisely when votes will happen,

RHYTHMS IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS

51



the dreaded bell gives Westminster life a peculiar rhythm, where
meetings and drinks can be abandoned at a moment’s notice, and
idle chats in corners of the building are interrupted by a cabinet
minister sprinting past (Le Conte 2019, pp. 6-7).

As MPs learn the ropes and develop their political strategies, rhythms
provide continuity in social relations, which makes it possible for MPs to

navigate their changeable social world and shapeshift between private,
public and hybrid audiences. It allows them to develop and maintain key

Figure 3.2 Shapeshifting. © Edward J.T. Walker
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social relationships and have some continuous sense of self in relation to
the world around them. The different spaces hold associations and, over
time, memories that create emotional resonance. This perhaps partly
explains why MPs are extremely reluctant to move out of the Palace
of Westminster so it can be restored, despite the huge costs and incon-
venience of doing the work with politicians still using the building (for
more on restoration of the Palace, see Meakin in this volume).

While the space of the Commons is travelled around like a frenetic
city, with many outbuildings and a high turnover of politicians at each
election, the House of Lords is more like a less mobile gilded village. Peers’
membership is for life and they occupy a far more restricted space; their
far more confined use of space both creates but also reveals a completely
different culture and politics from that of the Commons. In the UK the
key embodied spaces — the Palace of Westminster, committee rooms,
TV studios, constituency and others — once signposted politicians’ most
important sites and relationships in their political work. Now they have
to show up in digital space as well: Facebook, Twitter, TikTok and so on,
meaning that increasingly MPs appear in not just two but multiple spaces
at the same time. To understand these embodied and virtual rhythms
you need to study the differential impact of space on different actors and
audiences.

Figure 3.3 MPs responding to different audiences. © Edward J.T. Walker
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Hierarchical space in the Palace of Westminster

One of the world’s most famous buildings, the Palace of Westminster is
revered in some people’s imagination as a symbol of Britain’s glorious
past:

The past is everywhere: soaring arches, the luxuriance of sculpted
dead kings sprouting from mouldings, painted historical tableaux
on the walls, marble statues of deceased parliamentarians. ...
For its devotees, the House is a shrine to this beloved, majestic,
patriotic saga, conjuring endless genial associations, while still
being thoroughly alive in the present (Crewe 2005, p. 9).

For others it is a reminder of Britain’s historical colonising vandalism and
class privilege. The public school appearance is as alienating for some as
itisresonant for others. Nirmal Puwar portrays the Palace of Westminster as
a space designed for specific sorts of masculinities; women and racialised
MPs are bodies out of place — even ‘space invaders’ — while the default
idea of an MP is assumed to be male and white (Puwar 2014, p. 234).
This has been occasionally disrupted, most notably by the suffragettes
when they padlocked themselves to the grille of the Commons ladies’
gallery, handcuffed themselves to statues in St Stephen’s Hall and hid
in a cupboard on census night. These invasions into a masculine space
underline how the exclusion of women was the norm (Puwar 2014,
pp. 237-239).

Gender is not the only hierarchy. In both houses, spaces and
rhythms are gendered, racialised and aged but also infused with class.
Minority MPs tend to create more frantic rhythms as they grapple with
the additional work of dealing with a mixture of prejudice, backlash and
supporting others facing marginalisation. In the main debating chamber
of Parliament, it is the seating that educates participants and observers
about the political hierarchies, alliances and divisions where these
informal inequalities are reinforced by the dominance of privileged
white men in the formal hierarchies. The government is always on the
right of the Commons or Lords speaker, the opposition on the left and
those with frontbench (ministerial or shadow) positions are on the
lowest benches nearest to the table. Political parties sit in blocks and allies
tend to often sit together. The speaker (and deputies) preside on a raised
chair, facilitating good debate and refereeing on the procedural rules,
while clerks sit at a table just in front of the speaker’s chair ready to give
advice. Civil servants are kept at a distance but on the floor of the House,
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symbolically depicting that the government is both inside Parliament, but
should not interfere in the democratic scrutiny of the executive. In the
building more broadly, the positioning of your office often betrays your
relative status — the nearer you are to the chamber, the more powerful
you are. Some of those who have lost power are rewarded with a large
office and, even better, a good view of the River Thames. So, parliaments
can be a ‘kind of spatial projection of the political field’ (Bourdieu 1991,
p. 186); the inequalities of society show up in the organisation of which
bodies occupy which spaces.

When you look at how people, objects and documents travel you
discover how political process works. Tracing how bodies (politicians,
officials), objects (the mace, the speaker’s chair) and documents (the
standing orders, draft bills) are placed, position themselves and travel
around the Palace tells you what kind of work is going on. It is not just
people who have rhythms. Documents too travel around in predictable ways
as part of the process of being transformed from one thing (draft, bill) to
another (final version, Act). When I researched the making of law, one of
the critical processes of any legislature, I followed a 250-word clause for
two years as it made its way through both Houses of Parliament. If you
only study the texts alone, you will fail to discern the full picture because
the impression given is that only politicians influenced the revision of
a bill. However, by watching where thousands of people met to discuss
this particular clause — in consultations online, select committee rooms,
in the debating chambers, in charities’ offices — I gathered an historical
picture of how it was a network of people gathering in shared spaces that
brought about Parliament’s approval to critical amendments (Crewe
2015, chapter 6).

To understand whipping within political parties too, you have to
look at space. Whips are the politicians within a political party who are
responsible for finding out what their members are likely to support and,
once the party line is fixed, coaxing their membership to support it. They
do this via digital means but also by sitting both in the chamber and just
outside it in both houses with sufficient proximity to when MPs or peers
vote in order to persuade them to go into the right division lobby. To be
effective, whips need to renew how they circulate around both physical
spaces, but also digital media, to keep up with the changes caused
by technology development and shifts in MPs’ habits. During COVID
restrictions, the House of Commons introduced electronic voting, but
they tellingly restored embodied voting once the pandemic reduced in
intensity — in recognition of the importance of face-to-face contact for
encouraging party loyalty. As the sense of belonging to party weakens,
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and frustration with party leaders heightens (Crewe 2021, pp. 48-49),
the significance of face-to-face interaction for intensifying social bonds
within parties becomes more and more significant each year.

Knowledge of constituency as place

When an aspiring politician stands as a candidate to represent a
constituency in the UK Parliament, then they need to know, symbolise
and embody a place. Canvassing to gain the support of voters increasingly
depends on digital media — especially since the pandemic has constrained
face-to-face interaction — but usually winning a seat in an election also
means walking the streets and knocking on doors. This pacing of the streets
together when campaigning creates a heightened sense of belonging to
one party — or communitas as the anthropologist Victor Turner (1974)
put it — helping MPs forget the factions and divisions that beset parties in
normal times. When getting coverage in the media, the TV and political
parties make use of space in specific ways to create a sense of drama.
The cameras get as close as possible to the small group of party workers
huddled around the candidate to create the impression of a large and
ebullient crowd in a way that you can only see if you are an embodied
observer.

Once in, MPs’ knowledge of the issues and people within their
constituency is needed partly for reelection. One MP told me he has
canvassed every Saturday for as long as he has sat in the House of
Commons, getting around the whole constituency between elections and
putting a letter of introduction through the letterbox of all new residents
who move in. Knowledge is also needed to respond to constituents’ prob-
lems. MPs and their staff undertake the equivalent of an ethnography of
their constituency — getting to know the public services, the charities, the
areas that need attention and the people who can solve problems. After
visits to nine constituencies, and discussing constituency work with over
65 MPs, I discerned that women MPs seemed to be more at ease with
highly emotional ‘surgery’ meetings than men MPs. Far more caseworkers
(that is MPs’ staff dealing with problems rather than policy issues) were
female, while researchers tended to be male.

Whether for policy or case work, the politician needs to convey a sense
of belonging to the space so that constituents feel represented, constantly
talking about landmarks and ongoing projects, famous characters or
new restaurants opening (pre-COVID). The growing importance of the
constituency in UK politics is evidenced by the frequency of visits by
MPs, usually weekly or at least fortnightly for non-London politicians.
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If we discovered more about what spaces they are travelling to in their
constituency, and who they meet when they get there, we might enhance
the accountability of politicians considerably.

A Friday in the life of an MP in her constituency

This government MP’s Scottish constituency is four hours’ travel
from Westminster. Her constituency is a mix of rural and urban.
She stays there from Thursday afternoon until Monday morning,
returning to London to attend Parliament from Monday afternoon
until Thursday morning.

9.00-10.00  Meeting in a local hospital to discuss possible
closure of one department

10.00-12.00 Surgeryin MP’s office: six meetings with individual
constituents facing severe and multiple problems
and challenges when accessing local services;
one meeting with a group of environmental
campaigners; one meeting with a group of parents
complaining about a local school

12.00-12.30 Meeting with MP’s staff to make decisions about
follow-up on individual constituents’ cases and
phone calls to council for the most urgent case

12.30-13.45 Walk to meet local party officials to review tactics
for campaigning for local elections and eat a
sandwich along the way

13.45-15.30 Canvass for local government elections (also
reconnecting with constituents by knocking on
doors), meeting up with neighbouring MPs from
the same party, and giving a speech to party workers

15.30-16.30 Interview with local journalist about the possible
hospital closure

16.30-17.00 Meeting with staff in MP’s office to discuss latest
developments in a campaign to raise funds for a
local charity

17.00-18.30 Walk to and then visit a housing association to
discuss complaints received from tenants

18.30-19.30 Open a new social enterprise, creating jobs for
adults with learning difficulties; give speech and
meet those involved
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19.30-20.45

21.00

Back to office to go through emails, postbag and
Twitter and respond to requests from constituents,
journalists, other MPs and party workers

Home to catch up with family who live in the
constituency

Extract from a series of imagined days in the life of MPs (Crewe 2021,

p-114)

A Tuesday in the life of a backbencher MP in Westminster

His constituency is in the north of England, too far from London to
visit during the week.

9.30-10.00

10.00-10.30

10.30-11.00

11.00-12.00

12.00-13.00

13.00-13.15
13.15-14.15

14.30-15.30

15.40-16.30

Spoke in a debate in Westminster Hall about
‘Children Missing from Care Homes’

Interviewed by a journalist about why children go
missing from care homes

Discussing various urgent constituency issues on
the phone with staff in his constituency office
Spoke at a meeting of the All-Party Parliamentary
Group on Children about children accessing social
care services

Met with other backbench MPs to discuss abuse on
social media

Grabbed a sandwich

Metwith a group of representatives from children’s
charities to discuss improving the educational
prospects of children in care and strategies for
responding to upcoming legislation

Attended, as a member of the International
Development select committee, an oral evidence
session on sexual abuse and exploitation in the aid
sector

Participated in the urgent debate: Learning
Disabilities Mortality Review in the main chamber
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of the House of Commons, asking the minister a
question

16.30-17.00 Met with his whip to explain why he plans to
vote against the party in an important vote next
week

17.00-17.15 Went to his office in Portcullis House and discussed
commitments for the week with his Westminster
office staff

17.30-18.30 Opened a charity function in one of the House of
Commons function rooms for raising funds for a
children’s charity with a brief speech about their
work

18.30-19.30 Went to the House of Commons to collect some
research findings the library researchers had
compiled for him and wrote his speech for an
important debate the next day

19.30-21.00 Dinner with colleagues in the party; discussion of
campaigning tactics for the local elections in their
region (and how the leadership is doing)

After dinner  Caught up with emails

1.00 am Home to his rented flat

Extract from a series of imagined days in the life of MPs (Crewe 2021,
p- 115)

Nomadic symbolism of select committees

My shift towards researching political work took a new turn when working
with Nicholas Sarra, a psychotherapist and group analyst from Exeter
University. We wrote an article on the basis of a collaborative mini
ethnography about how committee work is embodied. We concluded
that: ‘Committee chairs, members and staff are constrained by the
architecture, rules and rituals in their bid to achieve plausibility, but at
the same time find the room to express individuality in the ways that they
manage emotions and communicate with others through words, silence,
bodily movements, or facial expressions’ (Crewe and Sarra 2019, p. 841).

Departmental select committees in the House of Commons are
confined by specific spaces (Crewe and Sarra 2019, p. 845) but also how
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they are configured. When committees meet their room is set up in a rigid
way — usually with the members’ chairs arranged around a horseshoe-
shaped table, the witness table forming a line to close the horseshoe and
(a few) chairs for the public behind the witnesses. Politicians sitting on
select committees are constrained by hierarchies, limits to power, rules
and routines, but also, and simultaneously, find ways to create room for
manoeuvre or, to put it another way, breaks in the rhythm. Such breaks
can provoke acts of disciplining. Committee members, and especially
the chair, often watch the clerk to see whether their faces are expressing
disapproval. The select committee in action constitutes ‘an embodied
affectual display of impression management in which the poker face,
the smirk, the “look”, the frown, the appearance of engagement or
disengagement, all play their part’ in managing the emergent situation
(Crewe and Sarra 2019, p. 14).

Literal and symbolic space can interweave. The committee chair
presides over the meetings by sitting in the middle of the table with the
clerk to their left. The chair represents the committee to the outside
world - including the visitors sitting beyond witnesses as well as those
watching via television or online — and embodies it as well; one MP chair
even said to us, ‘I am the committee’. This embodiment is clearest when
the chair operates in spaces away from committee meetings on their own
(giving an interview to a journalist or sitting on the committee of committee
chairs — the Liaison Committee) and represents the whole committee.
At other times, the embodiment has to be relinquished. The clerk
manages the plans and staff of the committee so their relationship with
the chair is the cornerstone of the operation of a committee. The rhythm
of authority — who is in charge of the committee at any one moment —
is revealed by what happens between these two key characters and the
paperwork they produce. During the formal ‘sittings’ of the committee,
the chair is the authority, but in between meetings the clerk symbolically
holds the committee in a parliamentary outbuilding in Tothill Street,
about 10 minutes’ walk away from the Palace of Westminster (Crewe
and Sarra 2019, p. 847). Before and after a meeting, the chair and the
clerk confer as the committee is symbolically handed over from one to
the other. When the clerk then carries the paperwork of the committee
to or from the office in which staff look after it between meetings, and
especially (pre-COVID) the physical copy of their ‘reports’, then the
committee has a nomadic quality as it moves around the parliamentary
estate and even, very occasionally, on outreach trips to other parts of the
UK and even overseas.
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Conclusion: an embodied theory of parliaments

The rhythms of parliamentary life require an inquiry into seasons, diaries
and appointments observable in offices, streets and parliamentary
buildings. Such an inquiry into rhythms can only be achieved if
you track what happens through time and across space in everyday
embodied interaction both literally and symbolically. This theoretical and
methodological approach illuminates three neglected areas in the study
of parliaments: first, a better understanding of diversity and relationships.
We can systematically study the similarities, differences and relationships
between MPs, seeing how rhythms vary between political parties, women
versus men, on the basis of class and so on, but also between countries.
Second, the rhythms in the performance of politics are deeply affected by
how public versus private the space is to which groups, because reputation
for politicians is such a precious commodity. They are continually
worrying about the optics so the more public the space, and the larger
the audience, the more they will be vigilant about the appearance of
expertise and success. And finally, considering how minds and bodies are
entangled in time and space allows us to compare politicians with differ-
ent social groups. We all engage in politics — at work and play — so we all
need rhythms to navigate our entangled social and political worlds. But
politicians do politics with the dial turned up because they walk with even
more friends and foes, and engage in more bitter power struggles, than
the rest of us. The dial indicates intensity — of emotion, pleasure, pain,
cultural significance, political impact — meaning that what politicians do as
they navigate space tends to be a magnified version of the politics engaged
in by ordinary people. In summary, studying the rhythms of political work
can be a powerful research strategy for seeing what makes politicians both
ordinary and extraordinary.

Note

1 This chapter is part of a project that has received funding from the European Research
Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme (Grant agreement No. 834986).
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The ephemeral architecture of
socioenvironmental practices in the
UK Houses of Parliament, 1836-1966

Henrik Schoenefeldt

Introduction: hidden networks of
convention and routine

This volume is concerned with the study of parliament buildings,
seeking to shift the focus from the study of their monumental expression
towards the spatial construction of political practices and traditions.
This objective, however, raises the important question of what we
consider eligible for inclusion under the terms of political practices
and traditions. The Palace of Westminster, which was built after a
large fire in 1834 had destroyed an earlier, largely medieval, complex
of buildings, was designed to incorporate spaces required to support
inherited and newly invented political practices. Among the newly in-
vented traditions was the ceremonial approach for state opening and a
voting system involving the use of two division lobbies. Its design was
also shaped by more technical requirements, of which the provision
of adequate ventilation and indoor climates was the most prominent.
The Palace of Westminster was equipped with complex systems for
ventilation, and the debating chamber provided with an early form of
air conditioning. Meeting these environmental requirements, however,
was not solely a matter of technology, but also relied on complex social
processes.

These processes had the characteristics of what the historian Eric
Hobsbawm describes as ‘networks of convention and routine’. Hobsbawm
uses this phrase to describe traditions that have evolved in response to
practical needs, which, in contrast to many political traditions, do not
have ‘significant ritual or symbolic functions’ (Hobsbawm 2012, p. 3). In
Westminster these involved managing the interaction between human
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and technological functions in the task of providing environmental
control. As such, they could be considered a historic example of
sociotechnical design. Sociotechnical design is concerned with the study
of ‘technology and its associated work structure’, and although it is a
modern concept that was unknown in the nineteenth century (Mumford
2006, pp. 317-42), it offers a lens through which to view the social pro-
cesses underpinning the operation of historic technologies.

These sociotechnical practices were first introduced and trialled
inside the temporary Houses of Parliament, which had been erected after
the fire as preliminary facilities for Parliament. They were designed by
the architect Robert Smirke (1780-1867), but they also incorporated
experimental systems for ventilation and climatic control that had been
developed by the physician David Boswell Reid (1805-63). The trials,
which lasted from 1837 to 1852 in the House of Commons and from
1839 until 1847 in the House of Lords, enabled Reid to test and refine
technical arrangements but also to collaborate with the institution
in the development and implementation of sociotechnical practices
that underpinned their day-to-day operation (Schoenefeldt 2014,
pp. 175-215). These were subsequently applied within the Palace of
Westminster, first in the House of Lords, which opened in 1847, and
subsequently in the House of Commons, which was occupied in 1852.
These sociotechnical practices might at first appear insignificant and
marginal to the political business. However, archival research has
shown that MPs, Lords and senior officials were directly involved in the
day-to-day operation of the systems of ventilation and climate control,
functioning as human actors within the sociotechnical network of
convention and routine.

Focusing on the period from 1852 until 1966, this chapter examines
the ephemeral architecture of these social practices, and how they
were integrated into the technological operations. Instead of providing
a study of historic technologies it will focus on the social processes
underpinning their operation. Through site investigations and archival
research, using historic records held by the estate archives, Historic
England, National Archives and Parliamentary Archives, it retraces the
evolution of these practices and elucidates their role in enabling MPs
and Lords to participate in the day-to-day management, assessment and
improvement of their working environment. The first section examines
the institutional organisation of the network and their physical facilities,
such as the network of hidden spaces and circulation routes. The second
section examines the impact of the first technological changes introduced
in 1854.
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The institutional organisation of
sociotechnical practices

The design of sociotechnical practices was shaped by technology as
well as institutional structures. To fully understand the nature of these
practices, it is critical to distinguish between two sets of human functions
in the operation of the nineteenth-century technologies. The first set was
comprised of technical operations, which, aside from the operation of
machinery (such as humidification, heating and cooling equipment or the
boilers and engines of the steam-powered fans), also involved the delivery
of control and monitoring procedures. In contrast to the automated controls
of modern systems, these functions were performed entirely manually. As a
direct result, environmental control was a question of human organisation
and its success relied on the tight coordination of manually performed
technological procedures. The second set of human functions was the
engagement of MPs, Lords and officials in the day-to-day operations.

Before discussing these functions in detail, it is important to
examine the organisation of the operational staff. The management of the
environmental systems across the Palace of Westminster was undertaken
by the Department of Ventilation, Warming and Lighting,' under the
direction of a superintending engineer (House of Commons 1865). For the
first seven years, this role was held by Alfred Meeson, a civil engineer of
Charles Barry’s office. For the first five years he oversaw the operation of
the Lords chamber, but in November 1852 his responsibility was extended
to the House of Commons (Schoenefeldt 2018a). His department was
responsible for the whole Palace of Westminster, but complex systems of
climate control with facilities for cooling, heating, humidification and air
purification were only provided inside the two debating chambers.

The operations were largely invisible to parliamentarians as most
of the staff operated inside a network of hidden spaces and circulation
routes. This included the large air chambers below and above the
two houses (Figure 4.1), boiler and engine rooms inside the basement
(Figure 4.2, ix and x) as well as a back-of-house office (Office of Works
1852). Thehistoricrecords show that the main offices, which the ventilation
department used for the central administration of the technical operations
performed throughout the Palace of Westminster, were located on the
ground floor, north of the Members’ Lobby (vii) (Reid 1847, 1851a). By
1852 the department had also established several subsidiary offices within
the public areas on the principal floor, which provided them with an
interface with users, including MPs, Lords, officials and other staff. One
of these offices, which was referred to as ‘warming and ventilating office’
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Figure 4.1 Photograph showing attendants and valves in the interior of the air
chamber below the House of Commons (Wright and Smith 1901, p. 272). © British
Library

in a historic drawing, was located in the south-west corner of the central
lobby (Barry 1852; see Figure 4.2, i). The operational staff in charge of the
House of Commons had a small subsidiary office (ii) inside the Members’
Lobby, which was immediately adjacent to the staircase leading to the
main office below. The subsidiary office for the Lords (iii) was located in
the south-west corner of the Peers’ Lobby (Office of Works 1914), next to
the entrance of the debating chamber. It was also close to a hidden door
and staircase inside the east division lobby (iv) which gave direct access to
the air chambers on the ground floor. And another staircase (v), situated
on the west side of the lobby, connected to the air chambers above the
ceiling.

Although many of the technical operations were invisible, their
management relied on close collaborations with senior officials within
the two houses, who, although they did not have technical backgrounds,
were important actors within the system. During sittings, the system in
the House of Commons was under the supervision of the office of the
serjeant at arms, a senior official responsible for order and security in
the chamber. Among his staff were messengers, and a ‘chief attendant on
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ventilation’, who, during sittings, coordinated the operations undertaken
by technical staff (House of Commons 1852a, p. 6; House of Commons
1873, p. 23). The messengers, who were authorised to enter the chamber
and surrounding lobbies during sittings, supported the operations by
collecting personal feedback from MPs and taking hourly readings from
ten thermometers within the chamber, which were recorded in paper
registers. One historic book of registers, covering the years 1853 and
1854, shows that the interior was equipped with 19 thermometers. Two
thermometers were located within the galleries inside the debating
chamber, and eight on the principal floor, while two were located in the
division lobbies and inside the Members’ Lobby.

The serjeant at arms acted as a mediator between MPs and the
technical staff. Lord Charles Russell, who held the post of serjeant at
arms between 1848 and 1875, reported that he was the ‘medium of
communication, as respects the ventilation’ (House of Commons 1852b,
Q255-56). The serjeant reviewed feedback received from individual MPs
and, if necessary, sent requests to the attendant for ad hoc adjustments to
the temperature or ventilation. The historic logbooks contain records of
requests and feedback received from the serjeant. On 22 April 1853, for
instance, the attendants had noted a ‘[g]ood many complaints of draughts’
from the serjeant and on 7 April 1854 they wrote that ‘Lord John Russel
wished the House a little Cooler’ (Ventilation Department 1854).
As such the serjeant and his staff were an important channel for the
communication of quantitative and qualitative feedback on the interior
condition. A hidden door and ladder (Figure 4.2, viii), located in the north-
west side of the bar lobby, enabled them to directly communicate with
the staff inside the air chamber below (Reid 1851b).

A similar approach was adopted in the House of Lords. The indoor
climate was continually monitored using an array of conventional
thermometers. Some of these are shown in historic photographs of the
interior (Wright and Smith 1901, p. 244). John Percy, who acted as
superintendent from 1862 until 1889, reported that thermometers were
read every 30 minutes in six to seven locations and recorded in registers
(House of Lords 1869, Q100-05; House of Lords 1883, Q344). Staff were
instructed to regulate the climate and ventilation based on measurements
and attendance levels, but also to undertake ad hoc adjustment based
on feedback and requests sent by senior officers (House of Commons
1852b, Q255-56; House of Lords 1854, Q75). As in the Commons, the
senior officers were charged with the responsibilities for the collection,
review and communication of feedback from peers. The officials had
dedicated seats inside the house, enabling them to directly interact with
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the peers about issues of thermal comfort or air quality. The lord high
chancellor, who was the presiding officer, sat on the Woolsack in the
centre and the Usher of the Black Rod occupied a box at the opposite end.
During sittings, the Black Rod and his deputy, the yeoman usher, acted
as intermediaries between the Lords and the technical staff (House of
Commons 1852b, Q544-46). In 1852 Sir Augustus Clifford, who served
as Black Rod from 1832 until 1877, reported that they reviewed any
critical feedback received from peers and, if necessary, sent orders to the
superintendent for ad hoc adjustments to the temperature or ventilation
(House of Commons, 1852b, Q544-46).

These procedures facilitated socially sustained feedback loops, which
were important as they allowed environmental control procedures to be
informed by user experience alongside measurements. Through these
feedback loops, staff acquired detailed knowledge of the environmental
conditions — and how these affected Lords, MPs and other users. The
feedback offered insights into the full range of thermal stimuli that
were affecting users but were not routinely measured. This included the
cooling sensations produced by currents entering through the perforated
floors.

The historic records show that thermal comfort and ventilation
were of sufficiently serious concern to MPs and Lords. In the House of
Commons, the performance of Reid’s system, which was only operational
for two years, was the subject of multiple debates and two inquiries, led
by select committees in 1852 and 1854 (Schoenefeldt 2021, pp. 201-16).
The system in the House of Lords was also subject of a critical appraisal,
which was conducted by another select committee in 1854 (Schoenefeldt
2022). These inquiries resulted in substantial modifications to the systems
of both houses. They also required the sociotechnical practices to be
adapted. These modifications were based on a scheme by the English
physician Goldsworthy Gurney (1793-1875), who from 1854 to 1862 also
acted as the superintendent.

First alterations with sociotechnical implications, 1854

These changes included the remodelling of the ventilation and the
introduction of the new facilities for cooling, heating, humidification
and air purification. It also involved the introduction of a supplementary
system of natural ventilation, using openable windows. The latter was
a small, yet significant intervention, as the original houses had been
designed to be permanently sealed spaces with fixed glazing inside the
windows, and ventilation was provided through apertures within the
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floors and ceilings. In the House of Commons, 12 openable windows
were introduced within the clerestory windows above the gallery (Office
of Works 1902), while the large Gothic windows in the House of Lords
were altered to accommodate 24 openable sections (Figure 4.3) (Office of
Works 1854; Barry 1854). These were side-hung and operated from the
outside with the aid of ropes (Office of Works 1943) which in 1945, when
the windows underwent repairs due to war damage, were replaced with a
more sophisticated system of windings gears (Ministry of Works 1943).
Both systems were operated from the roofs above the division lobby, which
staff could access through the two staircases at the east (Figure 4.2, no. v)
and west (vi) sides of the Peers’ Lobby.

As a direct result of these changes, the role of officials was extended,
providing them with the responsibility for monitoring and supervising
the operation of the windows and external sun blinds. In the House of
Commons, this responsibility was held by the speaker and the chairman of
ways and means, who acted as the speaker’s deputy (House of Commons
1854, Q213-15). Figure 4.4 shows the extended network and actors of
the feedback system in the House of Commons, which remained largely

Figure 4.3 Interior of House of Commons chamber, 1869, showing open windows
inside clerestory (Harrington 1869, plate IX). © British Library
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unchanged until 1941. The historic logbooks from the 1920s provide a
detailed record of any ad hoc adjustments made to the windows. On 10
July 1924 one entry said: ‘4 windows opened on east side of House, 2.55
pm, by order of Mr Speaker’ and on 6 June 1928: ‘4 windows opened on
east side of House, 5.15 pm, by order of chairman’. On 30 July 1925 the
attendants wrote: ‘1.40 pm 1 window closed, east side, Sergeant-at-Arms
order with consent of Mr Speaker’ (Ventilation Department 1928).

In the House of Lords these responsibilities were held by the lord
chancellor. Hugh Cairns, who had served as lord chancellor from 1874
until 1880, reported that he routinely instructed windows to be opened
at 5.00 pm during the summer, but also that he gave orders for the ad
hoc adjustments, based on his experience or in response to feedback from
peers. During a debate on 18 July 1878, for instance, he instructed five
windows to be opened at 5.00 pm, and to be increased to 11 windows
at 6.30 pm. Through this role the lord chancellor also acquired close
insights into the impact of the use of natural ventilation and shades on
the internal environment. Cairns, for instance, observed that heat from
the sunlight could become a problem in summer. During the day, he
noted, it was necessary to deploy blinds in order to ‘prevent the House,
as far as possible, from being heated through the windows’ (HL Deb 22
July 1878). During daylight hours, windows were ordered to be opened
only on the shaded side, while the windows on the opposite were closed
and protected with solar blinds.

These arrangements are significant, as they gave individual peers and
MPs agency within the control of the indoor environment. As the primary
users, they had the ability to influence the way the windows were operated
during sittings. Similar to the control of temperatures, the opening and
closing of windows was the subject of disagreements between individual
peers and MPs. Cairns and Percy reported difficulties with managing
conflicting requests. In the summer of 1869, Percy described a case where
he had multiple responses within a single evening. At 7.00 pm, he noted,
Cairns had formally instructed him to open the windows, but one hour
later Lord Talbot, who spoke to him directly, asked for them to be closed
again. At 11.00 pm he received yet another request, this time from Lord
Salisbury, who wished the windows to be reopened (House of Lords
1869, Q97). Cairns gave a similar account in 1883. He reported that the
atmosphere could feel ‘insufferably close’ if the chamber was crowded, and
that one individual would make an appeal ‘to open the windows, and on
the windows being opened, there is a counter appeal made by somebody
else who feels the draught very much, to have the windows shut’ (House
of Lords 1883, Q327).
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Figure 4.4 Sociotechnical network, House of Commons, 1854-1941. © Henrik
Schoenefeldt

Evidence of such disagreements can also be found in transcript of
parliamentary debates. In 1869, for instance, as the Marquess of Salisbury
voiced. He believed that ‘the more we discourage these artificial systems
of ventilation ... and resort to the natural remedy of opening the win-
dows, the better it will be for our general comfort’. Similarly, criticism
was expressed by the Earl of Camperdown during a debate held on 2
March 1886. He said that ventilation ‘would be all that could be desired
if they would open the windows and dispense with the elaborate system
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they had introduced’ (HL Deb 2 March 1886). In contrast, Lord Granville
noted in 1878 that the chamber is ‘most oppressive during hot weather’
and attributes it to the fact that the lord chancellor permitted windows to
be opened on request from some peers (HL Deb 22 July 1878).

This practice, however, did not only lead to tensions between peers.
It also resulted in operational responsibilities being shared between two
parties that held a different view on how the climate ought to be managed.
It needs to be stressed that the technical staff did not have direct control
over the windows or shades. Their control was governed by instructions
issued by the lord chancellor, drawing either on his own observations or
feedback received from peers. Their instructions did not always adhere
to the control regimes advocated by the engineers, but instead reflected
the subjective views of members.

Percy, who was the superintendent from 1862 until 1889, was highly
critical of this practice. In his view, the influence of peers in the operation
of windows was impediment to realising an effective cooling strategy,
arguing that the interior could be kept cooler if it remained sealed and
supplied with cooled air through the floor. In hot weather, he believed,
open windows would cause internal temperatures to rise, and cool or
windy conditions could produce ‘downdraughts of air on the heads of
Peers’ (House of Lords 1869, Q97).

Technological disruption of historic sociotechnical
practices, 1950-66

After the changes of 1854, the sociotechnical procedures remained largely
unchanged until the twentieth century. In the House of Commons these
practices were followed until the destruction of the chamber in 1941
(Schoenefeldt 2018b). The chamber was completely rebuilt between 1944
and 1950 with modern air conditioning, resulting in many of the historic
operational practices becoming redundant. These were replaced by semi-
automated control and monitoring systems, utilising electromechanical
technology. These systems comprised an extensive network of electric
sensors, connected to controls, electromechanical indicators screens
and strip chart recorders. Although these enabled the routine control
operations to be partly automated, new social practices were adopted for
qualitative monitoring and user engagement.

Activities and attendance within the chamber were monitored
with the aid of a microphone and periscope, while MPs were instructed
to call the resident engineer about any issues with the climate. Like
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his nineteenth-century predecessors, the resident engineer kept a
diary of reports from MPs and liaised with the control engineers about
adjustments. Some of the feedback, however, was still mediated by
the minister of work and parliamentary secretary, who engaged with
MPs through personal conversations and written correspondence
(Schoenefeldt 2020). The system of openable windows was briefly
reexamined by a select committee in 1944, but was not reinstated.
Oscar Faber, the engineer of the new system, advocated a permanently
sealed environment to protect the interior from external pollution,
and to prevent the opening of windows from interfering with the air
conditioning system. The idea had been initially opposed by MPs on the
committee, who wished the historic practices to be reintroduced. In a
report, dated 25 October 1944, the committee wrote that members were
‘at first not in favour of the permanently closed windows the engineers
has prescribed for the chamber, and preferred to feel that they could, if
required, to be flung open to admit fresh air in fine weather’ (House of
Commons 1945, p. 6).

In the House of Lords, which survived the war largely unscathed,
the nineteenth-century system was not decommissioned and replaced
with mechanical air conditioning until 1966. Over this period, measures
taken to displace human labour through technology did not go beyond
the installation of thermostats for the automation of heating controls
(1960) and a small electromechanical monitoring system (1950)
which, equipped with an indicator screen and a network of seven
electric sensors (Ministry of Works 1951; Cunliffe 1960), enabled staff
to take temperature readings remotely from a central control panel.?
The historic approach to user engagement, involving the Black Rod and
lord chancellor as mediator, were reinstated in 1951 and continued
for another 20 years after the war (Denbon 1956; Lord Chamberlain
1963). The utilisation of openable windows was only discontinued after
the introduction of air conditioning, when the space became a perma-
nently controlled environment. The technological changes of 1966
also resulted in most of the technical operations becoming automated.
However, the user engagement remained a prominent feature of its
operational design. According to reports of the Ministry of Works
from November 1963, the system incorporated an automated control
and monitoring system, involving a network of electric sensors. It was
also provided with facilities that allowed the climate to be manually
adjusted ‘according to desires of the occupants’ (Knight 1963) and
to accommodate ‘individual response to comfort’ (Chief Mechanical
Engineer 1963).
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Conclusion: the persistence of the social

The operational history of the Houses of Parliament has yielded
insights into the ephemeral architecture of sociotechnical practices
in the context of environmental control. This was characterised as a
participatory approach, in which operational staff, MPs, Lords and
officials were important actors within a wider sociotechnical network
of environmental control. It has shown how technology had affected
both the design and function of social networks. While the operation of
the original nineteenth-century system had relied entirely on socially
sustained feedback mechanisms, after the war sociotechnical aspects
were revisited in the light of new technologies. Although some of the
original nineteenth-century sociotechnical practices were lost due to
automation, the operation of the new systems, completed in 1950 and
1966, respectively, were still dependent on socially sustained feedback
mechanisms. These changes resulted in the emergence of two types of
feedback loops, one of which was sustained technologically, utilising
quantitative data, one socially, which focused on qualitative evaluations.
The latter, which relied on direct participation of users alongside
technological and non-technical staff, suggests that the social processes
persisted, but were refocused.

This research has focused on elucidating a more ordinary, domestic
aspect of the history of parliamentary architecture. Similar to other
practical matters, such as building repairs or cleaning, it belongs to the
sphere of facilities management. The engagement of historical research
with such practical matters, however, is important as it offers insights into
the social history of environmental design in architecture.

This social history is significant because it illuminates the character
of nineteenth-century environmental technologies and the specific
challenges of their application within a large and complex institutional
building. The research has shown that the delivery of a process of user
participation was underpinned by institutional structures. As a direct
result of this participatory approach, however, the practical questions of
how to provide ventilation or thermal comfort became part of what could
be interpreted as the politics of environmental control. These politics
manifested themselves in the tensions between opposing positions
between users and technologists as well as in the disagreements between
individual peers or MPs. The study of the history of these tensions shows
that it was not the view of technical specialists or the authority of their
scientific data, but the views of the most vocal users that became the
ultimate measure of building performance. This was due to the fact that
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the primary occupants of the chambers were not ordinary users, but
holders of political power. It was a relationship of servant and served,
and this manifested itself not only spatially, but also in the institutional
structures within which interactions between ‘users’ and ‘operators’ of the
building were performed.

Notes

1 The staff of the Department of Ventilation was employed by the Commissioners of Woods
and Forests, and after 1854 became HM Office of Works (1854-1940).

2 The original indicator and switch were located in the dimmer room and have survived to
this day. It has a rotary switch to select individual sensors in seven positions. These were
labelled 1. ‘throne east’, 2. ‘throne west’, 3. ‘princes chamber’, 4. ‘division lobby east’, 5.
‘division lobby west’, 6. ‘table’, 7. ‘bar’.
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Inhabiting the Palais Bourbon
together

Sharing, allocating and regulating
parliamentary space among its multiple
users at the French National Assembly

Jonathan Chibois

Introduction

For more than two centuries, the lower house of the bicameral French
parliament — the National Assembly — has been housed in the Palais
Bourbon in central Paris, which was a princely residence before the French
Revolution. This place has gradually been configured to meet its needs,
and even expanded in the 1970s by adding on other buildings in the
neighbourhood. Despite these efforts, the Palais Bourbon remains a place
where space is limited while the historical character of the site prohibits
making the significant changes necessary to make it truly functional for
modern legislative work. The idea of building a new, fully equipped and
serviced building has often been suggested (Gardey 2015, pp. 78-86), but
has never been fulfilled. Indeed, not only would the cost of such a project
be monumental, but the idea of abandoning this symbolic place is also
controversial. The Assembly has little choice but to make do with it.
When, in the early 2000s, the Assembly authorities' decided to open
the doors of the Palais Bourbon to citizens in the name of openness and
democratic transparency, these issues took on a new dimension. How do
we make room for a crowd of people in a place that is already too small for
legislative activities and is compelled to be converted? Yet the Assembly’s
spatial organisation also raises questions that go beyond mere material
and logistical aspects. As we shall see in this chapter, the architectural
constraints inherited from the past can contribute to shaping the political
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life of a nation by ensuring the survival of certain parliamentary practices
or by forcing the authorities of the institution to make compromises when
new democratic expectations emerge (Goodsell 1988).

In order to meet the challenge of opening the Palais Bourbon to
the public, a systematic control of access to the different buildings of the
Assembly was introduced in 2002 (Chibois 2019, pp. 83-86). Since then,
any non-elected person walking through the corridors of the Palais must
wear an individual badge indicating the category of user to which they
belong. Officially presented as a response to a security threat, I will show
here that, more particularly, this new procedure offers a means for the
parliamentary administration to plan and distribute the various spaces
of the Palais among its many users. Moreover, it allows the interactions
between deputies and users of the Palais to be guided and controlled,
favouring some users and banning others. I will thus argue that this policy
of opening up the Assembly and that of closing access to its buildings are
inseparable, as paradoxical as that may seem. They both carry the same
hopes of modernisation and the same conservative rigidities.

For the anthropologist, studying this policy of movement is
a rich opportunity to question the implicit hierarchy of values on
which the parliamentary order is based and, therefore, to reflect on ‘how
parliament thinks’ (Douglas 1986). My approach here is an anthropology
of parliaments (Crewe 2021), although my focus is not on the symbolism
and the rituals at the centres of power (Abélés 1997; Rai and Johnson
2014). Rather, I am interested in the sociotechnical materiality of
institutional life, its architecture as well as its everyday objects and
working tools. I argue that this approach provides insider access to the
structures of social relations and collective activities that anthropology
is interested in. In doing so, I take advantage of the large percentage of
human interactions that is instrumentalised by sociotechnical devices, by
which they are facilitated as well as made invisible, institutionalised or
framed (Winner 1980; Warnier 2009; Lemonnier 2012).

Iwill begin by briefly outlining the historical problems of access and
circulation in the Palais Bourbon to explain how the architectural prob-
lem emerged at the French National Assembly in the 1980s and 1990s.
I will then detail the solutions that the parliamentary administration
devised to address the new challenges it faced alongside the practical
and political consequences of these solutions. Finally, I will discuss
the paradoxical effects of the policies of managing the circulation of
individuals, pointing out the singular dynamics of transformation that are
particular to parliaments.
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A two-century closure process

The history of the French National Assembly is closely linked to the spatial
movement of people within the institution. Revolutionary times gave
rise to numerous artistic representations showing the people of Paris
cheering the debates of the self-proclaimed Assembly (see Figure 5.1),
which helped to create the myth of the public as onlookers who were
passionate about the verbal jousting of their elected representatives. What
these paintings do not show is that the presence of the crowd was soon
considered invasive because it was deemed noisy, fickle and impatient.
From the very first months of the National Assembly’s existence, this led to
attempts at regulating public access. Because of several riots and popular
revolts, protecting the Assembly’s deliberations against the crowds became
an essential requirement when it chose to move to the Palais Bourbon in
1798 (Chibois 2019, pp. 74-76).

Throughout the nineteenth century, several events added further
pressure on the Assembly to isolate itself, two of which were decisive. First,
the coup d’état of 1852, where the army’s intrusion into the Palais was
literally experienced as ‘rape’ (Gardey 2015, p. 106), made the Assembly
durably suspicious of the executive’s abuses. Second, two attacks at
the end of the nineteenth century made it clear that it was not only the
crowds, but also such isolated acts, that should be feared. As a result, the
institution started developing its own defences in order to make the area
an autonomous zone.

Beginning in the 1880s, with the formalisation of the parliamentary
administration into a modern bureaucracy and the arrival of the golden age
of French parliamentarism (under the Third Republic), a complementary
dynamic emerged as a result of the need to make the Palais Bourbon
the ‘home of deputies’ (members of parliament). To this end, it was felt
necessary to erase the intrusive activities within the Palais walls, such as
wandering journalists, citizens waiting to be received by their deputies,
or mail carriers coming and going, as much as possible in order to bring
peace of mind. Here, the installation of the telephone at this time was
an important instrument for the quietening of the parliamentary space
(Chibois 2017), allowing for remote discussions with deputies or the
parliamentary administration.

After this two-century policy of closure, the use of the parliamentary
space has been shaken up by three major changes within the institution.
First, in the late 1970s, the Assembly’s authorities decided to buy and
construct additional buildings to provide personal offices for deputies.
Second, the status of ‘deputies’ staff’ (assistant parlementaire) was
created in the 1980s to support the work of deputies and groups. Third,
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Figure 5.1 Helman L.-S., Duclos, A.-J. and Monnet, C., Serment du Jeu de Paume a
Versailles le 19 juin 1789, 1792. Engraving, 27.5 X 43.5 cm. Public domain. It shows
the Tennis Court Oath (‘Serment du Jeu de Paume’ in French) that the representatives
of the French population took on 19 June 1789, a pivotal event in the Revolution.
The presence of the crowd is depicted in the background, in front of the windows on
the left and in the passageway on the right. Source gallica.bnf.fr / © Bibliotheque
nationale de France

with anti-parliamentary discourse rising from the 1990s onwards, the
institution increased the number of initiatives to make the Palais more of
a ‘people’s house’ (Abéles 2001). These initiatives include the creation of
a parliamentary TV channel, a children’s parliament and, above all, the
development of guided tours of the Palais.

Unlike the UK House of Commons or the German Reichstag (see
Psarra and Maldonado Gil in this volume), no one can attend the guided
tours of the Palais without being invited by a deputy. The only exceptions
to this rule are special events such as the European Heritage Days, when
the Assembly turns the opening of its doors into a celebration. The
deputies can choose to carry out the visits themselves or, as is most often
the case, to entrust the task to the parliamentary administration, which
has some 50 staff specially trained for this purpose. These guided tours
are partly an opportunity to discover the symbolic places of legislative
activity, but above all for the institution to share its architectural and
artistic heritage with the public. This initiative was a great success. In
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2015, the communications service told me that it managed to achieve
the high rate of 1,000 visitors per day, or between 150,000 and 170,000
people per year.

A policy of ‘separation of movement’

Thus, within two decades, the Palais, which was a small space reserved for
a limited number of regulars, saw its surface area suddenly fragmented
with the multiplication of buildings outside the historical walls of the
Palais, and its level of attendance explode with the multiplication of new
users. The right of movement, as it had been implemented and patiently
built since the Assembly was installed in the Palais, was suddenly faced
with a paradox. It was necessary to make the Palais both the ‘house of the
deputies’ as well as the ‘people’s house’. In other words, the Palais needed
to become a private as well as a public place while clearly emphasising its
symbolic and heritage dimensions.

To take up this challenge, the parliamentary administration has set
up a policy known as the ‘separation of movement’ (séparation des flux)
(Assemblée nationale n.d.). It consists, on the one hand, of assigning
dedicated entrances to the various categories of users of the Palais, and, on
the other hand, assigning them authorised areas in which they can move
(see Figure 5.2). But movement jams appear, especially in central areas such
as the ‘sacred perimeter’ (périmétre sacré), which is the most significant one
in terms of the Palais’ political and architectural heritage. This is the reason
why individual patterns of movement could vary dynamically, depending
on the hours of the day, the days of the week and the weeks of the year.

For instance, on days when the Assembly is not in session, there is no
activity around the semicircle, so the sacred perimeter is entirely devoted
to guided tours, and some rooms can accommodate public lectures. On
days when the Assembly is in session, this sacred perimeter is reserved
exclusively for deputies, with some places adjacent to the meeting places
for deputies and journalists. On these days, guided tours take a different
route so that they can only visit the semicircle from the public galleries.

This separation of movement is backed up by an elaborate system
of access badges, which not only allows security officers to visually check
that no one oversteps their rights of movement, but also to take advantage
of the automation provided by digital access control technologies. In most
functional areas, far from the view of visitors and television cameras,
movement controls are carried out automatically by detecting the type
of badge that each individual bears. In the most mediatised or sensitive
places, the parliamentary officers carry out the sorting and control by their
discreet presence which, in addition to the flexibility offered by human
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Figure 5.2 Simplified diagram of the circulation patterns regarding the so-called
‘separation of movement’ of the users of the Palais Bourbon as recreated by the
ethnographer during his fieldwork. © Jonathan Chibois

judgement, has the great advantage of making access limits invisible, thus
suggesting to the uninformed eye that the place is opened to the greatest
number of people.

It should be noted that, since the early 2000s, all staff and visitors
have been required to wear their badge visibly in all circumstances in order
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to make identification and verification possible. However, there are two
notable exceptions to this general rule: (1) deputies, whose faces staff
must have memorised and (2) citizens taking part in guided tours, whose
presence is supervised by a guide. From the point of view of these two
categories of users, nothing seems to hinder traffic in the Palais Bourbon,
making it truly appear as a place welcoming to all. We are therefore dealing
with a symbolic expression of openness, where the presence of the public
‘is part of the show’ (Bennett 1988). Visitors come to see the heritage of
the Assembly building as they are walking across the Palais, which aims
to portray the opening of the institution to the public.

Controlling interactions between users

For those who are neither deputies nor visitors, the parliamentary space
is, on the contrary, a very fragmented space, both geographically and
socially. For them, the badge does not symbolise the privilege of access
to the focal point of the Republic, but rather a constraint that limits their
freedom to move and therefore their freedom to interact with deputies
and other categories of users. Indeed, it is important to understand that in
managing movement, the control of interactions is what is fundamentally
at stake. The two-century-old policy of keeping spectators away from the
periphery of the building and dedicating the heart of the Palais to the
deputies alone has been transformed into a policy aimed at controlling
who interacts with whom in the Palais and, above all, who interacts with
the deputies.

As an ethnographer, I had to deal with this reality personally during
my research (Chibois 2019). While carrying out fieldwork, which lasted
almost 10 years, I held several positions — mainly as staff member,
journalist and private citizen — which forced me to juggle with differ-
ent badges (see Figure 5.3) and rights of movement necessary in order
to conduct my study. I had the opportunity to experience the Palais
differently and understand that parliamentary life is broadly dependent
on the category of users to which one is assigned. The policy of separating
movement in the Palais is so effective that it is as if it contains several
parallel social worlds, each with its own rules, logic and uses.

For example, by virtue of their badges, the deputies’ staff are only
authorised to circulate in corridors where the deputies’ offices are and
where their political group is located. This circulation rule regulates them
to a strict role of ‘invisible’ workers (Star and Strauss 1999), where they
are recognised by the institution as only having the right to assist the
deputies — but never to stand in for or collaborate with them (Beauvallet
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Figure 5.3 Examples of various badges worn by the ethnographer during his
research at the French National Assembly. © Jonathan Chibois

and Michon 2018). Having been a staff member myself allowed me to
understand an important issue: the institution’s desire to reduce as much
as possible the capacity for political action by those who work in the Palais
without possessing the legitimacy granted by being elected, as if there
were a risk that they might interfere with the political game by being
‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 1984, p. 36).

Furthermore, journalists’ badges give them access to specific places
only. These are the press rooms to which they are assigned, the galleries
of the semicircle, and the Four Columns Hall (Salle des quatre colonnes).
The last one is the only place where they are allowed to interview deputies
after the sittings. This space is unique in that it is always guarded by an
official whose job is to ensure that journalists speak to deputies according
to an established code of conduct and, above all, they do not cross the red
ribbon separating them. These rules show that journalists hold the roles
of super-spectators: privileged observers who are offered opportunities to
report on debates and ask questions, but are kept out of certain types of
action in the Palais at the same time.

Finally, civil servants’ badges give them access only to those areas of
the Palais that are necessary for their tasks. This category of users is the
most complex, not only because of the many sub-categories it contains,
but also because of their role in organising the separation of user flows.
Although civil servants have a fully recognised place in the Palais —
because they have been selected by the Republic through a competitive
examination —they are not elected by the public. This intermediary position
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does not require their presence to be totally invisible, like deputies’
staff members, but discreet, similar to the presence of domestic staff in
nineteenth-century bourgeois houses (Gardey 2015, pp. 163-65).

A conservative conception of democracy

It is important to understand that this policy of separation of movement
by different kinds of users currently produces two structural effects. On
the one hand, it tends to make the presence of non-elected users in the
French National Assembly imperceptible. This reveals an elitist conception
of democracy by the institution, where the presence of some individuals
in the Palais Bourbon is necessary but not fully recognised as legitimate
according to the national democratic ideology, so their agency is limited.
The administration of the Palais therefore keeps certain activities on the
periphery where possible, limiting their interaction with deputies and other
users. On the other hand, the presence of citizens and deputies, for whom
the Palais is supposedly their ‘home’, is not only highly noticeable, but is also
promoted through institutional communication. The latter two categories
of users are not on an equal footing, however, since the initiative for guided
tours is a privilege reserved for deputies alone. When they are at the Palais,
citizens must therefore be considered guests of their representatives.

This policy regarding users’ access and movement appears to be
conservative (Urbinati 2006). It serves the myth of national sovereignty,
developed at the end of the eighteenth century during the Revolution,
on two levels. First, by concealing the presence of deputies’ staff and
journalists, restricting the movement of civil servants and staging the
presence of private citizens, the republican liturgy aims to showcase
the deputies above all. Within French democratic ideology, the princi-
ple of election is not only a pragmatic way of appointing political
representatives. It is also a process by which individuals temporarily and
symbolically emerge from their condition as ordinary citizens (Manin
2010), and are put on a pedestal within the institutions of the Republic.

Second, this spatial organisation helps to give concrete expression
to a strict opposition between the status of spectators and protagonists
in debates (Heurtin 1994). The French democratic ideology does not
tolerate any intermediate position, with the sole exception of civil
servants who work for the parliamentary administration. Indeed, the
hierarchy of circulation patterns goes hand in hand with an implicit
symbolic hierarchy that organises the users of the Palais according to
their degree of involvement with legislative work. From a spatial point
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of view, this hierarchy means that the more individuals are protagonists
in legislative work, the closer they are allowed to get to the heart of the
parliamentary space that is the semicircle. The more they are in the
official position of spectators, the more they are kept on the periphery
of the building. From a relational point of view, the more individuals are
protagonists, the more their interactions with elected officials tend to be
face-to-face; the more they are observers, the more their interactions
with elected officials are mediated by communication tools such as video
broadcasting, telephone, text messages or email.

Consequently, we can see that this policy of the ‘separation of
movement’ does not call into question the complete opposition between
the figures of the deputy and the public — between the protagonist and
the observer — but rather reinforces it. Opening up the parliamentary
space in the French National Assembly does not mean making the public
protagonists, nor does it mean getting them to work with deputies. On the
contrary, it means erecting virtual glass walls around the deputies so that
the public can get as close as possible to the deliberations and become a
kind of super-onlooker. This is an approach similar to the one taken in
the German parliament where the public has an elevated view into the
plenary chamber under a transparent dome (Waylen 2014; Psarra and
Maldonado Gil in this volume). The Assembly’s response to the recent
rise of anti-parliamentary discourses, and more generally to the demand
for greater accountability in democracy, does not aim at altering the
communication between the deputies and public (in the direction of a
more participatory democracy) but at consolidating republican elitism
and the elite status of elected representatives.

Conclusion

In conclusion, apart from allowing a large number of individuals to move
inside the Palais Bourbon while also maintaining its security, the main
interest of this policy of ‘separation of movement’ is to ensure that differ-
ent categories of users remain invisible to each other. This policy allows
the institution to demonstrate that the Palais is both the ‘house of the
deputies’ and the ‘people’s house’, simultaneously making clear that the
latter are the former’s guests.

In the process, these institutional practices shape a contradictory
image of the Assembly. On the one hand, it is the emblematic place where
deputies and people meet. That is, it is the place where deputies are
meant to protect citizens’ interests in the face of the threats — according
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to Claude Bartolone, the Assembly’s president between 2012 and 2017
- of the growing power of Europe, of the state’s decentralisation process
in France, of financial capitalism and more broadly of the globalised
world (Bartolone and Winock 2015). On the other hand, they make the
Assembly function as the custodian of a representative democracy whereby
political work remains the exclusive prerogative of deputies. Here is a
stance against citizens’ demands for greater recognition of their rights to
participate in the conduct of the nation’s business - for instance, through
an extended right of petition or a citizens’ right to amend a bill - or to
evaluate the deputies’ actions - for instance, through statistics of their
attendance and activities.

Note

1 For the sake of simplicity, I use the term ‘the Assembly’s authorities’ to refer to the
combination of the three bodies - the presidency, the Bureau and the Conference of
Presidents — which have many members in common.
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Trapping the architectural
imagination
Restoration, renewal and denial at Westminster

Matthew Flinders

Introduction

A great body of writing and research has in recent years voiced significant
concerns about the health of democracy. This is reflected in narratives
of death and decline, crisis and complacency, which all tend to suggest
that a gap — as characterised in Peter Mair’s (2013) notion of ‘ruling the
void’ — has emerged between the governors and the governed. Globally
this is captured in concerns regarding democratic ‘deconsolidation’,
‘backsliding’ and the rise of ‘pitchfork politics’ (Alizada et al. 2021). In the
UK, the Hansard Society’s 2019 Audit of Political Engagement provided a
stark insight into the extent of democratic disaffections. Seventy-two per
cent of those surveyed suggested that the system of governing in the UK
needs ‘quite a lot’ or a ‘great deal’ of improvement, and 75 per cent thought
the main parties were so divided they cannot serve the best interests of the
country. More worryingly, these feelings of disengagement appear to
have created an appetite for illiberal political shifts, with 54 per cent
saying Britain needs ‘a strong leader who is willing to break the rules’ and
42 per cent thinking that the country’s challenges could be dealt with
more effectively ‘if the government didn’t have to worry so much about
votes in Parliament’ (Hansard Society 2019, p. 5).

In this context, this chapter explores power, architecture and
democracy through a focus on what is termed the architectural imagination.
The intellectual heritage of this term is to be found in the work of C. Wright
Mills and one of the main aims of this chapter is to illustrate the value
of his arguments concerning ‘the promise’ and ‘the trap’ for the fields
of architecture and design. My baseline position that architectural
(re)design is an instrument of political power is particularly important
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in relation to parliaments and legislatures — due to their functional and
symbolic position at the apex of democratic systems. Charles Goodsell
argued over three decades ago that ‘the physical architecture of
parliaments is — or should be — of interest to political scientists, not just
architects or architectural historians’ (Goodsell 1988, p. 287). However,
research and writing at the intersection of political science, architecture
and design remains, with just a few notable exceptions (see, for example,
Vale 1992; Parkinson 2012; Bell 2020), a largely barren intellectual
terrain. Instead, I want to suggest, with Harold Lasswell, that ‘the liter-
ature of politics, law, and government has given rather casual attention
to the topic [the political and symbolic significance of architecture and
design]. Treatises, textbooks and monographs reflect the traditional
disregard of these relationships. Scattered here and there, nevertheless,
are suggestive propositions’ (2016 [1979], p. ix). The aim of this chapter
is to develop the conceptual tools available to those who seek a more
detailed and nuanced understanding of the relationship between political
power, on the one hand, and architectural design, on the other.

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first focuses on Mills’
The Sociological Imagination (2000 [1959]) to briefly explore its core
arguments and broader significance. The second section develops this focus
by taking Mills’ insights, for the first time, into the realm of architecture
and design. Also drawing upon the work of Pierre Bourdieu, Peter Hall,
Noam Chomsky, Kim Dovey, Carl DiSalvo and others, I seek to flesh out the
intellectual scaffolding originally provided by Mills to develop a politicised
‘architectural imagination’. The third section seeks to demonstrate the
empirical relevance of the architecture imagination through a brief review
of the evolution of the Restoration and Renewal Programme (R&R) in the
UK Houses of Parliament. Trapping the architectural imagination within a
dominant elite vision of what democracy ‘is’ and how it should ‘be’, I argue,
is increasingly at odds with the view of large sections of the public that
British democracy is failing.

The sociological imagination

The notion of the sociological imagination developed by Mills provides
a lens that: (i) focuses attention on the role of structures in shaping
individual lives and (ii) raises questions about the role of academics in
exposing and politicising these relationships. As a sociologist, Mills did
not study architecture and design. However, he was concerned with social
change and why an increasing proportion of the public appeared to be
feeling trapped within a social structure they no longer understood.
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Nowadays people often feel that their private lives are a series of
traps. They sense that within their everyday worlds, they cannot
overcome their troubles, and in this feeling, they are often quite
correct. What ordinary people are directly aware of and what they
try to do are bounded by the private orbits in which they live. Their
visions and their powers are limited to the close-up scenes of job,
family, neighbourhood and other milieu, they move vicariously
and remain spectators. And the more aware they become, however
vaguely, of ambitions and of threats which transcend their
immediate locales, the more trapped they seem to feel (Mills 2000
[1959], p. 3).

For Mills, the role of the social scientist was to help those people who
felt trapped to understand the nature of social change and, through that,
to help people generate a sense of belonging and control. This was ‘the
promise’ that inspired all of Mills’ work and writing. The ‘sociological
imagination’ was — through this lens — the ability to forge and make clear
the connections between broad social structures and everyday life. The
aim of this was to make what were often viewed as personal troubles
into public issues by exposing how the roots were structural and beyond
the control of any one person: ‘That is its task and its promise ... from
the most impersonal and remote transformations to the most intimate
features of the human self’ (Mills 2000 [1959], p. 6).

Mills, therefore, focused attention on the role of academics
in society. Three quick points serve to underline the contemporary
relevance of his work. First, a vast literature on the ‘left behind’,
the ‘peripheral’ and ‘strangers in their own land’ (see, respectively,
Wuthnow 2018; Guilluy 2015; Hochschild 2018) — not to mention
the burgeoning body of work on ‘disaffected democrats’ — suggests
that the themes of social anomie, frustration and anger have grown in
significance over the last 50 years. The second issue revolves around
the debate within academe about ‘the tyranny of impact’ (Flinders
2013) and the degree to which scholarship should demonstrate more
non-academic relevance and value. Mills’ work was critical about the
evolution and professionalisation of academe, particularly the social
sciences. What he referred to as ‘grand theory’, ‘abstracted empiricism’
and ‘the bureaucratic ethos’ had failed to nurture the ‘quality of mind’
that allowed scholarship to help the public regain a sense of connection
with a world in flux. In the context of contemporary debates concerning
research and relevance in the academia (see Eisfeld and Flinders 2021),
Mills’ work is hugely relevant.
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Third, the insights of the sociological imagination are applicable
beyond the discipline, Mills held.

I hope my colleagues will accept the term ‘sociological imagination’.
... Political scientists who have read my manuscript suggest ‘the
political imagination’; anthropologists, ‘the anthropological
imagination’ — and so on. The term matters less than the idea. ...
Nevertheless, I use ‘sociological imagination’ because: (1) every
cobbler thinks leather is the only thing and, for better or worse, I am
a sociologist; (2) I do believe that historically the quality of mind has
been more frequently and vividly displayed by classic sociologists
than by other social scientists; (3) since I am going to examine
critically a number of curious sociological schools, I need a counter
term on which to stand.

(Mills 2000 [1959], p. 19)

In the 60 years since its publication, different scholars have developed
Mills’ ‘idea’ within the parameters of their own discipline to forge new
insights (see, for example, Young 2011; Willis 2000), but architectural
scholarship has, so far, remained beyond this process despite the fact that
the notions of ‘the promise’ and ‘the trap’ offer significant theoretical and
empirical potential. The ‘promise’ relates to the ability of architecture
and design specialists to understand and expose the role that buildings,
and the public spaces they exist within, have in terms of encouraging
power hoarding or power sharing forms of behaviour. The notion of
the ‘trap’ relates to a situation in which the role of these same factors
in ‘locking-in’ a specific model of politics, and certain forms of political
inequality, were either denied or overlooked. The public is, in essence,
trapped within a dominant institutional configuration made real in the
form of buildings and courtyards, layout and levels — yet unable to grasp
the symbolic and practical ways in which those structures actively shaped
politics and democracy.

Mills’ sociological imagination is thus, above all, a sensitising
concept — ‘the term matters less than the idea’ (Mills 2000 [1959],
p.- 19). And ‘the idea’ can be summarised as consisting of two core ele-
ments. The first one is the intersection between personal biography, on
the one hand, and social structures and institutional frameworks, on
the other. Mills wanted the existence of socially embedded structural
inequalities to be recognised so that individuals would not be blamed
for issues that were, in reality, beyond their control, and for politicians to
be held responsible for resolving those issues through social and political

PARLIAMENT BUILDINGS



reform (Dowding 2020). The second element is the commitment to non-
academic engagement — scholars should not just study but also take the
results of their study into society more broadly. This places a professional
responsibility on the shoulders of professors of architecture or design to
engage with the public —working with multiple groups in a variety of ways —
to nurture an understanding of how and why the (re)form of parliaments
and other public buildings matters. Taken together these two elements,
as Mills’ appendix ‘On Intellectual Craftsmanship’ demonstrates, provide
a flexible framework for one key question: how can we conceptualise ‘the
architectural imagination’? This forms the focus of the next section.

The architectural imagination

I suggest that the architectural imagination allows us to interpret
architectural debates about parliaments and public buildings as
political issues with democratic consequences. This is the promise of
the architectural imagination. But how might we realise this promise
in terms of an analytical toolkit? To ask this question is not to suggest
that the fields of architecture and design lack imaginative zeal or
energy. Even the most cursory glance at the literature suggests a
clear imaginative emphasis, such as Brook Muller’s Ecology and the
Architectural Imagination (2014), Martin Bressani’s Architecture and
the Historical Imagination (2014), Angeliki Sioloi and Yoonchun Jung’s
Reading Architecture: Literary Imagination and Architectural Experience
(2018) and Dean Hawkes’ The Environmental Imagination (2019).
Other works focus on ‘tracing the architectural imagination’ in specific
urban environments — such as Sophia Psarra’s The Venice Variations:
Tracing the Architectural Imagination (2018), Robert Govers’ Imaginative
Communities: Admired Cities, Regions and Countries (2018) and Paul
Dobraszczyk’s Future Cities: Architecture and the Imagination (2019).
These works tend to use the notion of ‘imagination’, however, without an
explicit focus on the intersection between a politics of architecture and an
architecture of politics.

By contrast, by highlighting the relevance of Mills’ sociological
imagination, I want to look more explicitly at how architecture and design,
closely intertwined with notions of imagination, creativity and aesthetic
significance, shape political behaviour and public attitudes. Indeed, if the
essence of Mills” approach is a focus on the ability to move up and down
the ladder of abstraction from the macro to the micro, then it is possible
to suggest that the existing architecture and design literature offers more
of a dichotomy than a blend.
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What I mean by this is that it is possible to identify two pools of
scholarship. The first tends toward a high-level analysis of the historic
and symbolic significance of architecture with a clear political texture
and tone. The second offers highly detailed institutional analyses of
specific buildings or design phases. Examples of the former macro-level
seam of scholarship might include Harold Lasswell’s The Signature of
Power (2016 [1979]), Jules Lubbock’s The Tyranny of Taste (1995), the
collected essays of Bernard Tschumi in Architecture and Disjunction (1997),
Juhani Pallasmaa’s The Thinking Hand (2009) and The Eyes of the Skin
(2012), Philip Manow’s In the Shadow of the King (2010) through to Carl
DiSalvo’s Adversarial Design (2012). They offer a high — or what Mills
might have called ‘grand’ - level of theorising that rarely reaches down
to the specific case study, let alone to everyday lived experience. This
body of work offers significant value in terms of understanding the link
between architecture and the notion of ‘the trap’ (that is, the symbolic
complexity of physical structures and therefore the existence of powerful
path dependencies), but generally less about ‘the promise’ (that is, the
emancipatory potential of architecture or design).

The macro-level studies thus remain somewhat aloof from the
day-to-day machinations and messiness of political life; they focus on
bold themes and big ideas rather than the practical minutiae of everyday
politics. The second (micro-level) seam, by contrast, offers a mirror
image, with detailed scholarly accounts of architectural history and
institutional design, rarely accompanied by any developed awareness of
social structure or political dynamics. With a shared focus in the Palace
of Westminster, examples could include the work of Chris Miele (1998)
on ‘the battle for Westminster Hall’, Edward Gillin’s (2018) analysis of
architectural science and Henrik Schoenefeldt’s (2014) work on the design
of heating and ventilation systems (see Schoenefeldt in this volume).
Although rich in descriptive historical and technical detail, these studies
can lack an explicit thematisation of what Mills termed ‘the big picture’ —
such as the growing sense of unease surrounding the relationship between
the public and the architecture of politics. This brings us back to a focus
on Charles Goodsell’s argument that a focus on physical architecture
should be of great interest to political science due to the manner in which
buildings and spaces preserved cultural values, articulated political
attitudes and contributed to the formation of a broader political culture
(Goodsell 1988). Goodsell was promoting exactly the mid-range position
that is largely absent from the contemporary research base.

Mills’ arguments and insights, too, operate at a fairly high level of
abstraction. To operationalise them for the disciplines of architecture and
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design, where they have not so far appeared in an explicit manner, I now
want to focus on three mid-range or ‘connective’ concepts that, when
taken together, might provide the basis of an ‘architectural imagination’
approach.

Thinking within and beyond

An analysis that possessed the architectural imagination would
demonstrate a rare connective capacity to shift the focus of analysis from
the micro to the macro (and vice versa). The focus would be society’s
interaction with a building or group of buildings that shared a specific
design heritage or spatial position, and the building(s) interpreted as a
‘signature of power’ — to paraphrase Lasswell (2016 [1979]) - that both
structured and symbolised specific relationships. The great value of the
architectural imagination, therefore, would be its ability to range from
a discussion about very specific issues (for example, visitor facilities,
constituency offices, digital systems, educational materials, works of
art, public space, seating layouts, rituals, language and petition pro-
cesses) to far broader debates concerning social structures, historical
trends and technological change. The architectural design of public
buildings in general, and parliaments in particular, therefore becomes
a core component of the social structure and is, in this way, ultimately

Figure 6.1 The Palace of Westminster from the River after the Fire of 1834.
Anon. circa 1934, Painting. Oil on Canvas. © Museum of London Collection
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politicised. This is a key point. The architectural imagination goes beyond
the notion of the public as mere spectators of a built environment or passive
users of public buildings and is instead attuned to the role and power of
‘sensory democracy’ (Flinders and Ryan 2017).

As such, the architectural imagination brings the political centre
stage in a way that challenges, or at the very least questions, dominant
‘self-evident truths’ about ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ (Ostrom 2000). By
revealing the structural manifestation or ‘hidden politics’ of architectural
design, the architectural imagination exposes layers of architectural
sedimentation and accretion. Indeed, if architecture reflects, materialises
and eternalises images of an idealised polity, then the architectural
imagination challenges that view. Instead, it highlights what might
be termed the pathologies of everyday architecture. It also highlights
the ‘potentiality of consciousness’, a term taken from Merleau-Ponty’s
The Visible and the Invisible (1969), in terms of how awareness and
understanding can rekindle a sense of self, being, energy, agency and
even anger.

This turns Mills’ emphasis on multi-levelled positionality and
relationships back within the analytical approach in order to expose the
existence of what might be termed imaginative architectural gradations.
This draws upon public policy theory, particularly Peter Hall’'s (1993)
analysis of policy change. As Table 6.1 illustrates, Hall identifies three
levels — first, second and third order — which are nested. (First order)
adjustment options exist in relation to specific policies (second order)
which, in turn, are defined by a dominant (third-order) paradigm. The
great value of this three-level framework is that it highlights the notion (or
trap) of ‘thinking within’, by which I mean the restriction of policy debates
and therefore policy choices within an established dominant paradigm.
It is only by challenging what appear to be settled assumptions or self-
evident truths that new options and opportunities can be identified. The
additional benefit of Hall’s framework is that it aids understanding in
relation to historical institutionalism and path dependencies. Historical
institutionalism simply highlights the ways in which decisions taken in
the past structure options for the future. The layout of roads, design of
keyboards and investment in buildings, for example, all frame the costs
and benefits associated with potential changes or reforms in the future
(they create logical policy pathways that can be resistant to change). This
explains the notion of institutional ‘stickiness’, which is highly relevant in
relation to parliamentary buildings because once embedded and built, the
institutional architecture flowing out of a dominant ideational paradigm
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Table 6.1 Adversarial design as a third-order focus

Parliamentary
architecture Link to
Level Focus example Scope DiSalvo’s thesis
Third  Dominant Majoritarian Macro-political ‘adversarial
order  ideational (power-hoarding) or ‘mega- design’ /
paradigm representative constitutional’  ‘political design’
democracy
Second Technique, Imposing and Meso-level or  ‘Design for
order  policy or inaccessible building mid-range politics’ /
design supporting agonistic ‘Designing for
choice oppositional design. democracy’
First Adjustments Public galleries, Micro-political ~‘Design for
Order ortinkering social space, visitor  or ‘everyday’ politics’ /
centres, digital ‘Designing for
engagement, etc. democracy’

can be resistant to change. This, in turn, explains why the literature on
radical policy change emphasises the role of crises in disrupting the status
quo, thereby opening ‘windows of opportunity’ through which third-order
changes may be implemented.

The notion of ‘thinking within’ seeks to raise awareness of dominant
ideational and structurally embedded paradigms and how they might trap
the capacity of individuals or organisations to (re)imagine a completely
different way of living. The architectural imagination promotes thinking
beyond rather than within. This notion of thinking beyond rather than just
within complements a second mid-level focus on adversarial design.

Adversarial design

In seeking to develop the notion of ‘thinking within’, Carl DiSalvo’s
Adversarial Design (2012) provides a valuable intellectual reference point
for at least three reasons. First, as a style of scholarship it is committed to
rangingacrossdisciplinaryboundaries and promoting publicconversations.
At root, DiSalvo seeks to politicise the realm of design and ‘look beyond’.
Second, DiSalvo offers a key distinction between ‘design for politics’ or
‘designing for democracy’, on the one hand, and ‘adversarial design’ or
‘political design’, on the other, which resonates with Peter Hall’s work
on policy paradigms I discussed above (see final column of Table 6.1).
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Put simply, ‘design for politics’ or ‘designing for democracy’ relates — in
DiSalvo’s analysis — to ‘improving the mechanisms of governance and
increasing participation in processes of governance’ (2012, p. 3) within
already existing structures. This might include improving access to
petitions, balloting, voting, or promoting citizenship education. In other
words, it refers to projects that apply design thinking to politics in order
to support an established way of governing. It is focused on first- and
second-order issues but does not challenge the dominant third-order
paradigm. Third, and consequently, DiSalvo foregrounds the importance
of ‘adversarial design’ — and with it, a theory of agonism.

The theory of agonistic pluralism is essentially a commitment to
cultivating constructive conflict and challenge instead of accepting the
existence of any settled consensus. Theories of agonism emphasise the
affective aspects of political relations and accept that disagreement and
confrontation are forever ongoing. This is what Chantal Mouffe (2000)
labels ‘the paradox of democracy’. Consequently, agonism supports
non-antagonistic forms of confrontation and critical political spaces
to question rather than accommodate a hegemonic rationality or mode
of governing. ‘For democracy to flourish, spaces of confrontation must
exist, and contestation must occur’, DiSalvo writes (2012, p. 5), ‘perhaps
the most basic purpose of adversarial design is to make these spaces
of confrontation and provide opportunities for others to participate in
contestation.’ The core argument about agonism is pertinent to the analy-
sis of public buildings, parliaments and legislatures due to the way in
which it seeks to expose the political values and assumptions embedded
within the glass, concrete, wood or tiles. In essence, DiSalvo promotes
‘thinking beyond’ what currently exists and towards what ‘might be’: it is
intolerant towards silent complicity. This approach — when combined with
Hall’s emphasis on levels of reform — allows us to identify a number of
(imaginative) architectural gradations. Or, to put the same point slightly
differently, what DiSalvo’s adversarial emphasis pushes architectural
analysts towards is a deeper focus on uncovering and challenging the
dominant third-order paradigms that are themselves embedded in the
design and form of buildings (see Table 6.1).

Silent complicity
DiSalvo’s work on adversarial design seeks to explicitly politicise

the role of designers: he almost ascribes to them a set of professional
responsibilities to the public and to supporting democracy. In doing so,
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his work chimes with Mills’ admittedly more robust views about the
responsibilities of academics to realise ‘the promise’ of the social sciences
and help the public escape a multitude of ‘traps’. It also brings us to a focus
on professional complicity and a consideration of Kim Dovey’s work on the
notion of ‘silent complicity’ (2002, 2010). The starting point for Dovey
is Pierre Bourdieu’s argument that, ‘architectonic spaces whose silent
dictates are directly addressed to the body are undoubtedly among the
most important components of the symbolism of power, precisely because
of their invisibility’ (in Prigge 2008, p. 46). Following on from this, Dovey
suggests that ‘we live in the world first and look at it second’ (Dovey 2002,
p- 31). Individuals, groups and communities tend to exist within a spatial
world that they have ‘already silently imbibed and embodied’ (Dovey
2002, p. 33).

Dovey’s ‘silent complicity’ describes the link between architecture
and social order, and the former’s role in shaping the latter in ways
that are rarely articulated. ‘There is no zone of neutrality in which to
practice and a primary imperative is to strip the design professions of
the illusion of autonomy. Design is the practice of “framing” the habitat
of everyday life, both literally and discursively’ (Dovey 2002, p. 38).
The intersection between individual biography and historical sweep is
connected beautifully in Dovey’s observation that the events of everyday
life ‘take place’ within the clusters of rooms, buildings, streets and cities
we inhabit. To which I would add: through the architecture of politics and
the politics of architecture.

Echoing Mills’ notion of entrapment, Dovey seeks to reveal the
hidden politics of place and physical structure by politicising what is
too often defined as neutral or apolitical. Following on from this, the
opposite of ‘silent complicity’ might be defined in terms of ‘critical noise’
in the sense of challenging and confronting established modes of being
or acting within specific public spaces. Andrew Filmer (2013) provides a
wonderful example of ‘disrupting the silent complicity of parliamentary
architecture’ through his study of an impromptu choral performance in
the foyer of Australia’s new Parliament House. And yet it is possible to
push the notion of silent complicity even further and to develop what
might be termed a ‘double-dimension’ that focuses on both exposing the
structural influence of architecture — Filmer’s (2013, p. 275) emphasis
on being ‘noisy’ — and DiSalvo’s emphasis on ‘adversarial design’. In
short, the suggestion is that if those with the capacity to articulate a little
imaginative capacity and make a little noise in society fail to do so, then
they are also engaged in a form of professional ‘silent complicity’.
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Restoring, renewing, not (re)imagining

The final section of this — primarily conceptual — chapter seeks to illustrate
the practical, intellectual and professional value of the theoretical approach
outlined in the previous sections through a brief discussion of a globally
significant case study — the planned R&R of the Palace of Westminster.
This is a ‘mid-Victorian masterpiece’ — to paraphrase the title of Cocks’
(1977) book on the history of the building — that arose after the fire of
October 1834 under the supervision of Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin.
As several detailed technical reports have underlined in recent years, the
building is in a state of advanced structural decay with the likelihood of
a catastrophic incident increasing as the structure collapses. Common
day-to-day challenges for those working at Westminster include falling
masonry, leaking roofs, sewage leaks, rodent infestations, inadequate
lighting, limited facilities, electrical failures, asbestos risks, fires and
inadequate heating. The jumble of pipes, wires, ducts and conduits in the
basement floor that runs the length of the building has been described by
a former clerk of the House of Commons as ‘a cathedral of horrors’ (Thurso
2015).

The current patch-and-mend approach adds £150 million a year
to general running costs. But restoring and renewing a Grade I listed
building and world heritage site is also costly — and complex. Existing
analyses suggest that the most low-risk and efficient way of undertaking
the required works would involve a full decant of Parliament for a period
of around a decade and at a cost of £4 billion. Staying in the building
by working through different zones of the building would be far more
costly and inefficient (possibly up to 40 years and over £10 billion).
But the fundamental refurbishment of the building must happen. This,
in turn, creates a window of opportunity within which to consider
(i) how the architecture and design of the Palace of Westminster was
intended to embed and perpetuate a certain form of politics (elite, male-
dominated, remote, aggressive, adversarial), and (ii) whether an appetite
exists to create a building that is more suited to the principles and
values of the twenty-first century (inclusive, participatory, transparent,
conciliatory).

Decline and disaster, therefore, provide opportunities to break
from the past. The fire that destroyed the South African Parliament at the
beginning of 2022 sparked exactly this debate. The building’s neoclassical
columns and Cape Dutch additions served as a physical and symbolic
reminder of the country’s colonial past; numerous commentators thus
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suggested that the need for a complete rebuild provides an opportunity
to create something that better reflects South Africa’s culture, history and
diversity. ‘Architecture tells stories’, the leading South African architect
Mphethi Morojele argued in February 2022, ‘and those [colonial] buildings
didn’t really tell our story’ (Filhani 2022). Morojele was essentially calling
for a reimagining of the link between architecture, politics and power. Yet
when it comes to the R&R of the Palace of Westminster, a combination
of political forces has conspired to close down any public debate about
whether the story the building tells is still suitable, or what designing
for a different type of democracy might look like. More specifically, the
current architectural design serves to accommodate, reflect and possibly
even to lock in a two-party system. Therefore, the leaders of the two main
political parties have little incentive in opening up debates about issues
that might ultimately affect their position and power.

This is not new. In the wake of the fire of 1834 and the bombing
of the Palace in May 1941, suggestions were made by a small number
of backbenchers and peers that different options should at least be
discussed (new locations, different chamber layouts, new facilities).
On both occasions, the government of the day very quickly decided that
rebuilding should occur on a ‘like-for-like’ basis (Flinders, McCarthy
Cotter and Meakin 2019; Flinders and Cotter 2019). The fact that
government controls the framing of any reform agenda, and can — in all
but the most extreme of circumstances — effectively veto any measures
that threaten its position, might therefore be seen as a form of ‘trap’
which prevents the potential ‘promise’ of redesign from being realised.
To speak in terms of ‘the trap’ and ‘the promise’ reintroduces the framing
of C. Wright Mills and encourages us to utilise the three strands discussed
above.

Indeed, in many ways the whole discussion and decision-making
process surrounding R&R has been dominated by ‘thinking within’.
Rebuilding what exists already is the dominant default assumption,
with any minor reform ideas focusing on adjustments and tinkering
(Table 6.1). In this sense, and as I have explored elsewhere in detail
(see Flinders, Meakin and Anderson 2019), the R&R programme risks
perpetuating a historical cycle whereby the link between architecture
and politics is almost denied. Indeed, what is interesting about the R&R
programme is that, from its inception, it has been framed by politicians
and policymakers as little more than a technocratic exercise in project
management and building maintenance that has absolutely nothing to do
with politics or architecture at all. And yet the design and architecture
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Figure 6.2 Speculating a pop-up parliament. 2020. © James Cook jamescook
artwork.com
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of the building, as Shirin Rai (2014) and Sarah Childs (2016) have
illustrated, serve to impose certain values and put beyond contestation
the everyday workings of the institution. In an argument that resonates
with the architect Morojele, Nirmal Puwar (2010, p. 298) argues that
the Palace of Westminster serves as ‘a memorial to a particularly selected
and crafted history of politics and the nation’. Nevertheless, although the
Public Accounts Committee argued in its March 2017 report on R&R that
the building ‘belongs to the people and the nation and [is] a symbol of our
democracy’ (House of Commons 2017, p. 9), the democratic potential of
what is in reality a vast ‘mega-project’ has largely remained hidden (for a
discussion see Bercow 2018).

This flows into our second focus on adversarial design. Despite
a sociopolitical context that is rich in anti-establishment fervour, the
R&R programme has been the focus of almost no radical thinking,
provocation or contestation from the professional architecture and
design communities. This might reflect a simple acknowledgement and
pragmatic understanding of the political situation. As a result, the reform
proposals surrounding the project have generally been within DiSalvo’s
notion of ‘designing for democracy’ within existing frameworks, rather
than embracing an ‘adversarial design’ that would have explicitly sought
to politicise and challenge the framing currently surrounding R&R. This
is not to suggest that the professional community is not aware of such
issues. In March 2015, for example, the Design Commission published
Designing Democracy: How Designers Are Changing Democratic Spaces and
Processes with a great deal of this book reflecting on the relevance of
parliamentary buildings. William Baker and Nick Hurley pick up themes
that have already been emphasised in this chapter with their observation
that ‘for eight centuries our democracy was just as much about excluding
people as it was about participation’ (2015, p. 10); and in light of this, Kate
Jones from the Design Council asks:

With such changes to the nature of democracy here in the UK, how can
design update and support the spaces and systems in which British
democracy takes place? Arguably, one of the biggest opportunities
is the restoration and renewal of one of the world’s most iconic homes
of democracy, the Palace of Westminster (2015, p. 20).

To what degree have the architecture and design communities sought to
take a public stance, offering adversarial design options? The architectural
competitions that led to the building of the Scottish Parliament in
Edinburgh and the National Assembly of Wales in Cardiff had been explicit
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in their recognition of how ‘we shape our buildings, and then they shape
subsequent behaviour and culture’. There was a clear desire for buildings
that physically reflected an inclusive, open and democratic approach to
‘doing’ politics.

This brings us to a final focus on our third strand and to the notion
of ‘silent complicity’. In structural terms, the Palace of Westminster is a
building that has reached crisis point. Doing nothing is not an option,
and crises create opportunities. ‘During decant when colleagues will
necessarily operate in a temporary, alternative Chamber, different ways
of doing politics might usefully be trialled’, the speaker of the House of
Commons suggested in 2016, adding that ‘the only limitations on us are
those which we allow to constrain our ambitions and our imagination’
(Bercow 2018). In 2019 the director of the Institute for Government,
Bronwen Maddox, re-emphasised the rare constitutional opportunity
awarded by a decant and warned Parliament and the government not to
‘squander the opportunity that the upheaval represents — to reimagine in
more radical terms how the eight acres on the banks of the Thames might
be used’ (Maddox 2019). But these calls remain rare and go unheard —
there has been no national conversation. This is the silent complicity that
arguably needs to be made ‘noisy’ (qua Dovey 2002); or, to recast the
same point, those with knowledge of how the architectural imagination
is being trapped or denied have themselves some professional and public
responsibility to break the silence.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused attention on the structuration of politics through
architecture and design. Through a focus on C. Wright Mills’ work, I have
discussed how what we might term ‘the architectural imagination’ can
make clear what might otherwise remain hidden in everyday life. It hasled
us to assess how the architecture and design of the Palace of Westminster
affects and influences everyday political life. Moreover, Mills’ focus on ‘the
trap’ and ‘the promise’ encouraged academics and experts (architects and
designers in our case) to reflect upon the democratic implications of their
knowledge and to take that into society. If the architectural imagination
exposes why structure and form matter, then it also highlights how crises
bring opportunities for change. Thinking beyond (rather than within)
by grasping the value of adversarial design provides a way not only of
demonstrating one’s architectural imagination but also of avoiding
accusations of co-option, control and silent complicity.
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‘It was as though a spell
has been cast on them’

The relationship between the Palace of
Westminster and the UK Parliament

Alexandra Meakin

Introduction

Legislative buildings are not simply collections of bricks and mortar but
can shape the behaviour of the people within. One particular legislative
building: the home of the UK Parliament — the Palace of Westminster — is
said to have such power over those who work within the building that it has
been argued, by a parliamentarian, that ‘it was as though a spell has been
cast’ on his colleagues (Blunkett 2017). This chapter considers the nature
and impact of this ‘spell’ by analysing the emotional attachment felt by
parliamentarians and officials to the Palace of Westminster. It draws on
35 semi-structured elite interviews with members of parliament (MPs),
members of the House of Lords (peers) and parliamentary officials to
consider attitudes towards the building, and complements the interview
data with extensive textual analysis and archival research. It thus sheds
light on how at key points in the history of the building — most notably,
the 1834 fire and the bomb damage caused in the Second World War — the
emotional attachment felt by parliamentarians shaped the policy decisions
taken for the future of the Palace. This chapter then develops this analy-
sis by considering the impact of this emotional attachment on the current
Restoration and Renewal Programme of the Palace of Westminster.

Understanding legislative buildings
It is recognised that legislative buildings act as symbols both of national

identity and of the institution they house (Sawyer 2003). This chapter
focuses not on the power of legislative buildings over the population in

‘IT WAS AS THOUGH A SPELL HAS BEEN CAST ON THEM'

111



112

general, however, but the way the buildings shape the behaviour of actors—
primarily elected members but also non-elected officials — working
within. This occurs, Goodsell argued, in three ways: legislative buildings
‘perpetuate the past, they manifest the present and they condition the
future’ (1988, p. 288). On the latter point, Goodsell stressed that the effect
of legislative buildings was not to ‘deterministically control the attitudes
and behaviour of people’ but to ‘condition their thoughts and actions
in preliminary, subtle and interactive ways’ (1988, p. 288). It is not,
therefore, a simple causal relationship between building and behaviour.
For example, while the layout of the House of Commons chamber is closely
associated with the majoritarian two-party politics of the UK, as Peschel
(1961) has noted, the two-party system has also flourished in the US
despite a very different chamber layout. Rather, the effect of the building
on its inhabitants has been to foster an emotional attachment, which has,
in turn, shaped policy decisions about the building’s future.

The ‘spell’

When construction of the Palace of Westminster began in 1042, the
building was intended to be a royal residence, not a parliamentary
building (Joint Committee on the Palace of Westminster 2016). Over the
course of centuries the building evolved, becoming one of the meeting
places used by the Commons in 1258 and then, in 1547, the permanent
home of the House of Commons and Lords, with separate chambers
within the same building (Given-Wilson 2009; Bryant 2014). After fire
destroyed much of the old Palace in 1834, Charles Barry and Augustus
Welby Pugin created a ‘New Palace at Westminster’, constructed in a neo-
Gothic style, decorated with gilded wallpaper and encaustic tiles, filled
with paintings and sculptures celebrating great statesmen and military
victories (Port 1976). The building process was lengthy and complex: the
House of Lords chamber was completed in 1847, the Commons chamber
in 1850. But the overall Palace was still being built and altered into the
1860s (Shenton 2016).

The overall effect of the building is powerful: David Judge (1989,
p. 400) has described how the ‘architectural splendour’ of the Palace has
‘enchanted’ people. Aileen Walker, then director of public engagement
in the House of Commons, noted in 2012 that ‘visiting Parliament makes
a strong impact ... the buildings can be intimidating in their splendour’
(Walker 2012, p. 274). The effect is no less for those working within the
building. Lord Naseby, who has spent 48 years as a parliamentarian,
described the building as ‘magical’ (Naseby 2018). Multiple MPs and
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peers interviewed for this research used the word ‘love’ unprompted, to
describe their feelings towards the Palace.

For some MPs, the ‘spell’ of the building is in the feeling of a physical
connection to their predecessors, transmitted through the Palace — and its
location —itself. This was present prior to the fire. John Wilson Croker MP
‘opposed further consideration’ of any changes to the Commons chamber
in 1831, arguing that they were ‘quite needless’ (HC Deb 11 Oct 1831,
¢560). Instead, he explained his commitment to the existing chamber in
St Stephen’s Chapel:

He could not forget that it was the place in which the Cecils and
the Bacons, the Wentworths and Hampdens, the Somers’s and the
St. Johns, the Walpoles and the Pulteneys, the Pitts, the Foxes, the
Murrays, and the Burkes, had ‘lived, and breathed, and had their
being’ ... as long as the human mind was susceptible of local
associations, he could not disregard the beneficial effect that might
be felt from their continuing to assemble on the scene where so many
illustrious actors had performed such splendid parts. If patriotism
could grow warmer on the plain of Marathon, and piety amid the
ruins of Iona, the zeal and talents of British senators might also be
exalted by the religious and legislative sanctity with which time and
circumstances had invested the ancient chapel of St. Stephen (HC
Deb 11 Oct 1831, ¢558-559).

This speech took place during a debate over the future of the old Palace,
following calls for a new Commons chamber. Over a century later, when
decisions were again to be made about the future of the Commons, after
the new Palace was damaged by Luftwaffe bombs during the Second World
War, the same predecessors were again invoked, demonstrating how the
emotional attachment had transferred to Barry and Pugin’s building on the
same site. Dr Russell Thomas MP argued for Parliament to stay within
the same building where ‘Burke, Sheridan, Charles James Fox, Pitt and
others there laid down the foundations’ of parliamentary democracy (HC
Deb 28 Oct 1943, c452). Another 75 years later, another MP, Ian Paisley,
would also look back to the building’s past:

I try to have that sense of place, that understanding, that sense of
history, I mean every time I walk through St Stephen’s Hall I try
to think of the words of William Wilberforce echoing for 28 years
trying to change slavery, you know, all of those things just are in this
building and in this fabric (Paisley 2018).
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Paisley also drew on more recent — and personal — history to explain his
connection to the building through his predecessors: ‘When I got elected
it felt like coming home. You know, my Dad [Ian Paisley Sr, MP for North
Antrim, 1970-2010] brought me here when I was a wee boy’ (Paisley
2018).

For other parliamentarians, the spell of the building is in its symbolic
value. Sir Edward Leigh MP described it as the ‘iconic picture of the
nation’ (Leigh 2018). Lord Birt praised the Victorian parliamentarians
for ‘investing in the future’ and creating ‘for ever a symbol understood the
world over of all that is best in this cradle of democracy’ (HL Deb 16 Nov
2021, c69GC). The debates over rebuilding the Commons chamber in
the Second World War demonstrated how the very design of Barry and
Pugin’s chamber was seen as symbolic of a golden age of parliamentary
democracy (HL Deb 14 May 1941, c171). Nearly 80 years later, Sir John
Redwood MP would make a similar claim:

I agree with those who think there is something very special about
this place and something important about it for our democracy.
This is the mother of Parliaments and this building does have great
resonance around the world, being associated with the long history
of freedom, and the development of the power of voice and vote for
all adults in our country (HC Deb 31 Jan 2018, c918).

The symbolic value of a building may reflect the intentions of an architect
or decision maker (Jones 2011) or be unintentional as a result of their own
biases or assumption, but further, it may also, as Edelman (1995, p. 84)
argues, ‘diverge radically from whatever the architect intended’, affecting
how occupants, as well as the country at large, view the building. Indeed,
Laura Pidcock, then a Labour MP, argued that the symbolism of the Palace
is negative rather than positive: ‘The Palace of Westminster is a beautiful,
historic building. We have to recognise, however, that for many in this
country it is also a symbol of corruption, power, dominance, greed and
suffering’ (Pidcock 2017).

Symbolic value is thus subjective, making it even more critical to
understand the role it plays in policymaking for legislative buildings.

Shaping policy decisions - the past
The long history of the Palace of Westminster as the home of the UK

Parliament has meant there have been multiple times when the future
of the building has been considered, due to the need for expansion
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or repairs or due to changes to the institution itself. At each of these
points, the emotional attachment of the building’s inhabitants to the
Palace has shaped the decision taken. Three years after John Wilson
Croker’s arguments against a new Commons chamber, noted above, the
building was destroyed by fire. Any suggestion that Parliament should
leave Westminster, even temporarily, was rejected by the prime minister,
Lord Melbourne, who warned the king that such a move risked changing
the ‘character’ of the Commons (Melbourne 1889, p. 214). Instead,
Parliament decided to rebuild the Palace and even stayed on site during
the building works. While Barry and Pugin’s new Palace was, in theory,
built as a legislature, the commitment to the old Palace and the politics
of the time meant that, as David Cannadine (2000, p. 15) described, it
remained ‘more a royal residence than a democratic legislature’, focusing
on the monarch and the Lords, with the Commons in a secondary role.
Edward Gillin has argued that ‘as far as architecture goes, the Palace is
the ultimate symbol of political power. Though to look at the Houses of
Parliament building is not to see a bastion of democracy, but a fantastic
shrine to the medieval powers of monarchy, church, and aristocracy’
(Gillin 2017, p. 1x).

When the new Palace was damaged during the Second World
War, the prime minister, Winston Churchill, invoked his own personal
attachment to the old Commons as a reason to rebuild as before:

We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us.
Having dwelt and served for more than 40 years in the late Chamber,
and having derived fiery great pleasure and advantage therefrom, I,
naturally, would like to see it restored in all essentials to its old form,
convenience and dignity (HC Deb 28 Oct 1943, c403).

This view was shared by his colleagues: only three MPs voted against the
decision to preserve the essential features of the old Commons chamber
in the rebuilding process (HC Deb 28 Oct 1943, c473). The personal
relationship members had with the physical building was clear: Arthur
Greenford, acting as leader of the opposition, invoked this relationship
when explaining why he agreed with the prime minister:

This is not a party question. It is a question that affects all of us. I
remember that Sunday morning. I was the first member of the
Government to see the blazing Chamber. I found it very difficult to
express my feelings at that time. I felt a sense of personal loss, which
I knew would be shared by all Members of the House, and, I am
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bound to say, an intensified sense of bitterness against the author of
the damage (HC Deb 28 Oct 1943, c409).

Shaping policy decisions - the future

At the present time, parliamentarians are once again considering the
future of the building in which they work. These discussions have not been
prompted by fire or war damage, but are seeking instead to preempt a
catastrophe of similar status. Decades of neglect since the rebuilt Commons
chamber opened in 1950 (and, with regards to the infrastructure serving
the building as a whole, since Barry and Pugin’s Palace was constructed a
century earlier) led a joint select committee to conclude in 2016 that: ‘The
Palace of Westminster, a masterpiece of Victorian and medieval architecture
and engineering, faces an impending crisis which we cannot responsibly
ignore’ (Joint Committee on the Palace of Westminster 2016, p. 5).

One potential solution to the impending crisis — moving to a purpose-
built building, rather than a royal palace — was not considered by the joint
committee. The idea had been ruled out at an early stage of the decision-
making process by the internal governance bodies of the Commons and
Lords. There was almost no appetite among parliamentarians for moving
to a new building. The idea was not seen as a serious prospect or even
desirable, demonstrating the strength of the attachment to the Palace
(interviews with MPs, peers and officials 2018).

Instead, the joint committee endorsed the adoption of a major
refurbishment — known as the Restoration and Renewal of the Palace of
Westminster — including a ‘full decant’ during which the Commons and
Lords would leave the Palace entirely, returning some five to seven (or
more) years later. As in 1834, the prospect of parliamentarians moving
out, even temporarily, has been controversial. Sir Edward Leigh MP,
while accepting that the building did require repairs, argued that such
a decant ‘would be tearing the heart out of politics’ (Leigh 2018). Neil
Gray, then an MP for the Scottish National Party, referred to the impact of
this emotional attachment on the decant discussions among MPs: ‘I think
there was just a romance around remaining in the Palace of Westminster
forever more, and that you know British democracy had to stay within the
Palace of Westminster in order to stay legitimate, which I disagree with’
(Gray 2018).

While affection for the Palace was given as a reason not to leave
the building, it was also mobilised as a reason to support decant. The
then speaker of the House of Commons, John Bercow, explained how
his position changed between 2012, when he was ‘very sceptical’ about
a major programme of works, and 2015, when he described himself as
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‘slightly influenced by one or two other people you know, in the House,
among members, you know, who I know love the place just as much as I
do, and who sort of said to me “you know, well, I don’t think there’s much
alternative” (Bercow 2018).

Sir David Natzler, the then clerk of the House (the most senior official
in the Commons), said that the argument he used with decant-sceptic MPs
was: ‘Because you love the building you have to save it’ (Natzler 2018). He
was successful: in January 2018 the House of Commons voted to approve
the Restoration and Renewal Programme with a full decant of Parliament,
a decision endorsed the following week by the House of Lords. It marked
a significant policy change in the institution of the UK Parliament.

The passage of the Restoration and Renewal Programme since its
approval in 2018 has not been without obstacles — the potential cost of
the project remains an issue of significant concern for parliamentarians,
particularly in light of the economic damage caused by the pandemic.
Indeed, the full decant may not survive such concerns, with the governing
bodies of the Commons and Lords recommending ‘an incremental
approach to the work’ (House of Commons Commission 2022). But on all
sides of the debate, the connection to the physical building of the Palace
remains clear. Labour Peer Baroness Andrews described the central place
of the Palace in the UK’s national identity:

This place—and it is a place, not just a building—has been at the heart
of our religious and political life for a millennium. In the past two
centuries, it has spoken aloud the biography of this nation—and it
still contains its original function, when so few historic buildings do.
That makes it extremely important (HL Deb 8 Jul 2019, c1639).

The then leader of the Commons Jacob Rees-Mogg echoed the symbolic
importance of the building, citing ‘Westminster’s long history as the centre
of our national life, of our island story’ when calling on MPs to save the
Palace, adding a reference to the religious history of the Palace and
neighbouring Westminster Abbey: ‘So when, eventually, St Peter returns
with his heavenly choir, he will look from his abbey across to a building
that he will be able to report back to a carpenter’s son is one that he can
be proud of’ (HC Deb 20 May 2021, c910).

Conclusion
This chapter has shown how UK parliamentarians report an emotional

attachment to the Palace of Westminster through their ‘love’ for
its architecture and beauty, a feeling of walking in the footsteps of
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Figure 7.1 The Elizabeth Tower, undergoing vital restoration work in 2018. ©
Alexandra Meakin
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illustrious predecessors or a commitment to its symbolic value. In turn,
this attachment has helped to shape policy decisions around the Palace
and ensured that it will remain the permanent home of the legislature.
In this way, the evidence supports Goodsell’s claim that parliamentary
buildings ‘perpetuate the past, they manifest the present and they
condition the future’, at least in relation to their own futures (Goodsell
1988, p. 288). This chapter has also shown, however, that while the
emotional attachment to the building has acted as a deterrent to changing
the building, it was harnessed in 2018 to persuade parliamentarians to
back a major refurbishment, the Restoration and Renewal Programme,
which aims to create a building that ‘accommodate[s] the needs of a 21st
Century Parliament’ (Deloitte 2014), potentially opening the opportunity
for significant change to the Palace.

The approval of the Restoration and Renewal Programme demon-
strates how emotional attachment to a building does not need to prevent
evolution. Lord Blunkett, who had compared the Palace to an old
church, described how he both appreciated the history of the Palace and
supported changes to modernise and repair it:

Ilike old churches, I like their smell, their aura, I like the history that
you can feel exuding from the walls, which you particularly can feel
in the big Westminster Hall which is really the old part that’s been
saved from the Second World War bombing. And that’s very nice and
I occasionally myself like to stand there for five minutes, and then
move out and go back into the real world. And so, understanding and
differentiating between enjoying heritage, but not living in it, is quite
important (Blunkett 2018).

As the Restoration and Renewal Programme proceeds, parliamentarians
will have to grapple with finding the balance referred to by Lord Blunkett,
ensuring there will be further evolution in the relationship between the
institution and the Palace it calls home.
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Symbolic representation in public
space, and the UK Parliament’s
corporate identities

Alex Prior

Introduction

The UK Parliament is an ancient institution, symbolised by (and partially
housed in) the Palace of Westminster, a comparatively modern building
that nevertheless invokes antiquity. Both characteristics are a hindrance
to establishing a corporate identity, that is to say, to managing public
experiences and perceptions of Parliament. As a term, corporate identity
is typically discussed vis-a-vis Parliament only in terms of its absence,
and how it may be achieved. This chapter examines the reasons for, and
significance of, this supposed absence. It does so by utilising a conceptual
framework based on symbolic representation. It focuses on the physicality
of Parliament — specifically, the building(s) symbolising and housing it.
Through this examination, we can identify existing obstacles to the way the
UK Parliament presents itself to the public, and discern realistic prospects
for addressing them. This is particularly significant in the context of plans
for the Restoration and Renewal of the Palace of Westminster, which have
galvanised discussions of the Palace (and Parliament) as both space and
place (see Flinders, and Meakin in this volume).

Engagement and identity

The importance of corporate (or any other) identity is premised upon
the significance of public engagement, that is to say, the involvement
of publics in decision making.! The UK Parliament’s (self-identified)
responsibility to engage publics is a comparatively recent phenomenon.
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Figure 8.1 Houses of Parliament [unfinished] [oil on canvas]. © Ellen Spafford
2016. Reproduced with permission of the artist

It was only in 2004 that the Select Committee on Modernisation of the
House of Commons observed that:

The legitimacy of the House of Commons, as the principal
representative body in British democracy, rests upon the support and
engagement of the electorate. The decline in political participation
and engagement in recent years, as well as in levels of trust in
politicians, political parties and the institutions of State should be
of concern to every citizen. But it should be of particular concern to
the House of Commons (Select Committee on Modernisation of the
House of Commons 2004, p. 9).

MPs, by contrast, have a longstanding history of engaging publics —
typically, their own constituencies, given the importance of strong local
connections to gaining a seat in Parliament. They continue to play a key
role in ‘humanis[ing] governance, representing it to people, and people to
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it, in humane and accessible terms’ (Coleman 2005, p. 12). Nevertheless,
individual members vary considerably in the degree to which this form
of interaction is valued (or, indeed, sought), especially in situations that
do not relate directly back to political (electoral) utility. It is therefore
important to acknowledge recent institutional efforts to promote public
engagement, which are not (entirely) reliant on the individual energies
of members. These efforts pull away from an image of Parliament as
beholden to temporal (and often unpopular) forces: individual policies,
politicians and administrations. Cristina Leston-Bandeira acknowledges
the importance of this development, identifying:

A clear effort in public engagement to encourage attachments
that rely on more symbolic ideas such as democracy and the
country’s historical heritage, hence a strong focus on educational
and cultural public engagement activities. These events potentially
enable the development of different intersubjective interpretations
according to each participant’s context, stimulating different types
of connections between the public and the institution of parliament
(Leston-Bandeira 2016, p. 513).

Fostering these interpretations and connections is one means of addressing
a longstanding dilemma of public engagement, one that is particularly
(though not exclusively) relevant to Parliament. This dilemma concerns
the lack of a single, coherent institutional identity, or perhaps more
accurately, the existence of a plurality of institutional identities. This
phenomenon is partially attributable to bicameral roles, as demonstrated
in Alexandra Kelso’s discussion of media strategies: ‘[t]he two separate
Houses of Parliament have traditionally conducted media relations in their
own different ways, which in itself crystallises the problems associated with
talking about a “parliamentary” strategy towards anything’ (Kelso 2007,
p. 368). However, the identity under discussion is not merely bicameral
but disaggregated. As Kelso observes, ‘Parliament does not function as a
“unified” institution, and largely lacks any kind of corporate identity, and
therefore also lacks the means to approach political disengagement in a
holistic fashion’ (Kelso 2007, pp. 365-366).

Thus far we can establish two key contextual points, first of which is a
concerted institutional effort to foster more symbolic (and intersubjective)
connections with publics. The second is a lack of corporate identity, which
the aforementioned institutional effort stands, at least potentially, to
address. In order to discuss the prospects for the former in addressing the
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latter, we must first establish an understanding of corporate identity and
symbolic representation.

What (and where) is corporate identity?

Corporate identity is a difficult term to define, even within its own relevant
literature. T.C. Melewar and Elizabeth Jenkins attribute this difficulty
to the status of the term as a construct — acknowledged to be largely
conceptual and subjective (2002). They do, however, cite Wally Olins’
definition of corporate identity: ‘the explicit management of all the ways in
which the organisation presents itself through experiences and perceptions
to all its audiences’ (1995, cited in Melewar and Jenkins 2002, p. 77). This
presupposes —or at the very least requires — a strong central strategy and/
or identity. This is a particular — even definitive — challenge for parliaments,
which are aggregations of different identities and intentions (Shepsle
1992). They must manage numerous conflicting, and even contradictory,
responsibilities, such as balancing representative functions with security
concerns:

Where once assembly buildings were open and accessible to citizens,
most are now protected by heavy security both internally and
externally. Certain kinds of purposive citizen — those who have
active, democratic purposes in coming to the building — are set apart
in the galleries unable to interact, sometimes even held behind thick
layers of bullet-proof glass. The kinds of visitors who are welcomed
at many assemblies are tourists and school children, and are taught
about democratic citizenship in a building that strictly curtails their
ability to express that citizenship (Parkinson 2013, p. 448).

The understanding of corporate identity as ‘explicit management’ of
experiences and perceptions (insofar as they can be managed) applies
itself to many different departments and services, inside and outside of
a parliament. In this sense, a successful approach relies upon a holistic
cross-institutional strategy, transcending individual (or even collective)
members, whose efforts nonetheless shape public experiences and
perceptions.

Nevertheless, a lack of corporate identity is not intrinsic to a
parliament. The Scottish Parliament, for example, possesses corporate
identity guidelines that, despite referring specifically to formatting
details, indicate broader representative principles: that ‘[e]veryone
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should have the same opportunity to engage’, and for corporate identity
‘to reflect the values of the Scottish Parliament in the balance between
authority and openness’ (The Scottish Parliament 2017, pp. 5-6). The
Welsh Parliament also exemplifies a link between corporate identity
and the legislature’s responsibility to engage, in this context, to ‘deliver
advertising, publicity, campaigns or other engagement methods that
target the public bilingually’ (National Assembly for Wales Assembly
Commission 2013, p. 18).

Inthe case of the Scottish and Welsh parliaments—both comparatively
young institutions — there is an evident understanding and appreciation
of the value of corporate identity to accessibility and engagement, as
well as the way in which this corporate identity constitutes a form of
‘representative claim-making’ (with a significant emphasis on unity and
accessibility), a term we will discuss in the following section. Considering
the relative youth of these legislatures it is possible that this distinction
is attributable to a comparative absence of (or perhaps freedom from)
heritage and tradition, concepts that are continually recreated and
entrenched within Westminster. Barry Winetrobe, in a rare scholarly
case of discussing parliaments in explicitly ‘marketing’ terms, observes
that one of ‘the defining characteristics of an effective Parliament [is]
an underlying vision and purpose’ (Winetrobe 2003, p. 1). Winetrobe
relates this to concepts of marketing and corporate identity in order
to emphasise the importance of thinking not only of functions, but
identity and ‘customers’. Identity matters, not only for parliaments but
for their publics. The myriad perspectives and interpretations of these
publics can be better understood through the lens of symbolic represen-
tation.

Parliament(s) through a symbolic lens

The theoretical framework for symbolic representation was provided
by Hanna Pitkin’s Concept of Representation (1967). Pitkin’s theoretical
groundwork (on representation in general) has been subject to extensive
critique by academics such as Michael Saward (2010), who stress a more
performative and dynamic element to representation. This performativity
is encapsulated by the theory of a ‘representative claim’ and the necessity
of an audience to validate it. From the ‘claim-making’ viewpoint, repre-
sentation is a performative construct rather than a universal truth. This
represents a substantial departure from Pitkin’s original conceptualisation:
a ‘three-dimensional structure in the middle of a dark enclosure’ which we
may only glimpse through ‘flash-bulb photographs’ (Pitkin 1967, p. 10).
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Nevertheless, Pitkin’s discussion of symbolic representation — as represen-
tation (‘speaking for’) on the basis of inference and suggestion rather
than resemblance (1967, pp. 92-111) - remains highly influential in
emphasising the role of symbolism, ritual and ceremony within political
practice and institutions (Parkinson 2009; Waylen 2010; Rai 2010, 2015;
Leston-Bandeira 2016). Gerhard Loewenberg points out that symbolic
representation is distinctly (and continually) significant in terms of the
inferences made by institutions: ‘Although it would appear to be the most
abstract aspect of representation, symbolic representation finds a specific
application in the contribution that legislatures make to nation building,
to giving a set of separate communities the sense that they belong together
as a nation’ (Loewenberg 2011, pp. 33-34). The ‘meaning’ of Parliament
thereby exists in its meaning to publics (or to its members) and as such is
not ‘set’ or self-explanatory. Saward, in emphasising this point, critiques
the traditional notion that ‘political makers of representations tend to
foreclose or fix the meanings of themselves and their actions’ (2006,
pp- 303-304).

If what Parliament represents is subjective (and often nebulous),
we must also acknowledge that Parliament itself — as a physical entity —
can be just as difficult to define. Though Parliament is in some sense
a physical institution, it would be reductive to conceptualise it in the
same manner as other symbolic objects — the US flag, for example, which
corresponds with information (50 stars corresponding with 50 states) and
‘symbolizes (suggests, evokes, arouses feelings appropriate to) the honor
and majesty of the United States’ (Pitkin 1967, p. 98). The reason is that
while we might all define a flag (especially one specific flag) in similar
ways, definitions of ‘Parliament’ (or a parliament) are myriad, with little
or nothing in common. In this case it is useful to refer back to Saward’s
theory of the representative claim, in which ‘[a] maker of representations
(M) puts forward a subject (S) which stands for an object (O) which is
related to a referent (R) and is offered to an audience (A)’ (Saward 2006,
p. 302). Leston-Bandeira provides a useful example in applying this
framework to the Arts in Parliament programme, coinciding with the
2012 Olympics in London: ‘One representative claim may be the Houses
of Parliament (M) utilising its own space to share contemporary art (S)
as evocative of perceptions of democracy (O), to the public (A)’ (Leston-
Bandeira 2016, p. 512).

It is also possible, however, to conceptualise Parliament as the
subject, rather than the maker, of the representative claim. For example,
let us draw on a statement made in early January 2018 by former Labour
MP Stephen Pound in the context of Restoration and Renewal:
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This building is not just a matter of stone, porphyry, marble and
stained glass. It is not just a structure; it is a home, a statement
and a place of democracy. It stands for something in this nation
and beyond, far more than mere bricks and mortar. This is the place
where democracy lives. It is so easy to say that we could move
elsewhere and that it would still be a Parliament, but it would not
be the Palace of Westminster. It would not be the building that has
survived fire and bombing - it has survived the most horrendous
impacts and we have somehow come through - and it is crucial
that that footprint be retained and we maintain our presence in this
building (HC Deb 31 January 2018).

Here we observe a politician (M) describing the Palace or, specifically, its
structure and location (S) as definitively central to the UK Parliament (O)
and its associations of democracy and nationhood (R) to the Commons
chamber (A). Thus the ‘specific application in the contribution that
legislatures make to nation building’ (Loewenberg 2011, pp. 33-34) is

Figure 8.2 Westminster Hall [oil on canvas]. © Ellen Spafford, 2016. Reproduced
with permission of the artist
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reinforced. This also validates the especial consideration we must give
to symbolic representation when discussing corporate identity (or lack
thereof) in the UK Parliament.

The importance of corporate (non)identity

Conceptualisations of corporate identity and symbolic representation
are highly complementary. Both are fundamentally based upon (re)-
presentation through experience and perception. In combining both
of these theoretical approaches, we can better understand not only the
significance of an ‘absent’ corporate identity, but also the nature of the
absence itself. The theme of an absent identity is often raised in relation
to the physicality of Parliament. For example, David Beetham cites a
conversation with former Labour MP Tony Wright in which Parliament
was described as ‘simply a building, in which a multitude of activities is
carried on, but without any corporate identity’ (2011, p. 125). There is
a causal connection to be made here, namely that a lack of corporate
identity could in this case be because of the building(s). As Melewar and
Jenkins attest, architecture and location are key components within the
construct of corporate identity, albeit components that are overlooked by
much of the relevant literature (2002, p. 82).

In terms of both architecture and location (among many other
factors), the UK Parliament’s heritage problematises a coherent corporate
identity. This is especially apparent when comparing it with nearby
legislatures. The Scottish Parliament, for example,

was intended to be very different, and the articulation of that
difference by the Scottish Constitutional Convention and the
Consultative Steering Group can be summed up in the well-known
CSG principles — sharing the power, accountability, access and
participation and equal opportunities. This ‘CSG vision’ provides an
underpinning mission statement for the Parliament, and certainly
contributed to the successful creation of a brand in the last four years,
as well as to a palpable sense of purpose in its members and staff ...
the Scottish Parliament has several advantages, not least that sense
of purpose which the ‘CSG vision’ provides ... and the obvious
modernity of some of its procedures and practices compared with
Westminster (Winetrobe 2003, pp. 6-7).

This ‘obvious modernity’ contrasts sharply with Westminster’s obvious, or
in some cases invoked, antiquity. Norton points out that ‘Westminster Hall
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aside, the Palace of Westminster is a relatively new building’, featuring a
‘mock-Gothic fagade [which] is suggestive of Parliament’s long history’
(Norton 2013, pp. 215-216). Another study notes that parliamentary
renovations successively ask: ‘Which heritage should it follow and which
boundaries should it produce anew’? (Puwar 2010, pp. 298-299). That
is to say, this particular building suggests a history that it does not span.
The Scottish Parliament, in contrast with Westminster, ‘has no historical
baggage, and, up till now, it has not operated in such historic or famous
locations as to deflect from the image of a modern institution’ (Winetrobe
2003, p. 7).

This ‘deflection’ from modernity reflects two key points. First, the
issue is not, as Kelso describes it, a lack of corporate identity (2007,
pp. 365-366). Rather, Parliament is replete with identities, just as it
is replete with symbolism. The issue here concerns what Parliament
symbolises, and the identities it is seen to encapsulate. Second, the issue
is also not as Labour MP Tony Wright (as quoted by Beetham) describes it:
Parliament being ‘simply a building’ (2011, p. 125).? Speaking objectively,
the UK Parliament is not a building but several buildings, with Wright’s
observation showing how ‘Parliament is still seen solely in terms of
the Palace of Westminster’ (Norton 2013, p. 216). The very fact that
Wright (among others) associates Parliament with one building shows
us that Parliament is not simply a building. If Parliament were indeed
just a building — or even just a few buildings — the problems of an absent
corporate identity would be less pervasive (perhaps even nonexistent).
Parliament’s buildings — and its location — both stand for something.
Precisely what Parliament (and its physicality) stands for — in terms of
both positive and negative associations and connections — is an essential
consideration as part of the Restoration and Renewal project, within
which these questions of corporate identity and symbolic representation
have never been so important (nor so possible) to address.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on the significance of the institution of
Parliament — that is, a physical and discursive construct — to what goes on
inside its constituent buildings. This reflects the focus of this volume,
but it also reflects the paramount importance of buildings to political
behaviour. As this chapter has illustrated, buildings themselves are sites
of political and democratic engagement. They also present a physical and
conceptual nexus between publics and governance. Discussing ‘corporate
identity’ with respect to the UK Parliament remains a nebulous process.
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Greater academic attention should be afforded to the buildings and the
behaviour of those who inhabit and visit them (and of course, those who
do neither). Through this process, we can gain a better understanding
of corporate identity, symbolic representation and Parliament itself,
with constant reference to the publics through whom this institution is
defined and forever (re)constructed.

Notes

1 This involvement ranges from informing and educating publics (before and/or after
the relevant decisions have been made) to working collaboratively with publics. This is
reflected in several nuanced definitions of public engagement. See: Arnstein 1969; Walker
etal. 2019.

2 Incidentally, Wright’s observation is not even shared among Labour MPs. Consider, for
example, MP Stephen Pound’s aforementioned description of Parliament transcending
‘bricks and mortar’.
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The UK Parliament as
a historical space for women

Mari Takayanagi

Introduction

On census night in 1911, suffragette Emily Wilding Davison hid overnight
in a broom cupboard in the Palace of Westminster. This was so she could
claim to be resident in the Parliament building on the census form and
stake a claim to the same political rights as men. And yet, an examination
of the census records shows that as well as Davison, there were 67 women
resident in Parliament that night (Takayanagi and Hallam Smith 2023).
These were housekeeping and kitchen staff in the House of Lords and
House of Commons, as well as wives, daughters and servants living in
official residences such as Speaker’s House.

As this demonstrates, women have always been present in the UK
Parliament - living there, working there, watching debates, giving evidence
to committees, lobbying and campaigning. However, this is largely invisible
in the building, amid the much more prominent visual grand narratives
of monarchs and male politicians through political history (Unwin 2018).
The visitor tour route through the Palace of Westminster today begins with
Arthurian legends portrayed in the Robing Room, and works its way via
Tudors and Stuarts in Princes Chamber, through the English Civil War and
Glorious Revolution. Virtually all women pictured are queens, present
only by virtue of their birth and office. It is sometimes assumed that there
were no women in the House of Commons until Nancy Astor arrived as the
first woman MP to take her seat in 1919, and no women in the House of
Lords until the first four women life peers arrived in 1958. Only relatively
recently has it been realised that there is a much longer women’s history
in the building, which can help shed light on the political culture and
practices within (Takayanagi, Unwin and Seaward 2018).
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This chapter will consider the Palace of Westminster as a space for
women from a historical perspective, c. 1818-1960. First, it will examine
women as politically engaged visitors, using first a ‘ventilator’ and later
a ‘cage’ to watch debates in the House of Commons. Second, it will
analyse the physical activities of women lobbyists and campaigners in
parliamentary spaces in the period before the First World War. Third, it
will consider the experiences of the early women MPs in the House of
Commons and the ‘tomb’, the nickname for their restricted office space,
as well as the arrival of the first women peers in 1958. Finally, it will
rediscover the women staff who lived and worked in the building, without
whom Parliament could not have operated.

The ventilator and the cage: women as
politically engaged observers

The UK House of Commons and House of Lords have sat at the Palace
of Westminster since medieval times. In the old building, which was
destroyed by fire in 1834, the House of Commons banned women from its
public galleries following an incident in 1778. After this, although women
continued to attend as observers in the Lords, there was no official provision
for women wanting to watch proceedings in the Commons until the current
building was built after 1834. Instead, women found their way up to an
attic space high above the Commons chamber, known as the ‘ventilator’
(see Figure 9.1), from which they could see and hear proceedings (Gleadle
2009; Richardson 2013). This room was created following ventilation
improvement work in the early nineteenth century (Hallam Smith 2019).
The first woman known to have used the ventilator was the prison reformer
Elizabeth Fry, to watch a Commons debate in February 1818. As described
by Frances, Lady Shelley, on a visit in April 1818:

On my arrival I was conducted by Mr Bellamy through a number
of winding passages, up and down stairs, and over the roof of St
Stephen’s Chapel. On reaching a dark niche in the wall Mr Bellamy
warned me to preserve absolute silence, and opened a small door. I
found myself in a room about eight feet square, resembling the cabin
of a ship. There was a window to admit air, two chairs, a table, and
a thing like a chimney in the centre (Shelley 1913, pp. 7-8).

Many women visitors, including Fry, Shelley, novelist Maria Edgeworth

and Emma Wedgewood (later Darwin), were actively interested in
political events and issues such as slavery, sati (the practice of widows
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Figure 9.1 Sketch of a ventilator in Ladies’ Gallery Attic in St Stephens, 1834.
Pencil drawing by Frances Rickman. © Parliamentary Art Collection, WOA 26

being burned on their dead husband’s funeral pyre in India) and
the plight of the poor. Their correspondence and diaries show active
commentary and knowledge of participants and subjects. Women were
also occasionally able to watch debates from the ventilator when the
public and reporters’ galleries were ordered to be cleared. Although
most women in the ventilator were clearly of a high social elite, there
was also a working-class presence — their servants, and house staff who
worked and lived in the nearby attic space. Amy Galvin has considered
the ventilator using the discipline of feminist geography, and argues
that through this shared political experience, women created a lived
political identity that was distinctly female, with its own constructed
space, viewpoint and understanding (Galvin 2020). It was, however, not
created as a viewing gallery but as an attempt to improve ventilation in
the Commons chamber. The acoustics were surprisingly good, but it was
an uncomfortable space, with smoke and heat rising up into spectators’
faces (Hallam Smith 2019).
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The ventilator was destroyed, along with almost all the medieval
Palace, in a great fire in October 1834, after which the current Victorian
building was built by Charles Barry, assisted by Augustus Pugin. Barry
made provision for women to watch proceedings in the House from a
Ladies’ Gallery positioned high above the speaker’s chair. This gallery
had a heavy metal grille covering its windows to prevent the male MPs
being able to see women watching them - it was thought this would
be a distraction for the men. The grille made the space hot, stuffy and
smelly, and difficult to see or hear, and gave it the nickname of the ‘cage’
(Figure 9.2). As described by Millicent Fawcett, suffrage campaigner and
also the wife of a blind MP:

One great discomfort of the grille was that the interstices of the
heavy brass work were not large enough to allow the victims who
sat behind it to focus, so that both eyes looked through the same
hole. It was like using a gigantic pair of spectacles which did not fit
and made the Ladies’ gallery a grand place for getting headaches
(Fawcett 1920, p. 166).

As with the ventilator, the cage was used by women who were politi-
cally engaged to view debates. Galvin has traced changes in women’s
behaviours over time as they engaged with the gallery space and adopted
new attitudes and responses to the debates in the House of Commons
(Galvin 2020). As time went on, the gallery space increasingly became
used by women actively lobbying and campaigning for political and social
change.

Women as lobbyists and campaigners

For centuries before the vote was won, women influenced Parliament
through lobbying, including by signing and presenting petitions. They
might ask for relief in personal matters, to bring political change, or both.
Women occasionally petitioned in person from the bar of the house, such
as Ann Fitzharris, who asked for relief following the execution of her
husband in 1681 (Wright and Smith 1905). However, even though the
women were not usually physically present, the process brought their
voices indirectly into the business of both houses. The petitions were sent
in writing or sometimes brought in person to the building by petitioners,
and then formally laid before the House of Commons or House of Lords
by an MP or peer. They were noted either in the Journal, the official rec-
ord of proceedings in both houses, or in the House of Commons Select
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Figure 9.2 The Ladies’ Gallery, Illustrated London News, 1870. Photomechanical
print by Unknown and Illustrated London News. © Parliamentary Art Collection,
WOA 3938

Committee on Public Petitions reports. For example, Mary Prince, born
enslaved in Bermuda and now living in London, petitioned the House of
Commons on 19 June 1829 for her freedom, the first woman of colour
known to have petitioned Parliament, and the words of her petition are
reproduced in the House of Commons Journal. Sometimes petitions led
to mentions in parliamentary debates by the MPs who laid them. The long
campaign for women’s suffrage began with petitions. The first received
from an individual, a Mary Smith from Stanmore in Yorkshire, was
the subject of a speech by Henry Hunt MP in the House of Commons on
3 August 1834. The first mass organised petition for votes for women
was brought to Parliament by Elizabeth Garrett and Emily Davies on 7
June 1866, and John Stuart Mill MP spoke on it in the Commons a few
weeks later, on 17 July.

Another parliamentary platform for women’s political agency
was select committees. Women gave evidence in person in Parliament
as experts, for example educational expert Mary Carpenter to a Select
Committee on Criminal and Destitute Juvenilesin 1852, and social reformer
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Isabella Tod to a Select Committee on Married Women’s Property in 1868
(Takayanagi 2012). Nor were all such women from the upper and middle
classes. Recent research by Galvin has shown that reformers Elizabeth Fry
and Josephine Butler both brought working-class women, some accused
and even convicted of crimes, into parliamentary committee rooms to give
personal testimony (Galvin 2020). In the pre-1834 Palace navigated by
Fry, committee rooms were disorganised and inadequate, and it was
noted in 1825 that it had become a habit to use ‘the long gallery, where
Members were customarily sworn in, the smoking room, the Members’
waiting room and the chamber itself for committee purposes’ (Fisher
2009). The presence of women may, therefore, have been clear well beyond
the committee room itself. In the post-1834 Palace, women would have
walked through the grand surroundings of St Stephen’s Hall, Central
Lobby and the Lower Waiting Hall on their way to committee corridor on
the first floor — the rooms themselves being similarly grandly decorated
with large paintings and wood-panelled walls. Butler referred to the
committee space as a ‘lion’s den’ and her experience as akin to taking an
exam (Galvin 2020).

In the early twentieth century, women came to use increasingly
direct action in the long campaign for the vote. Some women embarked
on militant action such as chaining themselves to statues, jumping on
chairs, and attempting to ‘rush’ the building (Puwar 2004). Up in the
Ladies’ Gallery, the grille became both a physical and metaphorical
symbol of women’s exclusion from parliamentary politics. As such, it was
targeted by suffragettes in a famous protest by the Women’s Freedom
League in 1908, when two women chained themselves to the grille while
a third lowered a banner into the chamber (Eustance 1997). The grille
had to be removed so the women could be cut off, breaching the spatial
barrier between men and women. The gallery remained closed for some
time before the grille was reinstated. The grille was finally removed
permanently in August 1917 and can today be seen screening the internal
windows of Central Lobby.

The tomb: early women MPs and peers

The Representation of the People Act 1918 gave the parliamentary
vote to women over the age of 30 who met the property qualification for
the local government franchise. This meant occupying either a dwelling-
house of any value, or land or premises of a yearly value of not less than
£5. These provisos excluded approximately one third of the adult female
population. Women finally got the vote on the same terms as men ten
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years later, by the Equal Franchise Act 1928. Also in 1918, the Parliament
(Qualification of Women) Act enabled women to become MPs. The first
elected was Constance Markievicz, elected in December 1918, who as a
Sinn Fein MP never took her seat at Westminster, instead sitting in the first
Dail Eireann in Dublin. The first woman to take her seat at Westminster
was Nancy Astor, elected in 1919. Other women followed but only in
very small numbers. This did not change substantially until 1997. Astor
and the other early women faced a huge amount of hostility in the
overwhelmingly male environment of the House of Commons (Brookes
1967; Harrison 1986; Thane 2020).

Away from the chamber, the women MPs often found themselves
either formally or informally excluded from spaces such as dining rooms
and smoking rooms, and confined to the Lady Members’ Room which
was shared by women of all parties and nicknamed the ‘tomb’ thanks
to its uninviting atmosphere. The first Lady Members’ Room was on
the ground floor next to the river front, and later moved further down
corridor. As described by Ellen Wilkinson in 1932:

When I got into Parliament seven years ago, there were four of us
to share the room that had been set apart for Lady Astor’s own use
when she was the only woman there. Then came eight women, then
ten, but still only that same little cubby-hole with one tiny glass pane
for ventilation and NO MIRROR! To reach the toilet-room provided
for us meant a walk of nearly a quarter of a mile along three long
corridors and up two flights of stairs (Wilkinson 1932).

Meanwhile, Viscountess Rhondda, a hereditary peer in her own right,
fought an unsuccessful battle to take her seat in the Lords in the 1920s.
A feminist, former suffragette and businesswoman, she brought her
case to the House of Lords Committee for Privileges where she was
defeated by the Lord Chancellor, Lord Birkenhead (John 2013). Many
peers opposed the physical presence of women in their comfortable,
all-male club, exemplified in this speech by the Earl of Glasgow in 1958:

Many of us do not want women in this House. We do not want to sit
beside them on these Benches, nor do we want to meet them in the
Library. This is a House of men, a House of Lords. We do not wish it
to become a House of Lords and Ladies (HL Deb 31 October 1957).

Despite such attitudes, women were finally able to sit in the Lords as life
peers after the Life Peerages Act 1958, and as hereditary peers from the
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Peerage Act 1963 (Sutherland 2000). The early women peers met with
more overt courtesy than the women MPs had, but fought similar battles
over facilities (Takayanagi 2008).

Necessary women: staff in Parliament

The final part of the picture of Parliament as a historical space for women
is that of parliamentary staff. Women lived and worked in the building
over many centuries, in households of men such as the speaker, or
employed by the Commons or Lords, or as contractors and entrepreneurs.
They worked as housekeepers, maids, cleaners, cooks and firelighters,
sold oranges in the members’ lobby, and ran stalls in Westminster Hall
(Takayanagi, Unwin and Seaward 2018; Takayanagi and Hallam Smith
2023). When Elizabeth Garrett and Emily Davies arrived with the first
mass women’s suffrage petition in 1866, they had to wait for John Stuart
Mill in Westminster Hall. Feeling conspicuous, they hid the large, rolled
petition underneath the cart of an old woman selling apples. As well as
being necessary for parliamentary operations, their presence could
affect the nature of the building. Sarah Smith, Commons housekeeper in
the 1720s, for instance, refused to light fires in advance of the chamber
sitting because they made her own rooms too hot, leading to further work
on ventilation in the House of Commons (Hallam Smith 2019).

From the late nineteenth century, women arrived in secretarial
roles, both working for Parliament and for individual MPs. Wartime then
accelerated change. The First World War saw the temporary employment
of four girl porters in the House of Commons, replacing male porters on
war service; while in the Lords, May Court rose to become the first woman
accountant, running an all-female department for many years and retiring
with an OBE in 1944. In the Second World War, the Commons employed
Kay Midwinter as its first woman clerk in 1940 and Jean Winder, the
first woman Hansard reporter, in 1944. Both Midwinter and Winder
experienced discrimination and were paid less than men doing the same
job — Winder fought a long and ultimately successful battle for equal pay
(Takayanagi 2016; Takayanagi and Hallam Smith 2023). Midwinter
reflected later on how her physical presence as a woman in the chamber
caused controversy:

During the war I was standing behind the Speaker’s Chair about 5 or
6 yards from Churchill while he made all his famous war speeches.
He used to glare at me as much to say, ‘What’s this woman doing?’
but he never challenged me. [ was expecting to be ordered to be
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removed from the Chamber, but it was great fun and then when it
came to laying the Report on the table of the house—you know, my
male colleagues said ‘Oh you’d better not do that, you know, it has
never been done by a woman before!” So I said ‘Well, for that reason
I'm going to do it!” So there we are. But really one was up against
male prejudice throughout (Midwinter 1990).

Midwinter left the Commons for a job at the Foreign Office in 1943. The
next woman clerk was not appointed until 1969. Jean Winder worked in
Hansard to her retirement in 1960. The next woman Hansard reporter
was also not appointed until 1969.

Conclusion

Today, as recorded in the most recent analyses from the House of
Commons and House of Lords libraries, there are 225 women members
of Parliament, approximately 35 per cent of the total, and 231 women
members of the House of Lords, approximately 28 per cent (Taylor 2021;
Kelly 2022). These are significant numbers, although a long way off a
50:50 Parliament. Women make up 46 per cent of staff in the Commons
and 54 per cent of staff in the Lords, although they are under-represented
at higher grades (House of Commons 2022; House of Lords 2022).
Despite the presence of so many women, to walk through the Palace of
Westminster today is still to see an overwhelmingly masculine space,
dominated by a Victorian historical narrative decorated with scenes
from which women are almost entirely absent except as queens (Unwin
2018). This contributes to women MPs today still feeling unwelcome and
unrepresented, as identified in Sarah Childs’ report The Good Parliament
(Childs 2016).

Yet as this historical overview of women has demonstrated, women
have always been present in the physical spaces of the UK Parliament —
working as staff, petitioning, lobbying, influencing and demonstrating.
The Works of Art committees in both houses have begun to take steps to
increase the representation of women in their collections, for example
commissioning New Dawn by Mary Branson (Figure 9.3). This permanent,
large-scale contemporary light sculpture celebrates the women’s suffrage
movement in Westminster Hall, the oldest part of Parliament. New
Dawn is a magnificent achievement, but should be a starting point and
not an end point for shedding light on the history of women in the UK
Parliament.
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Figure 9.3 New Dawn, sculpture by Mary Branson. © Mary Branson,
Parliamentary Art Collection, WOA S753
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Parliament and the language of
political agency in Disraeli’s
‘Young England’ trilogy

A corpus linguistic approach

Sam Griffiths and Alexander von Lunen

Introduction

Benjamin Disraeli (1804-1881) was a towering figure of nineteenth-
century British politics, of the Conservative party and of conservative
thought. His two periods as prime minister (1868 and 1874-1880) were
characterised by pioneering reformist legislation on the domestic front,
including the Public Health Act (1875), and abroad by the advancement
of Britain’s imperial interests, most notably the purchase of the Suez Canal
(1875). Disraeli was also a prolific writer, author of 16 completed novels,
as well as plays, poetry and nonfiction works of biography and political
thought. Although not generally considered as a major literary figure, his
novels were widely read and have attracted limited but serious critical
attention since their publication (Blake 1966).

The dual trajectories of Disraeli’s remarkable career inevitably raise
the question of the relationship between his political life and literary
corpus (Weeks 1989; O’Kell 2013). A key pivot of this relationship is
‘Young England’, the adopted name of a small parliamentary grouping
of Conservative MPs in the 1840s (c.1842-1847) of which Disraeli was
a member. Disraeli embraced Young England not only as a political
identity but also as a literary motif that distinguishes the trilogy of novels
comprising Coningsby, or The New Generation (1844), Sybil, or The Two
Nations (1845) and Tancred, or The New Crusade (1847) that he wrote at
this time (Blake 1966, pp. 190-194).

The novels of Disraeli’s Young England period offer his biographers
a valuable literary key to the development of his political views. The
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trilogy was written after his election to Parliament as a backbencher
in 1837 and completed well before the onset of his ministerial career in
the 1850s. Conversely, Disraeli’s parliamentary career provides useful
critical context for exploring the political themes of the Young England
novels. In this essay we triangulate these disciplinary approaches by
focusing on the Westminster Parliament as a site-specific topos at the
intersection of the political and fictional discourses of Disraeli’s Young
England, where the language of parliamentary representation and the
literary representation of Parliament were in flux.

Disraeli’s early parliamentary career coincided with a period of acute
industrial distress and widespread political agitation in England in the
1840s. This was associated with the rise of the working-class Chartist
movement that campaigned for sweeping democratic reforms of the
constitution. Although a party-political Conservative, Disraeli was deeply
concerned with the popular legitimacy of constitutional government. As
an ambitious young MP he recognised that the changing socioeconomic
conditions of urbanising, industrial England demanded a political vision
that could articulate and respond to new social realities, while also
mobilising support within and without Parliament (Faber 1987).

Widespread debate over the value of Parliament is pressing once
again in our own time with long-held assumptions about the relationship
between government and governed being renegotiated in an age of
digitally enabled communication. Here we focus on how discourse can
help us to disentangle the metonymic relationship between ‘parliament’
the building and ‘Parliament’ the institution, noting how its architectural
form is used to signify the system of government it embodies. We pursue
this through a mixed method approach, combining close readings of
Disraeli’s Young England novels with distant reading exercises from
quantitative text analyses, or corpus linguistics.

Young England as a political identity

Disraeli’s membership of the intimate Young England group enabled
him to forge a political reputation soon after his election to Parliament.
Young England were in opposition to Robert Peel’s Conservative-led
administration (1841-1847). They objected to what they saw as the
connivance of Peel’s Conservative party in the degradation of English
political life by its adoption of a utilitarian, materialist political philosophy
and indulgence in narrow-minded factionalism that undermined the
constitutional pillars of monarchy, aristocracy and the Church. This
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betrayal was symbolised for Disraeli in Peel’s acceptance of the political
settlement following the 1832 Parliamentary Reform Act that extended
the franchise to the urban middle classes, and his subsequent decision to
repeal the Corn Laws 1846, a move that lowered food prices by opening
up the agricultural economy of landed estates to foreign competition. For
a short period in the mid-to-late 1840s the political opposition to Peel
orchestrated by Disraeli helped establish Young England as a distinctive
voice in the Conservative party and in Parliament before the group
eventually dissolved in the later part of the decade.

Young England held that widespread social division in the country
reflected not only a lack of moral principles but also a lack of political
imagination among the governing class, posing the question of whether
Parliament as an institution was capable of representing nineteenth-
century England as a national community. Its members advocated national
renewal on a heroic model of aristocratic government, legitimised by its
paternalisticand religious duty to ameliorate the conditions of the working
classes and defend the interests of labour against those of commerce.
Young England was not a title deliberately chosen by the parliamentary
group themselves (it was bestowed in satirical vein by a critic who accused
them of romanticising ‘old England’) but it served to express their desire
for a new political vision of national life (Faber 1987, p. 46). Coningsby’s
subtitle The New Generation alludes to the political ideals of the Young
England group. The frontispiece from the 1904 edition (Figure 10.1)
is indicative of how Coningsby (for whose character Disraeli drew on
the Young England member of Parliament George Smythe) embodied a
kind of romantic call to arms, here represented as a paragon of medieval
chivalry.

The novels of the Young England trilogy address the three estates
of pre-industrial England: the aristocracy (Coningsby), the people (Sybil)
and the Church (Tancred), respectively (Maurois 1931, p. vi). The trilogy
is widely understood to be Disraeli’s response to what Thomas Carlyle
(1795-1881) had termed the ‘condition of England’ question. Disraeli
himself intended the three novels as a trilogy exploring the political,
social and religious themes of his day (Watson 1954, p. 6). For the critic
Raymond Williams (1961, pp. 108-110), Sybil is one of the ‘industrial
novels’ that documented the social changes of the nineteenth century. He
places it alongside novels such as Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848)
and Charles Dickens’ Hard Times (1854) as an example of nineteenth-
century social realism. Yet only Sybil among the Young England novels
takes the reader into industrial areas, and it is the strain of romantically
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Figure 10.1 Frontispiece of 1904 Brimly and Johnson edition of
Coningsby —illustration by Byam Shaw. © Griffiths and von Liinen

inspired medieval revivalism, for example with regard to his description
of alms-giving ceremonies, that arguably leaves the more characteristic
impression. Coningsby, by contrast, is set in the aristocratic world of
town houses and rural estates, and much of Tancred in the Middle East.
Rather than social documentary then, Disraeli’s Young England offers an
alternative political reality in which social division of the industrial age
would be overcome by a kind of benevolent feudalism. O’Kell (2013)
characterises Disraeli’s career as a ‘romance of politics’; the Young England
novels credibly justify the label of ‘political romances’.
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Representing Parliament and the people in
the Young England novels

Each of the three Young England novels tells the story of a leading male
aristocratic protagonist: Harry Coningsby, Charles Egremont and Tancred
Montacute, in their search for the social, political and religious identities
appropriate to the rapidly changing world in which they find themselves.
Itis revealing of Disraeli’s literary strategy that Coningsby, Egremont and
Montacute initially reject the parliamentary life that is their birthright —
thereby directing the narratives of the novels elsewhere. Disraeli would
rather concentrate on the personal epiphanies of his protagonists that
made a political, morally serious life an imperative.

The historically minded reader turning to Disraeli’s Young
England novels for documentary accounts of parliamentary life is likely
to be disappointed, as would be the architectural historian looking for
descriptions of the parliamentary interior. While it is less surprising
that Parliament does not feature largely in Disraeli’s ten or so ‘silver
fork’ high society romances, written before he entered Parliament, its
relative absence from the avowedly political Young England novels is more
noteworthy. The Victorian equivalent of what contemporary political
commentators call the ‘Westminster bubble’ extended the political life of
Parliament to the clubs, town houses and country seats of the governing
elite — settings that recur in Disraeli’s novels. Yet while the gossip generated
by parliamentary intrigue is the currency of the social circles in which the
aristocratic protagonists of Disraeli’s trilogy all move, the choreography
of party-political events at the Palace of Westminster themselves is
consistently at a remove from the principal narratives. Disraeli only
ever shows the reader Parliament from the outside. For someone so
completely immersed in the political life of the House of Commons and
ambitious to succeed there, one is entitled to ask why the political agency
of Parliament is so repressed in the Young England novels. It appears that
Parliament itself did not interest Disraeli on an imaginative level.

It is indicative of Disraeli’s imaginative distance from Parliament
that no mention is made throughout the Young England trilogy of the
fire of October 1834 that consumed most of the medieval Tudor Palace
of Westminster. This despite the fact that the novels are set in the period
from the late 1830s to mid-1840s. The formative years of Disraeli’s
parliamentary life were, therefore, spent in the House of Commons’
makeshift accommodation in the Lesser Hall of the Palace of Westminster
that had survived the blaze intact, moving to its new premises (and current
home) in Barry and Pugin’s neo-Gothic masterpiece only in 1852. By the
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time Disraeli was writing Coningsby (published in 1844) the process of
rebuilding Parliament had been under way for almost a decade. All the
Young England novels were published before it was completed. Given
this upheaval in parliamentary routines, it seems surprising that Disraeli
assigns no explicit narrative or metaphorical significance to the fire.

Interestingly, several publishers clearly think that Disraeli’s Coningsby
is (or should be) about what goes on inside Parliament. They use pictures
of the pre-1834 or post-1852 House of Commons for the novel’s cover
to make their point.! Inevitably, the reading of Disraeli’s Young England
novels in more recent times is informed by the author’s reputation as
a former prime minister, a point we shall return to in the final section
(Blake 1966, p. 191). Disraeli himself, though, was more concerned with
the symbolism of other kinds of institutional architecture in his novels,
rather than parliament buildings.

Some of the most evocative architectural descriptions in Young
England are reserved for the ruins of religious buildings. In his account
of the fictional Marney Abbey in Sybil, Disraeli reveals a romantically
inspired sensibility towards the sacred landscape of pre-Reformation, pre-
industrial England that he shared with many of his generation, including
Pugin (Hill 2007; Moore 2016). Egremont, we are told, was ‘almost born
amid [the] ruins’ of Marney Abbey (in a spiritual sense). It was the place
where he first encountered Sybil, the pre-Raphaelite image of ancient
English virtue who first awakened in him a sense of the oppression of
ordinary people. Subsequently ‘never without emotion could he behold
these unrivalled remains’ (Sybil, p. 65). For Egremont, Marney Abbey
represents a kind of prelapsarian ideal of ‘merrie England’, a more benign
world where the rich took care of the poor.

While aspects of the historic English landscape might be romanticised,
Disraeli’s Young England novels also seek to engage ‘old England’ with con-
temporary contexts of social change. Sybil herself remarks that the new
railway has brought benefits in making Marney Abbey more accessible
(Sybil, p. 88). In Coningsby, Disraeli has the well-travelled Jewish financier
Sidonia declare the ‘Age of Ruins is past’ (Coningsby, p. 101). The context
is Coningsby’s statement of his wish to visit Athens, but the ‘Age of Ruins’
equally serves Disraeli as a broader metaphor for the decrepitude of the
English governing class when faced with the vitality of human life to be
found in Manchester (Coningsby, pp. 135-137). If Disraeli can imagine
Parliament the institution as a metaphorical ruin, however, he appears
reluctant to represent parliamentary buildings as ruins even in a literal
sense.
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In Sybil, Disraeli describes the Palace of Westminster that captures
his heroine’s gaze as ‘those proud and passionate halls’ (Sybil, p. 281). In
reality, all Sybil could have seen in the late 1830s and early 1840s when
the novel is set was a gutted ruin encased in scaffolding (Figure 10.2).
Rather than explicitly evoke the metaphorical potential of the fire in the
novel, however, Disraeli prefers to present Sybil with the historical Palace
of Westminster apparently intact. This exposes a tension in the metonymic
relationship of Parliament the building(s) and Parliament the institution.
If Disraeli’s own view of the historic Parliament buildings is inflected by
the romantic sensibility of the early nineteenth century, it clearly does not
extend to the institution of Parliament itself, ‘that rapacious, violent, and
haughty body’ as he calls it (Sybil, p. 281).

Disraeli’s description of a ‘Christian church and a Mohometan
mosque’ on Mount Sinai in Tancred offers an additional insight into why
he may have chosen not to represent the Parliament buildings in ruinous
state. Setting the scene for Montacute’s imminent vision of the divine
presence, Disraeli asks rhetorically of the two sacred buildings ‘Why are
they in ruins? Is it that human structures are not to be endured amid
the awful temples of nature and revelation’ (Tancred, p. 288). It becomes
apparent that for Disraeli the ruin of religious buildings testifies to how

Figure 10.2 The Palace of Westminster under scaffolding in 1842.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, reproduced on the basis of Public Domain. Available at:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Palace_of_Westminster_1842.jpg (accessed
10 July 2023)
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the utilitarian human world has lost sight of its divinity. But the material
ruination of these buildings in Sybil and Tancred is redeemed by their
transcendent significance as the sites of Egremont’s and Tancred’s
awakening to the spiritual poverty of the modern age.

The same could not be said of the burnt out House of Commons, whose
physical degradation did nothing to change (in Disraeli’s eyes) its malign
institutional status as an instrument of social and moral desolation. To
represent the Palace of Westminster as a ruin in the romantic idiom,
therefore, would be to risk bestowing on it a sanctity that would be
problematic for Disraeli in symbolic and didactic terms. The manipulated
image of the parliamentary buildings as unruined in Sybil, then, serves
as the necessary metaphorical correlate of his polemical critique of the
institution itself. Even to represent the buildings in their scaffolding would
be metaphorically complicated from this perspective because Disraeli is
not concerned with documentary realism of reconstruction, but with the
possibility of constructing alternative political realities. In a reversal of the
romantic trope, the Palace of Westminster’s apparently timeless intactness
admits the possibility of Parliament’s institutional redemption in the
imaginary of Young England, not in the transcendent sense of a source of
eternal virtue but rather as a contingent, worldly site of political action.

Disraeli concludes Sybil’s brief meditation on the Palace of
Westminster with his own rhetorical question: ‘Could’, he wonders,
‘the voice of solace sound from such a quarter?’ (Sybil, p. 281). This
speaks directly to Disraeli’s and Young England’s political agenda. The
question of whether Parliament can ultimately serve as an agent of social
reconciliation in nineteenth-century England is left open, but in Sybil
Disraeli represents the buildings and institution alike as weighed down
by the burden of their long histories. The buildings appear to endure as
a husk while the institution of parliamentary government retreats into
increasing irrelevance behind their ancient walls.

In Coningsby, ‘solace’ arises from the marriage of the aristocratic
Coningsby to Edith Millbank, the sister of his friend and daughter of a
wealthy manufacturer, who represents the ‘new money’ of industrial
England. In Sybil, it emerges from the mutual understanding and love
affair of the aristocratic Egremont with Sybil herself, daughter of Chartist
leader Walter Gerard. In Tancred, Montacute’s reverence for Eva, the
beautiful ‘Jewess’ of Bethany he meets on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, hints at
Jewish-Christian reconciliation as the precondition of England’s spiritual
renewal, a fantasy in which, as a Christianised Jew, Disraeli was himself
personally implicated. Eventually, Coningsby and Egremont do become
members of Parliament (Montacute’s destiny is left open) in fulfilment of

PARLIAMENT BUILDINGS



their personal vocations to the betterment of national life rather than to
service the interests of their aristocratic families. Even so, the reader is
never invited to follow them into the House of Commons.

Itisnot hard to see why this is, since at the point at which they become
politicians, they must become constrained by parliamentary codes and
conventions, no matter how lofty the ideals they wish to pursue. Yet social
exclusivity was not Young England’s target: it was the failure of the ruling
classes to rise to the moral and imaginative challenge of urban-industrial
England to which they objected. Developing a political idiom capable of
articulating this challenge was the project of the Young England group
who relied on literary productions rather than political speeches from
the backbenches to disseminate their ideas (Faber 1987, p. 48). Disraeli
was already an established novelist when he entered Parliament, but it
was his association with the Young Englanders that stimulated him to
compose his political romances while his status as a politician identifies
‘Young England’ as both a fictional and a politically situated discourse.

Languages of political agency in Disraeli’s
Young England

This section presents the initial results of exploratory corpus analysis
combining Disraeli’s parliamentary speeches and literary works.? The
analysis offers clues to how far the relationship between the political
and literary languages of Disraeli’s Young England were defined by the
institutional and material boundaries of Parliament, and how far these
boundaries were porous in terms of the discourses deployed. The first part
presents a thematic, textual analysis of the Young England novels (YEN)
in comparison with the corpus of all Disraeli’s novels (DN) minus YEN,? to
get a sense of the extent to which words associated with the representation
of Parliament (as anx) and parliamentary representation (as ay) distinguish
between YEN and DN. The thematic analysis provides a qualitative
dimension because the selection of search terms reflects the authors’ own
critical priorities for the purposes of this essay. In this it offers a useful
framing for the quantitative methods of corpus analysis, which uses
computational methods to identify keywords without any preselection
(Mahlberg 2010, p. 292). Areference corpus of a sample of 20 nineteenth-
century British novels was also created (C19N) in order to assess whether
Disraeli’s style was different from that of his contemporaries.*
Techniques from corpus linguistics to analyse novels have been
used extensively by scholars (Fischer-Starcke 2010; Mahlberg 2010). In
these types of analyses it is usually a good point of departure to look at a
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list of ‘raw’ frequencies and find possible candidates of words for further
analysis.® Naturally, many words will be common terms encountered in
any kind of novel, but a frequency list might already give a good initial
idea of the specifics of Disraeli’s linguistic style. The word ‘parliament’, for
example, is found 149 times in the YEN; at the same time, it is also found
148 times in the DN corpus (only 40 times if the autobiographical Endymion
published in 1880 is excluded).® In the nineteenth-century novels that
were compiled as reference corpus, ‘parliament’ appears a mere 76 times.
Already, this indicates that this word played a relatively bigger role in
Disraeli’s thought. The normalised frequencies of ‘parliament’ amplify
this; it is 128.09 for the DN (40.7 with Endymion excluded), 308.65 for
the YEN, but only 27.03 for the C19N. This preliminary analysis shows
how ‘parliament’ features disproportionately in YEN when compared to
the other novels by Disraeli, let alone contemporary British novels. Above
average references to the ‘House of Commons’ and ‘House of Lords’ can
also be found in Disraeli’s novels.

Figure 10.3 represents the occurrences of ‘parliament’ in DN and
YEN that can be read left to right in chronological order. It shows how
infrequently ‘parliament’ appears in the pre-YEN phase of Disraeli’s novels
and how rarely afterwards, other than in Endymion. This analysis clearly
indicates how Disraeli’s imaginative distance from Parliament is not
achieved by its absence from the YEN lexicon. It suggests that Disraeli
chose to represent Young England as a particular vantage point on the
parliamentary topos rather than ignoring it altogether. The recurrence of
the term ‘government’ — even higher when excluding Endymion — as well
as ‘conservative’ lends support to the critical characterisation of YEN as
Disraeli’s political novels.

In this context, the significance of the high prevalence of ‘the
people’ bigrams (two consecutive words) in YEN becomes clearer. While
there is a lesser but still pronounced presence of the ‘aristocracy’, the
‘middle class’ or ‘middle classes’ are relatively marginalised. In general,
Disraeli uses a more extensive vocabulary of class to describe ‘the people’
(working, labouring, humbler, degraded) and ‘the aristocracy’ (privileged,
prosperous, superior) in YEN. The middle classes barely feature other
than as ‘influential’. The analysis suggests that Disraeli’s imaginative
distance from Parliament in YEN is paralleled by a lack of interest in the
commercial middle classes. The increased influence of this demographic
characterised the post-Reform Peelite Parliament of which Young England
so disapproved. It is not that Disraeli disliked commerce or industry as
such, but he wanted to see it firmly tethered to the romantic paternalism
of the feudal nobility.
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Figure 10.3 Plot showing incidence of ‘parliament’ in all Disraeli’s completed
novels excluding Contarini Fleming (1832). © Griffiths and von Liinen

Other descriptions of the built environment feature dispropor-
tionately in YEN. Most notable are ‘castle’[s] (n =203 — a larger number
than for ‘parliament’ in absolute terms), including those belonging to
the families of Coningsby, Egremont and Tancred, and ‘cottage’ (n=61),
especially the home of Sybil and Walter Gerrard in Sybil. As key sites where
the narratives unfold, these buildings reflect Disraeli’s advocacy of the
traditional rural society of England. Yet the relatively high incidences
of ‘town’, ‘street’ and ‘club’ also indicate how these narratives involve
character movement between the urban and rural worlds of the landed
rich and the poor. The below average occurrence of ‘park’, in the sense of
the walkable gardens belonging to a landed estate, is consistent with the
fact that YEN are not primarily ‘country-house’ novels. Religious buildings
such as Abbey (n=63 — all in Sybil) feature strongly in absolute but less
prominently in relative terms. The term ‘church’ (n=196) is referred
to in an institutional or theological sense more often than in reference
to a specific building, but either way appears only to have been a little
more characteristic of YEN than DN overall. The thematic analysis
reveals Young England as a world view that sought to decentre the topos
of the Westminster Parliament as a site of political agency and rework the
historical built environment of ‘old England’ into a political imaginary
of contemporary English nationhood in which a range of characteristic
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building types are prominent. The high incidence of the toponym
‘Jerusalem’ (n =118, all but two in Tancred) suggests how for Disraeli this
world view extended beyond ‘old England’ to embrace the cosmopolitan
Judeo-Christian civilisation from which he drew inspiration.

One may speculate how the relative absence of ‘horse’ in YEN
compared to DN may be indicative of a preference for description and
dialogue over movement. More revealingly the seemingly generic noun
‘room’ has a relatively low incidence in YEN. For Disraeli, rooms are
usually ‘drawing’, ‘dressing’, ‘dining’, ‘ball-’, ‘muniment’ and ‘smoking’.
Taken with the strikingly below average occurrences of the female
pronoun ‘she’ in YEN, one can legitimately associate the prioritisation of
the architecture of the feudal aristocracy, public buildings and exterior
spaces over domestic interiors and gardens in YEN with the dominance
of male protagonists. By contrast, the sites which are most exclusively
associated with key female characters, including the upper-middle-
class house of Edith Millbank (Coningsby) and the walled garden of Eva
(Tancred), are relatively localised within the narratives.

The exception is Sybil who, as the heroine, if not strictly speaking
the protagonist, of the novel that takes her name, is key to Disraeli’s
purpose of animating his vision of Young England from cottage (the
people), to castle (the aristocracy) and Church (Christianity) alike. The
status of the parliamentary topos in this context is ambiguous. Sybil
herself finds London alienating, though it is when she is in London,
gazing disconsolately at the ‘proud and passionate halls’ of the Palace of
Westminster, that she decides to read a periodical account of a debate in
the House of Commons in which she discovers Egremont’s advocacy of
social justice for working people. Sybil reflects on how ‘one voice that had
sounded in that proud Parliament ... free from the slang of faction, had
dared to express immortal truths’ (Sybil, p. 281).

No doubt Egremont’s ‘voice of solace’ was how Disraeli dared
to envisage his own orchestration of Parliament’s moral redemption.
The novelist could report on a fictional speech that would have been
neither procedurally straightforward nor, one can assume, professionally
expedient for the politician to introduce in the House of Commons.
Disraeli himself noted in the preface to the fifth edition of Coningsby
(written in 1849) that while it had not been his original intention to use
fiction as an ‘instrument to scatter his suggestions’, he had come to see it
as ‘a method which, in the temper of the times, offered the best chance
of influencing opinion’ (Disraeli 1849). This prompts the hypothesis that
YEN offered Disraeli an opportunity to escape the institutional constraints
of parliamentary discourse by empowering him to make speeches in
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fictional spaces, deploying a different lexicon to do so. In this respect, it is
the high proportion of ‘speechmaking’ in the form of character dialogue
that is significant.

This thematic textual analysis provides a qualitative framework
for the corpus analysis. This compares Disraeli’s language in YEN and
DN with his political speeches during the 1840s, approximately the
Young England period (YPS), to explore whether YEN and YPS have
distinctive linguistic markers when compared with the novels (DN) and
speeches (DS) of his career as a whole. The corpus analysis indicates how
Disraeli used extra-parliamentary discourse — represented by the amount
of dialogue content between the characters in his novels — to make the
speeches he could not make in Parliament. It reveals the textual strategy
he deployed in his novels to create the extra-parliamentary platform he
needed to advance Young England’s political agenda. It suggests how
Disraeli conceptualised Parliament as an institutionalised space where
such an agenda could not be routinely articulated, a feeling expressed by
Sybil’s uneasiness as she gazed upon the Palace of Westminster.

The first analysis of dialogue ratios was prompted by the fact that
‘said’ appears as the most frequently used word in YEN when prepositions
and articles are excluded. The top ten bigrams are in the form ‘said x’
when x is the title or name of a person, suggesting the novels are heavy in
character dialogue. The amount of character dialogue in DN and YEN
was then measured using the count of words between inverted commas
(see Mahlberg et al. 2019) and compared with the extent of Disraeli’s
speechmaking in Parliament (DS and YPS, measured as the number
of spoken words recorded in Hansard). The mean average quantity of
character dialogue in all of Disraeli’s novels is 6.38 per cent (standard
deviation: 2.8). Coningsby is below this average (5.25 per cent) while
Sybil is above (7.37 per cent) and Tancred about even (6.43 per cent).
Interestingly, all YEN feature considerably more dialogue than the
corpus of the 20 representative English novels of the nineteenth century,
which have a mean average of 4.35 per cent dialogue content (standard
deviation: 1.81).

In contrast, Disraeli’s speeches accounted for 2.5 per cent of all
recorded words in Parliament throughout his career as MP, while in the
1840s it was just 1.4 per cent. Given the political themes of YEN, the analy-
sis supports the hypothesis that, in certain respects, character dialogue
in these novels substituted for parliamentary speeches for Disraeli during
the 1840s. The extensive use of character dialogue in YEN indicates how
the form of fiction provided Disraeli with the space he needed to present
political arguments that his junior position and the lexical conventions of
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parliamentary speechmaking made it difficult for him to articulate in the
debating chamber.

It follows from this that Disraeli’s language in YEN and of YPS
might be expected to deploy distinctive lexicons rather than share the
linguistic markers of Young England. Indeed, this appears to have been
the case. A corpus analysis of keywords in YPS (target corpus) compared
with YEN (reference corpus) showed that there were 898 words that
appeared in the speeches but not in the novels, with only 34 words
attaining a relevant keyness score.” The three most distinctive keywords
in YPS were ‘majesty’, ‘measure’ and ‘commercial’ - fairly conventional
words in the context of parliamentary speeches — although ‘government’
appearing in the YEN represents an overlap to a limited extent. When
the comparison is reversed (YEN as target corpus and YPS as reference
corpus), the discrepancy is even starker, with over ten thousand distinct
words appearing in the novels but not in the parliamentary speeches.®
Overall, the analysis shows that Disraeli’s word choices in YEN and YPS
are not strongly reflected in one another. We conclude that Disraeli’s
choice of parliamentary and literary language during his Young England
period mirrored his fictional intention of representing the world within
and without the parliamentary topos as separate spheres.

A keyword analysis of YEN (target corpus) and DN (reference
corpus) suggests that Disraeli’s choice of words does not differ markedly
across all novels other than in the use of proper nouns. This finding
qualifies the preliminary analysis from above that used terms selected
on the basis of their thematic importance to the narrative. In the corpus
linguistic analysis which takes into account all words used in a text, the
difference in word choice as measured by the keyness value alone is not
sufficient, of itself, to distinguish the YEN from the DN lexicon (especially
with Endymion in the corpus). Interestingly though, a comparison of YEN
(target corpus) with the corpus of nineteenth-century novels (reference
corpus) identifies ‘political’, ‘government’, ‘conservatism’ and ‘parliament’
among others as significant enough keywords of YEN, again justifying
their classification as political novels.

While YEN does not appear to be strongly differentiated from DN as
a corpus in terms of word choice, YEN and YPS are clearly distinctive. The
particular qualities of the Young England novels as political romances
fulfilled a distinctive role for Disraeli as a backbencher in the 1840s by
allowing him to represent Parliament from the outsider standpoint of
the imagined nation he wanted Young England to bring into being. As a
Conservative member of Parliament, the Young England novels enabled
Disraeli to articulate his political identity in a manner that would have
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been difficult through the conventional and stylised medium of political
debates alone.

Contemporary resonances of a crisis of
parliamentary legitimacy

There is some irony in the fact that Disraeli’s Young England novels,
which consistently put Parliament at distance, have been frequently
invoked in parliamentary debates themselves — mainly in the House of
Commons but also in the Lords. Yet in many respects, this is consistent
with their author’s ambition to reimagine the meaning and possibilities
of parliamentary representation for the nineteenth century. The Hansard
at Huddersfield database records how the first mention of Coningsby in
the House of Commons was as early as its year of publication in 1844
and the most recent 2019, for Sybil 1860 and 2019 and for Tancred (by
far the least popular) 1921 and 2014 (Figure 10.4). Overall, there have
been 115 speeches naming the Young England novels in this time, with
Sybil featuring the highest number (85) followed by Coningsby (26) and
Tancred (4).

Itisinteresting to note that the phrase ‘Young England’ itself appeared
in just 12 parliamentary speeches during Disraeli’s political career. No
fewer than ten of these were in 1844, one of which was Disraeli’s (Hansard
1844). Since 1880 it has featured 11 more times in debates in the House
of Commons and the House of Lords, only four of which make explicit
reference to the Young England grouping or to Disraeli’s novels — the most
recent of these in 1986. ‘Young England’ appears even less frequently in
the texts of YEN, just twice as a reference to a parliamentary-political
allegiance, both in Tancred. For all its historical poignancy, Young
England has little continuing rhetorical impact beyond the national and
international contexts of the 1830s and 1840s, when it might have drawn
parallels with the populist Young Italy and Young Germany movements.

Disraeli’s characterisation of England as two nations, ‘the Rich and
the Poor’, in Sybil has proved a more recurrent motif than Young England
(Sybil, p. 73). It has been widely invoked in multiple political debates by
MPs of different political parties. It has also led to the labelling of a par-
ticular kind of consensus-politics Conservative as a ‘one-nation’ Tory —
an increasingly contested political identity referred to in speeches no
fewer than 85 times since 1996 (17 times in 2019, 26 times in 2020). Itis
indicative of how Young England’s romantic idea of Parliament as a site
of solace has become normative in political discourse while its realisation
seems no closer.
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Figure 10.4 Speeches
in Parliament 2019
referencing Sybil.
Source: Hansard at
Huddersfield,
https://hansard.hud.
ac.uk/site/site.php
(accessed 17th July
2023)


https://hansard.hud.ac.uk/site/site.php
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The young Tony Blair (British prime minister 1997-2007) offers
a good example of the rhetorical legacy of Young England in a speech
he made in the House of Commons in 1984. Blair interprets Disraeli’s
most widely read novel Sybil as a warning not to take the institutional
relationship between Parliament and wider society for granted:

‘Sybil’ was written against a background of Chartism and the
industrial and social unrest of those times. Many of the young
unemployed in my constituency, who see no future for them, do
not simply say that they will not vote for the Labour party; they
do not intend to vote at all. They regard Parliament as a process
irrelevant to their lives. That is the danger that we face ... it will
eventually turn from quiescence to anger, and people will turn from
Parliament to the streets (Hansard 1984).

In a limited way, Blair’s New Labour resembled a late twentieth-century
analogue of Disraeli’s Young England — both were powerful political
imaginaries grounded in political realities of the need to mobilise political
support both inside and outside Parliament, to reshape public opinion and
the terms of political debate. But Blair could not articulate his vision for
New Labour through party-political marketing as Disraeli articulated
Young England through his fiction. It seems unlikely that Blair’s
technocratic advocacy of the ‘third way’ between state socialism and un-
regulated markets will enter into political discourse in the way that
Disraeli’s ‘two nations’ bequeathed the ideal of ‘one-nation’ conservatism
to future generations.

It helped that Disraeli was able to articulate his fictional vision
of Young England at a distance from the rhetorical conventions of
parliamentary debates and the demands of modern media for specific
policy initiatives. It was intended as living idea, a sensibility, a language
rather than a codified political agenda. From a historical perspective, the
dialogue of Disraeli’s political life and the Young England novels reveals
Parliament — the building and the institution it represents —less as a source
of solace than as a vital topos for anchoring political imaginaries in the
concrete realities of the routines, responsibilities and performances of
power. Disraeli was not a democrat in the modern sense, but like the most
gifted politicians, he forged political language that others want to share. It
is the inevitable indeterminacy of such language and the communicative
challenge of negotiating its meaning which makes parliamentary debate
possible, indeed makes it imperative, in a democratic society.
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Notes

1 For example, the front cover of the 1983 Penguin Classics edition uses a painting by Sir
George Hayter of The Reformed House of Commons in St Stephen’s Chapel 1833, while
the Nonsuch Classics edition of 2007 uses a later painting of Barry and Pugin’s House of
Commons.

2 We use the freely available AntConc software (https://www.laurenceanthony.net/software
/antconc) to do most of our corpus analysis, but we have also created customised software
(see note 7).

3 DN includes Project Gutenberg editions of the following texts: Vivian Grey (1826),
Popanilla (1828), The Young Duke (1831), Ixion in Heaven (1833), The Wondrous Tale of
Alroy (1833), The Rise of Iskander (1833), The Infernal Marriage (1834), Henrietta Temple
(1837), Venetia (1837), Coningsby (1844), Sybil (1845), Tancred (1847), Lothair (1870)
and Endymion (1880). The novel Contarini Fleming (1832) was not included, as there was
only a version on the Internet Archive, which unfortunately had too many OCR (Optical
Character Recognition) errors in it to make it viable for this analysis.

4 Pride and Prejudice (Austen 1813), Our Village (Mitford 1824), The Last Days of Pompeii
(Bulwer-Lytton 1834), Mr Midshipman Easy (Marryat 1836), Oliver Twist, Hard Times,
Great Expectations (Dickens 1837-1839; 1854; 1861), Agnes Grey (A. Bronté 1847), Jane
Eyre (C. Bronté 1847), Wuthering Heights (E. Bronté 1847), Vanity Fair (Thackeray 1847-
1848), Mary Barton (Gaskell 1848), Alton Locke (Kingsley 1850), The Heir of Redclyffe
(Yonge 1853), Treasure Island (Stevenson 1882), The Warden (Trollope 1855), Adam Bede
(Eliot 1859), The Picture of Dorian Gray (Wilde 1890), Jude the Obscure (Hardy 1895), The
Hound of the Baskervilles (Conan Doyle 1902).

5 ‘Raw’ frequencies mean the mere count of words without setting them in relation to the
total word count of a corpus, which would be the ‘relative’ or ‘normalised’ frequencies.
The normalisation is achieved by calculating the frequency per million words.

6 Endymion is the last novel Disraeli completed and the only one other than the Young
England trilogy to have a clear political focus. Unlike these novels, it is autobiographical in
nature and written at the end, rather than the onset, of Disraeli’s long political career. He
lived just long enough to see it published in 1880.

7 A ‘keyword’ in corpus linguistics refers to a word that occurs more frequently in a ‘target’
corpus compared to a ‘reference’ corpus. The keyness of a word in a target corpus is
evaluated by way of a statistical association metric. Several algorithms exist to compute
the keyness; the advantages of each compared to others is an ongoing debate within corpus
linguistics. For this chapter we used our own implementation of Kilgariff’s (2009) ‘simple
math’ algorithm used in the Sketch Engine corpus analysis software that is popular in the
field. In this algorithm, a score below 10 usually indicates that the keyness is negligible.
Only 34 words in YPS are above this score when using the YEN as reference corpus.

8 Although these include variants, such as ‘yawn’, ‘yawned’ and ‘yawning’.
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The Palace of Westminster
and the Reichstag building

Spatial form and political culture

Sophia Psarra and Gustavo Maldonado Gil

Introduction

Politics is one subject, architecture another; yet architects and design
professionals recognised long ago that between one and the other
there is a connection: there is politics in architecture, or more precisely,
architecture is a political agent in its own right. But how is this so? Our
natural intuition suggests that architecture is about patterns of spaces
which reflect or embody patterns of political life. This intuition finds its
most powerful expression in parliament. In the English language, the word
‘parliament’ means both a space of politics and a political institution.
It signifies the place where the laws of the country and the processes of
lawmaking take their shape. Yet, there is very little understanding within
architecture, political science and related disciplines of how architecture
influences politics and how architecture itself is affected by the political
process. The main reason for this deficit is that architecture has both
discursive and non-discursive dimensions. The former relate to how we
organise space using language (labels, inscriptions, and so on), how
we speak and communicate in space and how we speak and write about
space. The latter concerns how we encounter space in everyday life,
unconsciously, without thinking or speaking about it. The non-discursive
dimension of space is difficult to address, requiring conceptual and
analytical tools for describing patterns that are deeply embedded in the
spatial organisation of buildings, rather than visibly manifested in their
surface appearance.

How do the discursive and non-discursive dimensions of parliament
buildings relate to the conduct of political life?
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We explore this question in the context of the United Kingdom’s
Houses of Parliament (Palace of Westminster) and the German Bundestag
in the Reichstag building (Figures 11.1 and 11.2). The two buildings
are characterised different political systems and traditions, and different
approaches to parliamentary architecture. Built in the nineteenth century,
the Palace of Westminster is an early Victorian pastiche building designed
by Charles Barry and E.W. Pugin to host and express a political system
with a long constitutional history and incremental development based on
what appears to be an informal, consensual and benign process (Hollis
2013) (for a history of the Palace of Westminster, see Melvin in this
volume). Designed by Paul Wallot at the end of the nineteenth century
to house the legislative body of the nascent German democracy, the
Reichstag was remodelled at the end of the twentieth century according
to a postwar ideal that likens an open society with a transparent one, and
a democratically elected parliament with an accessible one, exemplified
in its performance and architecture (Barnstone 2005) (for a history of the
Reichstag, see Nelson in this volume). Designed by Foster and Partners,
a British architectural firm, the remodelled building utilises transparent
materials to indicate an honest, open and accessible parliament.

The second question we raise in this chapter is: how does the internal
spatial organisation of the two buildings relate to their distinctive political
cultures?

The questions addressed here have theoretical and practical
implications. At the epistemological level, they are relevant to the spatial
turn in the social sciences (Nieuwenhuis and Crouch 2017), accepting that
where and how things happen in space is as critical as why they happen,
and making the spatial dimension in different disciplines explicit. The
argument we put forward through the study of the two parliaments is
that buildings are instances of the transmission of culture by artefacts.
At the performative level, this chapter looks at how parliaments ‘work’
or function as spaces shaping political culture, whether they are housed
in historical structures, or in newly constructed buildings that need to
evolve and adapt for a more sustainable future. At the level of architectural
expression, the relationship between parliamentary space and political
culture has to do with balancing contradictory performative and
ideological requirements, such as manifesting historical continuity and
responding to change; advocating accessibility and transparency while
also ensuring control and security; expressing national identity and
political ideals across diverse audiences (Markus and Cameron 2002).

These contradictory values are at the core of both buildings,
particularly the UK Houses of Parliament, which has launched the
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Figure11.1 The Palace of Westminster (top) and the Reichstag (bottom).
© Matei Mitrache and Carlota Nufiez-Barranco Vallejo
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Figure 11.2 The House of Commons (top) and the Reichstag (below)
chambers. Top image © UK Parliament (2020). Photograph sourced
from Flickr, reproduced on the basis of CC BY-ND 2.0 licence. Available at:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/uk_parliament/50021458783/ (accessed
13 January 2023). Bottom image © Michael (2014). Photograph sourced
from Flickr, reproduced on the basis of CC BY-ND 2.0 licence. Available
at: https://www.flickr.com/photos/photo64,/14622479697/ (accessed
13 January 2023).
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Restoration and Renewal Programme (R&R) (October 2019), a
programme of critical works in order to preserve and improve the
building for the twenty-first century (Parliament 2020). The Palace of
Westminster was designed and adorned to express political institutions
that were rooted in historic tradition at a time of great technological
innovation and imperial expansion (1840-1870). These institutions
have adapted since then, but the stylistic and iconographic character
of the Palace has largely remained the same, further accentuating the
tensions between an imperial past and a contemporary society of diverse
population (see Takayanagi in this volume). These tensions have come
to the foreground in the context of the R&R, which has the challenging
task to adapt an iconic World Heritage building to an architecturally,
socially and politically sustainable future. The Reichstag, on the other
hand, was remodelled in the postunification era in Germany, to express
the need for various historical events to be brought into the present and
be remembered simultaneously with current events, as history lessons
for future generations (Barnstone 2005). Yet, as this study argues, the
Reichstag building is not devoid of ideological symbolism embodied in its
spatial structure through the particular agency of transparent materials.

Using a qualitative approach consisting of interviews with
parliamentarians and a quantitative methodology (known as space syntax)
for describing and visualising spatial characteristics of ‘permeability’ (how
one moves inside a space) and ‘visibility’ (what one sees in a space), this
study explores how the spatial configuration of the two buildings relates:
first, to the political culture that takes place inside them, and second, to
the contradictory needs related to political performance and ideological
expression as described above. The chapter is organised in three parts. The
first part discusses how parliamentary members perceive the relationship
between spatial form and political life in the two buildings. The second
one explores their spatial structures in terms of how they mediate spatial
categories of power, control, knowledge and social interactions. The third
part sets the findings of this study in the context of political history and
ideology in Germany and the UK.

Political life and parliamentary space

Many studies suggest that the UK Houses of Parliament have a power-
ful impact on parliamentarians and staff who work inside the building
(Meakin 2020; see also Meakin in this volume). Values and ideologies
are not simply a matter of perceptions and beliefs, but also of spatial
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organisation being embedded into the ways in which buildings define
boundaries between social categories (Markus and Cameron 2002). This
is generally regarded as detectable in institutions which use architecture
as a disciplining mechanism, embedding aspects of power and control
through spatial practices (Foucault 1975). In order to understand how
the spatial structure of the two parliament buildings affects the behaviour,
experiences, social norms and expectations of their users, we conducted
a series of pilot interviews with a diverse group of parliamentarians
from the Palace of Westminster and the German Reichstag (Psarra and
Riach 2020). The participants comprised current MPs, former MPs and
peers. Interviews were conducted from July to September 2020 at a time
of hybrid parliament, questioning nine parliamentarians. Three were
current, two were former MPs and six were peers. Four were females and
five were males. Discussing the relationship between spatial form and the
style of the debate, two out of the nine parliamentarians referred to the
opposite benches in the Commons chamber as facilitating an adversarial
style of debate. However, there were counterviews to this idea. A German
MP saw the difference between the debate style in the Commons and the
Reichstag as being due to the difference between the two political systems
(adversarial versus consensual). One particular interviewee from the
House of Lords explained that the main reason for the debate style in
the House of Commonsis the impetus of communication, whichis oriented
towards argument and counterargument, as opposed to the horseshoe-
shaped rooms of select committees where the aim is to reach consensus.
Another interviewee from the House of Lords stated that the opposite-
facing benches in the UK are based on an historical accident which has
become entrenched and is difficult to reverse. In this, they referred to
the ecclesiastical seating arrangement in St Stephen’s Chapel in Westmin-
ster Palace, the first home of the House of Commons, where members
would face one another like a monastic choir (Hollis 2013). An interest-
ing explanation of the differences between chambers by one interviewee
pointed to the spatial dynamics of visibility inside these spaces, a point to
which we will return later in our analysis. Finally, a simple refutation of
the determinism of spatial form influencing behaviour and vice versa was
offered by a member of the House of Lords. This respondent contrasted
sober reflection in the Lords with spontaneity in the Commons in spite
of the similarity of their seating arrangements (with some cross benches
added to the Lords). For comparative political economist Philip Manow,
the idea that there is a straightforward correspondence between seating
layout and political culture is unsustainable, as not all countries with
the form of the British House of Commons chamber have a two-party
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system (see Canada), and not all countries with a two-party system
have the British variant (see the USA) (Manow 2010). As to the view
that the semicircle is better suited for ‘speaking, seeing and hearing,
Manow (2010) suggests that the symbolic display of political unity
expressed by this shape has triumphed over functional demands for
assembly. In architectural theory this debate is known as the form-
function question, suggesting that buildings are shaped by the functions,
cultures and behaviours they must satisfy. Both the pilot interviews and
the literature on the relationship between form and function point to
this relationship as being far more complex than functional, political or
historical causality, requiring a shift of focus from architectural form as
the agent of function to space and the ways in which it affords sociopoliti-
cal relationships and power structures (Foucault 1975; Hillier 1996). We
should, of course, examine the particularities of nation, political culture,
system and context. But theory’s role is to offer comparative forms of
understanding that can explain a large set of occurrences beyond surface
phenomena and the narration of events over time. In addition, when new
parliament buildings are built or renovation programmes are under way,
architects, theorists and political practitioners need more generalisable
modes of knowledge regarding how parliamentary space influences and
is influenced by political life. Further, there is more to parliament than the
debating chamber. As many authors suggest, and as confirmed by the pilot
interviews, legislatures perform a number of functions based on formal
gatherings and informal, unplanned interactions (Norton 2019; see
Norton, Crewe in this volume). This range of activities takes place in formal
spaces, such as chambers and committee rooms, and informal spaces such
as the tea rooms, bars, dining rooms, lobbies, corridors, sporting facilities
and hair salons. Another principal function parliament buildings fulfil is
interfacing the parliament with the public. The increasing importance
of public accessibility can be seen in the Reichstag based on an elevated
view into the chamber through a large circular window on its roof. This
view is no longer possible as the views through the window are blocked,
preventing images of documents and laptop screens in the plenary
chamber from being widely circulated on social media. However, visitors
can still reach a glass dome at the top level where two ramps spiral up to
a viewing platform offering spectacular views of Berlin, conveying the
citizens’ ‘ownership’ of parliament. If a stable democracy requires a certain
minimum level of public engagement with the political process, it is
important to know how the two buildings we study here facilitate not
only a range of parliamentary functions, but also public accessibility and
engagement with the parliamentary process.
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Describing and visualising spatial relations

Emblems and symbols in parliament buildings tangibly manifest
political values and social norms. In contrast, the acting out of the
social practices in space and time are intangible and difficult to describe
through language. But together they form what we have come to know
as the institution of parliament. In her work How Institutions Think, Mary
Douglas explains that institutions ‘make routine decisions, solve routine
problems and do a lot of regular thinking on behalf of individuals’
(Douglas 1987, p. 47). Studying the institutional power of space, Michel
Foucault (1975) explains that spatial relationships permeate the ways
in which people think in institutional settings. It is in the nature of these
entities to become recognisable by people through frameworks that fall
below the level of consciousness, structuring our thoughts and actions.
We have no words to describe sociospatial relationships and norms of
behaviour, but they form the apparatus we ‘think with’, guiding our
actions (Hillier 1996). If language is inadequate in describing spatial and
social patterns, we need a different medium to capture their logic. We use
an approach developed by Hillier and Hanson (1984) and colleagues at
UCLthat describes sociospatial characteristics in relation to social activities
and cultural meaning, in some respect addressing the shortcomings of
language we mentioned above. This approach is built on two key ideas:
first that space is an intrinsic aspect of human activity and how people
relate to each other in buildings and cities, and second, that spatial
configuration is about interrelationships of the spaces that make a layout
as a whole. We can make this visually clear by taking three different
layouts and drawing graphs in which each circle is a room and each line a
door (Figure 11.3). We can place different spaces at the root of the graph
to see how the layout is seen from these rooms. The graphs show that,
despite similar geometries, the pattern of space looks different for each
layout and from each room in these arrangements. To the degree that the
graph from a space is ‘shallow’, which means that spaces cluster close to
the root (the graphs at the bottom in Figure 11.3), we say it is ‘integrated’,
and to the degree they stretch away from the root (the graph at the top
right), we call it ‘segregated’. Integrated spaces require fewer changes of
direction to reach all possible destinations. In contrast, segregated spaces
can be reached by complex paths requiring many directional turns. We
can describe each space numerically in terms of how it relates to all the
others. We use warm colours to express high levels of integration and
cool colours to indicate segregation. In this study, these methods have
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Figure 11.3 Three layouts and their corresponding graphs. © Bill Hillier
2022
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been combined with customised computational scripts to capture spatial
relationship in greater levels of detail. As previously mentioned, we use
this approach to look at spatial connections of permeability capturing
accessible spatial links, and visibility through elements such as glass and
voids which enable vision to travel through them but restrict movement.

Permeability relations

The permeability analysis of the UK Houses of Parliament shows that
the House of Lords is connected with the House of Commons through a
highly integrated axial link extending along the length o