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( 6a  Politics in Britain: Glossary

Bill of Rights, 1689: this law ended the long struggle between the monarchy and parliament by ensuring the supremacy of parliament. Monarchs now no longer ruled by divine right but owed their position to parliamentary vote. It also affirmed many other basic principles of constitutional liberties: The mon​arch had no say in parliamentary debates and the election of MPs, parliaments should be held frequent​ly, and the executive alone cannot suspend laws.

cabinet: the cabinet is chosen by the prime minister and comprises about 20 senior ministers including the chancellor of the exchequer (see below), the home secretary (see below), the foreign secretary (see below), the leader of the House of .Commons (respopsible for organising the business of the House of Commons; see below), the leader of the House of Lords (responsible for organising the business of the House of Lords; see below), the secretaries of state for Scotland (head of the Scottish Office; responsible for education, health, agriculture, and planning in Scotland), Northern Ireland (head of the Northern Ireland Office; responsible for law and order, hous​ing, education, health, and economic planning and development in Northern Ireland) and Wales (head of the Welsh Office; responsible for health, housing, education and economic planning and development in Wales), the secretary of state for trade and in​dustry, the secretary of state for health, the secretary of state for social security, the secretary of state for the environment, the secretary of state for defence, the secretary of state for education and employment, the lord chancellor (head of the legal system in Eng​land and Wales), the minister of agriculture, fisheries and food, the secretary for national heritage (respon​sible for the arts, the media, historical buildings, the national lottery), and the secretary of state for trans​port. It is the highest decision-making body in the British political system.

chancellor of the exchequer []: the minister in the British government who is head of the Treasury, responsible for managing the money system of the country and for carrying out government plans in relation to taxes and public spending.

civil service: all the various departments of the British national government except the armed forces, law courts and religious organisations. A civil servant is a person employed by the civil service.

Conservative Party: developed out of the Tory Party, which goes back to the late 17th century. It has domi​nated British politics in the twentieth century. Since 1945 it has been in power from 1951-1964, 1970-1974, and 1979-1996 and has won eight of the thirteen elections held from 1945 to 1992. It has gained most from the first past the post system (see below) in recent years, since, with a divided opposition, 42% of the vote has been enough to ensure a Conservative majority in the House of Commons (see below).

constituency: (also called a seat) a political ad​ministrative district where voters elect a single MP (see below) to represent them in the House of Commons; the United Kingdom is now divided into 651 constituencies, which means that 651 MPs are entitled to sit in the House of Commons. The figure of 60-65,000 voters per constituency is only an aver​age. In practice the number of voters per con​stituency varies widely. The Western Isles, one of the largest in geographical area has the smallest number of voters, 23,000, whereas one of the smallest in area, the Isle of Wight, has the largest number of voters, 99,000.

first past the post: (also first-past-the-post) the voting system used in British national and local elections in which the candidate who gets more votes than any other wins the election. The winner does not need to have more votes than the losers have together; it is also called the simple majority system.

foreign secretary: the minister in the British govern​ment who is head of the Foreign Office and is re​sponsible for relations between Great Britain and other countries

general election: an election in which all the voters – British subjects over the age of 18 except peers, people in mental homes, people serving a prison sentence of over one year, people found guilty of corrupt practices in elections – choose who will serve in the House of Commons (see below) and which party will form the government; The main political parties choose a candidate to fight for a seat in each constituency. People therefore usually have four or five candidates to choose from, each representing a political party. People vote by putting a cross by one of the names on the ballot paper (= the paper used for secret voting). The person who is elected for each constituency (see above) is the one who gains the most votes in that constituency (see “first past the post” above). The longest time that a parliament can run, i.e. the longest time between two general elections, is five years, but the prime minister (see below) can decide to call an election at any time in this period. Prime ministers usually call elections when they think the government has a good chance of being re-elected.

Habeas Corpus Act 1679: under this law s.o. in prison has the right to appear in a court of law within a certain period of time so that the court can decide whether they should stay in prison.

home secretary: the minister in the British govern​ment who is head of the Home Office and is respon​sible for law and order, justice and immigration. A similar minister in a foreign government is usually called the minister of the interior.

House of Commons: it is the more powerful of the two parts of parliament, the other being the House of Lords (see below), the members of which are elected by citizens over the age of 18 at general elections (see above). Each member of the House of Commons represents the people in a particular area, a con​stituency (see above), and is their MP (see below). The House of Commons has 651 members. When a new law is introduced, it is passed first in the House of Commons, then sent to the House of Lords to be discussed and approved. Finally, it must be approved by the monarch.

House of Lords: it is the less powerful of the two parts of the British parliament. Its 1,202 members are not elected but have membership of the House of Lords because of their noble title, or because they have been given a noble title. Members of the House of Lords include lords, bishops, life peers (see below), and law lords (= people who have held a high position in the legal system and have been made members of the House of Lords).

Labour Party: was established after the 1906 election to represent working class ipterests and carry out social reforms not supported by the Liberal and Con​servative parties. By 1924 it had enough MPs (see below) to form a minority government. In 1940 it became a part of the wartime coalition government under Winston Churchill. In the 1945 election at the end of the second world war it won power with a large majority and introduced a major programme of social and economic reform, including the setting up of the National Health Service (see below), the na​tionalisation of the coalmines, the steel industry and road transport, and the giving of independence to India, Pakistan, Burma, and Sri Lanka. In the 1980s it was weakened when many former Labour support​ers broke away to form the Social Democratic Party.

Liberal Democrats: this party goes back to the Whigs in the 17th century, who changed their name to Liberal Party in the 1830s. After being in power for long periods in the 19th century it lost its position as the second main party to the Labour Party in the 1930s. From 1945 to 1979 it never managed to gain more than 13 seats at a general election (see above). As the third national party it is the main loser under Britain’s first past the post system (see above).
life peer: a Briton who has the rank of peer but is not allowed to pass it on to a son or daughter after death. Until 1968 all members of the House of Lords (see above) were the sons or daughters of lords. Life peers were introduced in an attempt to improve the House of Lords. They are chosen by the government, with suggestions from the opposition parties, for their legal, political or social experience.

MP: Member of Parliament; a person who has been elected to lepresent a constituency (see above) in the House of Commons (see above). There are 651 MPs. They have a wide variety of duties and respon​sibilities. They deal with problems on behalf of their constituents (see above), which may be connected with housing, jobs, tax, pensions, or social security payments; they promote the interests of their con​stituency (see above) by trying to get orders for local industry, for example; they take their party’s side in the battles between the political parties; they look carefully at the laws which are put before parliament; they monitor the activities of the government and the civil service (see above); and they may represent a number of special interests - trade unions, industries and regions.

prime minister: British prime ministers have enor​mous powers. A prime minister:

a)
is leader of the majority party in parliament;

b)
is head of the government;

c)
selects cabinet ministers;

d)
appoints other members of the government, about 100 non-cabinet ministers;

e)
may move ministers from one post to another;

f)
may dismiss (= remove s.o. from their job) cabinet ministers or ask them to resign;

g)
is chairperson of the cabinet (see above) and some other important cabinet committees;

h)
co-ordinates government policy;

i)
is the nation’s chief spokesperson in national and international affairs;

j)
is responsible for party discipline;

k)
appoints more than 180 offices (judges and Church of England posts), appoints new members of the House of Lords (see above);

I)
is political head of the civil service (see above); 

m)
through the royal prerogative (see below) can sign treaties (= agreements with other countries) and declare war.

royal prerogative: these are powers which are still, in theory, exercised by the monarch. They include the choice of prime minister, assent (= agreement) to legislation, the dissolution (= ending before an election) of parliament, the declaring of war and the making of treaties (= agreements with other coun​tries). In practice most of these powers have passed to the prime minister, including the declaring of war and the making of treaties and some powers, such as assent to legislation, choice of prime minister and dissolution of parliament, are governed by con​vention. The royal prerogative enables the prime minister to declare war and make treaties without parliament having any say.

Westminster: refers to the Houses of Parliament (House of Commons and House of Lords; see above), from the district in London where they are situated.
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