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A Note for Parents and Families 
Welcome to your son's Year 12 A Level Politics vocabulary booklet. A Level Politics carries a substantial and 
technically precise vocabulary load. Every term in this booklet appears in the Edexcel specification (9PL0) and 
is likely to appear in examination questions, mark scheme descriptors, or the source materials used in Paper 
1 and Paper 2. 

Why vocabulary is especially important at A Level 
Unlike GCSE, where vocabulary earns credit primarily under AO1 (knowledge), A Level Politics examinations 
reward precise terminology across all three Assessment Objectives. A student who writes 'the government 
has too much power' where they mean 'elective dictatorship' will lose marks not just for AO1 knowledge but 
for AO2 application and AO3 analysis too. The terms in this booklet are the analytical tools of political 
science — they allow students to argue with precision rather than generality. 

The Political Ideas vocabulary is different 
The political ideas sections (liberalism, conservatism, socialism) carry a distinctive type of vocabulary: 
philosophical terms with precise meanings within each ideological tradition. 'Positive freedom' means 
something quite different from 'negative freedom'; 'organic change' is not the same as 'evolutionary change'. 
Students who deploy these terms accurately in 24-mark essays demonstrate exactly the depth of 
understanding the mark scheme rewards at the top level. 

How to help at home 
The most effective thing you can do is quiz your son on definitions for fifteen minutes, two or three times a 
week. Ask him to explain what 'elective dictatorship' means. Ask him to give an example of 'judicial review'. 
Ask him the difference between 'legal sovereignty' and 'political sovereignty'. If he can explain these clearly 
without notes, he knows them. If he cannot, he needs to return to Look-Cover-Write-Check. 
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How to Learn Political Vocabulary 
A Level political vocabulary is more demanding than GCSE vocabulary in two ways: the sheer volume of 
terms, and the requirement to deploy them accurately within sustained analytical argument. The strategies 
below address both demands. 

1. Look, Cover, Write, Check — with the definition in your own 
words 
Do not copy the definition verbatim. After Look-Cover-Write, write the definition in your own words, then 
check. A definition you can only reproduce by rote is not one you can deploy accurately in an essay under 
time pressure. 

2. Flashcard sorting by component 
Keep separate flashcard sets for each component: Component 1 (UK Politics), Component 2 (UK 
Government), Political Ideas. When revising for a timed essay, pull out only the relevant set. This prevents 
the vocabulary of one component contaminating another in the examination. 

3. Use the word in a paragraph 
After learning a term, write one sentence using it in the context of a real A Level question. 'Elective 
dictatorship describes the situation where a government with a large majority faces few effective constraints' 
is infinitely more useful than knowing the definition in isolation. 

4. Link terms to named examples 
Every key concept in Components 1 and 2 should be linked to at least one named political example. 'Judicial 
review — Miller II 2019'. 'Presidentialism — Blair's bilateral meetings bypassing Cabinet'. 'Class dealignment 
— decline of Labour's working-class heartlands since 1979'. These pairings are what earn AO2 marks. 

5. Political Ideas: learn thinkers with their terms 
For political ideas vocabulary, always attach the relevant thinker. 'Harm principle (Mill)', 'veil of ignorance 
(Rawls)', 'organic change (Burke)', 'historical materialism (Marx)'. The 24-mark essay cannot achieve the top 
level without named thinker references. 

A note on aspirational vocabulary 
Every term marked A (Aspirational) in this booklet is the vocabulary of the highest mark-band responses. 
These are the words that appear in Level 4 mark scheme descriptors: 'inchoate', 'hegemony', 'legitimacy', 
'dialectical'. Deploying them accurately signals the depth of understanding that distinguishes an A from an A*. 
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How this Booklet is Organised 
 

E — Essential 
Every A Level Politics student must know, define and 
deploy these terms accurately. They appear directly in 
specification content statements, past paper questions 
and mark schemes. 

A — Aspirational 
Top mark-band vocabulary. Students targeting A or A* 
should deploy these in extended essays. They signal the 
analytical sophistication that Level 4 mark scheme 
descriptors reward. 

 

The booklet is organised by component and section, matching the order of teaching across Year 12. Five 
columns are used: the term; its grammatical type; its definition; a worked example in the context of an A 
Level question or essay; and the tier. 

Political Ideas vocabulary is organised by ideology (Liberalism, Conservatism, Socialism) and cross-referenced 
to the key thinker who uses the term most distinctively. These thinker links are essential for 24-mark essay 
responses. 
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Component 1 — UK Politics 

 

 
Democracy and Participation 
Component 1 — Autumn Term 
The vocabulary of democratic systems, participation, rights and pressure groups. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

legitimacy noun The quality of a political system or decision 
being accepted as just, lawful and rightfully 
authoritative by those subject to it. 

Governments derive legitimacy from 
winning elections; a government that 
loses its mandate lacks democratic 
legitimacy. 

E 

direct 
democracy 

noun A system in which citizens vote directly on 
political decisions rather than electing 
representatives to decide on their behalf. 

Referendums are the UK's main 
mechanism of direct democracy; the 
2016 EU referendum is the most 
significant recent example. 

E 

representative 
democracy 

noun A system in which citizens elect 
representatives who make decisions on their 
behalf. 

The UK is a representative democracy: 
650 MPs represent geographical 
constituencies in the House of 
Commons. 

E 

pluralist 
democracy 

noun A system in which political power is 
distributed among many competing groups, 
rather than concentrated in a single party, class 
or institution. 

The UK is considered pluralist because 
pressure groups, parties, the media and 
citizens all compete to influence 
government policy. 

E 

democratic 
deficit 

noun The gap between what democracy promises 
(meaningful citizen control of government) and 
what it delivers in practice. 

A democratic deficit is evidenced by low 
voter turnout, safe seats, and declining 
party membership in the UK. 

E 

participation 
crisis 

noun A perceived decline in citizens' active 
engagement with formal democratic processes, 
particularly elections and political parties. 

Evidence of a participation crisis includes 
falling general election turnout (1997: 
71%; 2001: 59%) and declining party 
membership. 

E 

franchise noun The legal right to vote in elections; also known 
as suffrage. 

The UK franchise was extended by the 
1918 Representation of the People Act 
(women over 30) and fully equalised in 
1928. 

E 

pressure group noun An organisation that seeks to influence 
government policy on specific issues without 
seeking to form a government. 

The British Medical Association is an 
insider pressure group with regular 
access to government health policy 
discussions. 

E 

insider pressure 
group 

noun A pressure group that has direct and regular 
access to government and policymakers, and is 
consulted in the policy-making process. 

The CBI (Confederation of British 
Industry) is an insider group regularly 
consulted on economic policy. 

E 

Carshalton Boys Sports College  |  Politics Department  |  Edexcel 9PL0     Page 6 



Carshalton Boys Sports College  |  Politics  |  Year 12 A Level Vocabulary  |  2026–2027 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

outsider 
pressure group 

noun A pressure group that lacks regular 
government access and must rely on public 
campaigns, protests and media to influence 
policy. 

Greenpeace uses direct action and 
publicity campaigns as an outsider 
pressure group on environmental issues. 

E 

think tank noun An independent research organisation that 
produces policy ideas and analysis intended to 
influence government and public debate. 

The Institute for Economic Affairs (IEA) 
is a right-wing think tank that influenced 
Thatcherite economic policy. 

E 

lobbyist noun A professional who is paid to represent the 
interests of corporations, organisations or 
individuals to politicians and officials. 

The lobbying industry raises concerns 
about the 'revolving door' between 
government and corporate employment. 

E 

civil liberties noun The fundamental individual rights and freedoms 
that protect citizens from undue government 
interference. 

Civil liberties organisations such as 
Liberty and the ACLU challenge laws 
they believe threaten individual 
freedoms. 

E 

compulsory 
voting 

noun A system in which citizens are legally required 
to vote in elections, as practised in Australia. 

Advocates of compulsory voting argue it 
would address the UK's participation 
crisis; critics argue it undermines 
freedom of choice. 

E 

hegemony noun The dominance of one group, class or ideology 
over others in a society, often achieved 
through cultural and intellectual influence 
rather than force. 

Gramsci argued that capitalism maintains 
itself through hegemony rather than 
merely coercion — workers internalise 
ruling-class values. 

A 

inchoate adjective Not fully formed or developed; undeveloped in 
terms of political organisation or ideology. 

The participation crisis reflects inchoate 
disillusionment with formal politics 
rather than a coherent rejection of 
democracy. 

A 

 

 
Political Parties 
Component 1 — Autumn Term 
The vocabulary of party organisation, ideology, funding and the UK party system. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

political party noun An organised group of people with broadly 
shared political values that contests elections 
to gain governmental power. 

Political parties perform functions 
including recruiting candidates, forming 
governments and aggregating diverse 
citizens' interests. 

E 
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Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

manifesto noun A published statement of a political party's 
policies and intentions, produced before an 
election. 

Labour's 1997 manifesto pledged a 
minimum wage, Bank of England 
independence and devolution — all 
subsequently delivered. 

E 

mandate noun The authority to govern and implement 
policies derived from winning an election with 
a specific programme. 

A government with a large majority 
claims a strong mandate to implement its 
manifesto, though critics dispute this 
under FPTP. 

E 

One Nation 
conservatism 

noun A strand of conservatism emphasising social 
cohesion, paternalism and the obligation of the 
wealthy to support those less fortunate. 

Disraeli's One Nation conservatism 
sought to bridge the 'two nations' of rich 
and poor through progressive social 
reform. 

E 

New Right noun The political project combining neo-liberal 
economics (free markets, reduced state) with 
neo-conservative social values (strong 
authority, traditional values), associated with 
Thatcher. 

Thatcher's New Right policies included 
privatisation, trade union reform and 
cuts to income tax. 

E 

Old Labour noun The traditional social democratic Labour Party 
committed to public ownership, trade union 
rights and redistribution of wealth. 

Old Labour's Clause IV committed the 
party to common ownership of the 
means of production, removed by Blair in 
1995. 

E 

New Labour noun Tony Blair's rebranded Labour Party from the 
mid-1990s, accepting markets, abandoning 
Clause IV and pursuing a centrist 'Third Way'. 

New Labour's 1997 landslide was built 
on economic reassurance, modernised 
party image and collapse of Conservative 
support. 

E 

Third Way noun Anthony Giddens's political theory adopted by 
Blair: a middle path between traditional 
socialism and free-market capitalism, accepting 
markets while investing in public services. 

New Labour's Third Way involved 
accepting Thatcherite economic 
settlements while increasing NHS and 
education spending. 

E 

two-party 
system 

noun A political system in which two major parties 
dominate electoral competition and 
governance, with minor parties playing a 
marginal role. 

The UK operated as a two-party system 
(Conservative and Labour) for most of 
the post-war period, though this has 
weakened since 2010. 

E 

multi-party 
system 

noun A political system in which three or more 
parties compete effectively for power, either 
nationally or regionally. 

Scotland has a genuine multi-party 
system, with the SNP, Labour, 
Conservatives and Greens all winning 
significant seats. 

E 

partisan 
dealignment 

noun The weakening of stable, long-term 
identification with a single political party 
among voters. 

Partisan dealignment has increased voter 
volatility: the Brexit Party won the 2019 
European elections despite being 
founded months earlier. 

E 

state funding noun Public money provided to political parties, as 
opposed to private donations, to fund their 
activities. 

The case for state funding of parties 
includes reducing dependence on 
wealthy donors; the case against includes 
its cost to taxpayers. 

E 
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Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

short money noun Public funds provided to opposition parties in 
the House of Commons to help them perform 
their scrutiny functions. 

Short money enables opposition parties 
to resource their parliamentary work 
without relying solely on private 
donations. 

A 

ideological 
convergence 

noun The tendency of mainstream political parties 
to adopt similar centrist policy positions, 
reducing the ideological choice available to 
voters. 

Blair's New Labour was criticised for 
ideological convergence with Thatcherite 
Conservatism, leaving voters with less 
meaningful choice. 

A 

 

 
Electoral Systems 
Component 1 — Autumn Term 
The vocabulary of electoral systems, referendums and their impact on representation and government. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

first-past-the-p
ost 

noun The UK's electoral system for general 
elections: the candidate with the most votes in 
a constituency wins, regardless of whether 
they have a majority. 

FPTP produced a Labour majority of 179 
seats in 1997 on only 43% of the vote, 
demonstrating the system's 
disproportionality. 

E 

proportional 
representation 

noun Any electoral system in which the number of 
seats a party wins broadly reflects its share of 
the total votes cast. 

The Additional Member System used for 
the Scottish Parliament produces more 
proportional results than FPTP for 
Westminster. 

E 

Additional 
Member 
System 

noun A hybrid electoral system combining 
constituency seats (elected by FPTP) with 
regional list seats allocated proportionally to 
correct the distortions of FPTP. 

The Scottish Parliament uses AMS: 73 
constituency MSPs are elected by FPTP; 
56 are elected from regional party lists. 

E 

Single 
Transferable 
Vote 

noun A proportional electoral system in which 
voters rank candidates in multi-member 
constituencies; seats are allocated through 
successive counts until a quota is reached. 

Northern Ireland uses STV for its 
Assembly elections, producing broadly 
proportional outcomes and coalition 
government. 

E 

Closed 
Proportional 
List System 

noun An electoral system in which parties present 
ranked lists of candidates; voters choose a 
party and seats are allocated proportionally to 
the vote share. Voters cannot alter the order 
of candidates on the list. 

The Closed Proportional List System 
was used in UK European Parliament 
elections before Brexit; it is highly 
proportional but removes the 
constituency link. 

E 

safe seat noun A constituency where one party has such a 
large majority that it is very unlikely to change 
hands at an election. 

A large number of safe seats under FPTP 
means most voters live in constituencies 
where their vote has little impact on the 
outcome. 

E 
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Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

marginal seat noun A constituency where the winning party's 
majority is small and the seat could plausibly 
change hands at the next election. 

Parties concentrate resources on 
marginal seats under FPTP because these 
determine the election outcome. 

E 

electoral 
mandate 

noun The authority given by voters to a winning 
party or candidate to implement its stated 
programme. 

Governments with large majorities claim 
a strong electoral mandate; critics note 
that FPTP can produce majorities on 
minority vote shares. 

E 

referendum noun A direct vote by the electorate on a single 
specific question, usually legislative or 
constitutional. 

The 2014 Scottish independence 
referendum and the 2016 EU referendum 
are the two most consequential UK 
referendums of recent decades. 

E 

disproportionali
ty 

noun The extent to which an electoral system 
produces outcomes where parties' seat shares 
do not match their vote shares. 

FPTP produces high disproportionality: in 
2015, UKIP won 12.6% of the vote but 
only one seat. 

E 

minority 
government 

noun A government formed by a party that does not 
have an overall majority in the legislature, 
requiring support from other parties to pass 
legislation. 

Theresa May formed a minority 
government after the 2017 general 
election, relying on a confidence and 
supply arrangement with the DUP. 

E 

coalition 
government 

noun A government formed by two or more parties 
who agree to govern together, typically sharing 
Cabinet positions. 

The 2010–15 Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat coalition was the UK's first 
formal peacetime coalition since the 
1940s. 

E 

wasted votes noun Votes cast for losing candidates or surplus 
votes for winning candidates that do not 
contribute to electing anyone. 

Under FPTP, millions of votes are 
wasted: votes for losing candidates and 
excess votes for winners beyond what is 
needed to win. 

E 

gerrymanderin
g 

noun The manipulation of constituency boundaries 
to give one party an electoral advantage. 

Accusations of gerrymandering arise 
when boundary reviews are perceived to 
favour the governing party. 

A 

 

 
Voting Behaviour and the Media 
Component 1 — Autumn Term 
The vocabulary of electoral behaviour, long- and short-term factors, and media influence. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

class 
dealignment 

noun The weakening of the relationship between 
social class and voting behaviour that was 
historically strong in the UK. 

Class dealignment accelerated from the 
1970s: working-class voters shifted away 
from Labour, particularly in 'Red Wall' 
seats. 

E 
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Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

partisan 
dealignment 

noun The decline in strong, stable identification with 
a single political party among the electorate. 

Partisan dealignment has produced 
greater voter volatility: in December 
2019, Brexit Party voters switched en 
masse to the Conservatives. 

E 

governing 
competency 

noun Voters' assessment of a government's ability to 
manage key policy areas effectively, particularly 
the economy. 

The ERM crisis of 1992 destroyed 
Conservative governing competency on 
the economy and was a critical factor in 
Labour's 1997 landslide. 

E 

valence politics noun A theory of voting behaviour that emphasises 
voters' judgements about parties' competence 
to deliver valued outcomes, rather than 
ideological differences. 

Valence politics explains the 1997 
election: voters backed Labour because 
they saw it as more competent, not 
because they rejected Conservative 
ideology. 

E 

partisan 
alignment 

noun A pattern of stable, long-term identification 
with a political party that shapes voting 
behaviour consistently across elections. 

The post-war period was characterised 
by strong partisan alignment: most 
working-class voters supported Labour; 
most middle-class voters supported 
Conservatives. 

E 

opinion poll noun A survey of a sample of the electorate 
intended to measure political opinions, party 
support or voting intentions. 

Opinion polls consistently predicted a 
Labour victory in 1992; the 
Conservatives' actual win led to a review 
of polling methodology. 

E 

media bias noun The tendency of a media organisation to 
present news and analysis that systematically 
favours one political perspective or party. 

The Sun's pro-Labour switch in 1997 
('It's The Sun Wot Swung It') sparked 
debate about media bias and its electoral 
impact. 

E 

swing voter noun A voter who does not have a fixed party 
allegiance and may vote for different parties 
between elections. 

In marginal seats, swing voters are 
disproportionately important and are the 
primary target of party campaign 
resources. 

E 

incumbency 
effect 

noun The advantage that existing politicians or 
parties gain from holding office: name 
recognition, resources and the ability to point 
to a record. 

The incumbency effect typically aids 
sitting MPs in general elections; it can 
also harm governing parties after 
prolonged periods in power. 

E 

social media noun Digital platforms enabling mass communication 
and sharing of information, increasingly 
significant in election campaigns. 

Social media's role in the 2016 Brexit 
referendum and 2019 general election 
has prompted debates about regulation 
and manipulation. 

E 

agenda-setting noun The media's power to determine which issues 
receive public and political attention, shaping 
the parameters of political debate. 

Agenda-setting theory holds that the 
media does not tell people what to think, 
but tells them what to think about. 

A 

partisan press noun Newspapers that express a clear and explicit 
political allegiance and use their coverage to 
advance a particular party's interests. 

The UK has a strongly partisan press: the 
Daily Mail, Daily Express and The Sun 
have historically supported Conservative 
governments. 

A 
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Component 2 — UK Government 

 

 
The UK Constitution 
Component 2 — Spring Term 
The vocabulary of constitutional sources, reforms, devolution and the codification debate. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

constitution noun The body of fundamental rules, principles and 
laws that establish how a state is governed and 
the rights of its citizens. 

The UK's constitution is unique in being 
uncodified: it is drawn from multiple 
sources rather than a single written 
document. 

E 

uncodified 
constitution 

noun A constitution that is not contained in a single 
written document but is drawn from multiple 
sources including statutes, conventions and 
common law. 

The UK has an uncodified constitution; 
the USA, France and Germany have 
codified constitutions contained in single 
documents. 

E 

codified 
constitution 

noun A constitution contained in a single 
authoritative document, typically entrenched 
and superior to ordinary law. 

The US Constitution is codified, 
entrenched and supreme: no Act of 
Congress can contradict it. 

E 

entrenchment noun The protection of constitutional provisions 
from change by ordinary legislative majority, 
requiring a higher threshold such as a 
supermajority. 

Because the UK constitution is 
unentrenched, Parliament can change 
constitutional provisions by simple 
majority, as it did with the Fixed Term 
Parliaments Act 2011. 

E 

parliamentary 
sovereignty 

noun The constitutional principle that Parliament is 
the supreme legal authority in the UK and can 
make or unmake any law. 

Parliamentary sovereignty has been 
qualified by the HRA 1998 and 
devolution, but Dicey's principle remains 
formally intact post-Brexit. 

E 

the rule of law noun The principle that everyone, including the 
government, is subject to the law, which is 
applied equally and independently. 

The rule of law underpins the UK 
constitution: it was reasserted when the 
Supreme Court ruled the 2019 
prorogation unlawful in Miller II. 

E 

statute law noun Law enacted by Parliament through Acts of 
Parliament; the most significant source of the 
UK constitution. 

The Human Rights Act 1998 is a statute 
that incorporated the ECHR into UK 
domestic law. 

E 

common law noun Law developed through judicial decisions and 
precedent rather than through Acts of 
Parliament. 

The constitutional principle of habeas 
corpus derives from common law rather 
than any Act of Parliament. 

E 

conventions noun Unwritten but binding political practices that 
govern the behaviour of constitutional actors; 

Collective ministerial responsibility is a 
convention: it is not written into law but 

E 
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Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

they have no legal force but are politically 
obligatory. 

ministers who breach it are expected to 
resign. 

authoritative 
works 

noun Respected constitutional textbooks and 
documents (such as Erskine May) that are 
treated as authoritative guides to 
constitutional practice. 

Erskine May's 'Parliamentary Practice' is 
the authoritative work on parliamentary 
procedure. 

E 

devolution noun The transfer of specified powers from central 
(Westminster) government to national or 
regional bodies, while Westminster retains 
sovereignty. 

Devolution created the Scottish 
Parliament (1999), Welsh Senedd (1999) 
and Northern Ireland Assembly (1998). 

E 

federalism noun A system in which power is constitutionally 
divided between a central government and 
regional governments, each with its own areas 
of sovereignty. 

Unlike the USA's federal system, UK 
devolution is not federal: Westminster 
retains legal sovereignty and could 
theoretically abolish devolved 
parliaments. 

E 

West Lothian 
Question 

noun The constitutional anomaly whereby Scottish 
MPs at Westminster can vote on English 
matters, while English MPs cannot vote on 
devolved Scottish matters. 

The West Lothian Question has been 
partially addressed by English Votes for 
English Laws (EVEL) procedures, though 
critics argue these are insufficient. 

A 

quasi-federalis
m 

noun A system that has some characteristics of 
federalism (significant devolved powers) but 
lacks the constitutional entrenchment and 
equality of a true federal arrangement. 

The UK is sometimes described as 
quasi-federal post-devolution, though 
Westminster technically retains full 
sovereignty. 

A 

 

 
Parliament 
Component 2 — Spring Term 
The vocabulary of parliamentary structure, functions, scrutiny and the Commons-Lords relationship. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

bicameral adjective Having two legislative chambers; in the UK, the 
House of Commons and the House of Lords. 

The UK Parliament is bicameral: the 
Commons is elected; the Lords is 
appointed. The Commons is the 
dominant chamber. 

E 

House of 
Commons 

noun The elected lower chamber of the UK 
Parliament, comprising 650 MPs representing 
geographical constituencies. 

The House of Commons has supremacy 
over the Lords under the Parliament 
Acts 1911 and 1949: it can pass 
legislation without Lords consent after 
delays. 

E 
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Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

House of Lords noun The unelected upper chamber of Parliament, 
comprising life peers, appointed hereditary 
peers and Lords Spiritual. 

The House of Lords performs scrutiny 
and revision functions; it can delay but 
not permanently block legislation under 
the Parliament Acts. 

E 

legislative bills noun Proposed laws introduced into Parliament that 
must pass through set stages in both Houses 
before receiving Royal Assent and becoming 
Acts. 

A public bill must pass through First 
Reading, Second Reading, Committee 
Stage, Report Stage, Third Reading and 
then the other chamber. 

E 

Salisbury 
Convention 

noun The convention that the House of Lords does 
not block legislation that was in the governing 
party's general election manifesto. 

The Salisbury Convention was developed 
in 1945 to limit Lords obstruction of 
Labour's reforming programme; its scope 
is disputed for coalition manifestos. 

E 

parliamentary 
privilege 

noun The legal immunity of MPs and Peers from 
legal proceedings (especially defamation claims) 
for anything said in the course of parliamentary 
proceedings. 

Parliamentary privilege allows MPs to 
name individuals during debates without 
fear of defamation action; it was 
controversially used during 
phone-hacking allegations. 

E 

select 
committee 

noun A cross-party committee of MPs or Peers that 
scrutinises the work of specific government 
departments or policy areas. 

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) 
scrutinises government spending; the 
Home Affairs Committee examines 
Home Office policy. 

E 

public bill 
committee 

noun A temporary committee that examines a 
specific bill clause by clause after its Second 
Reading, proposing amendments. 

Public bill committees replaced standing 
committees in 2006; they can now take 
evidence from external witnesses. 

E 

confidence and 
supply 

noun An arrangement where a smaller party agrees 
to support a minority government in votes of 
confidence and budget bills without joining the 
government. 

After the 2017 election, the DUP 
entered a confidence and supply 
agreement with May's minority 
Conservative government. 

E 

backbencher noun An MP or Peer who does not hold a 
ministerial or shadow ministerial position and 
sits on the back benches in Parliament. 

Backbenchers can wield significant 
influence through rebellion, select 
committee membership and tabling 
amendments. 

E 

official 
Opposition 

noun The largest party in the House of Commons 
that is not in government; it receives resources 
(Short Money) to scrutinise the government. 

The Leader of the Opposition and the 
Shadow Cabinet form the official 
Opposition, holding the government to 
account. 

E 

elective 
dictatorship 

noun Lord Hailsham's 1976 phrase for the 
unchecked power of a government with a large 
Commons majority, able to pass any legislation 
it chooses. 

Blair's 179-seat majority after 1997 
renewed concerns about elective 
dictatorship; the 80-seat Conservative 
majority after 2019 raised similar 
concerns. 

E 

ping-pong noun The process by which a bill passes back and 
forth between Commons and Lords as each 
amends the other's amendments. 

Ping-pong can result in genuine 
compromise or, if the Lords persist, the 
use of Parliament Act powers to 
override the Lords. 

A 
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Prime Minister and Executive 
Component 2 — Spring Term 
The vocabulary of prime ministerial power, the Cabinet, ministerial responsibility and presidentialism. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

executive noun The branch of government responsible for 
implementing laws and policies; in the UK, this 
is the PM, Cabinet, ministers, junior ministers 
and the civil service. 

The executive proposes legislation, sets 
the budget and makes policy decisions 
within the framework established by 
Parliament. 

E 

Cabinet noun The committee of senior ministers who 
collectively govern the country under the 
chairmanship of the Prime Minister. 

Cabinet government implies collective 
decision-making; critics argue Blair and 
Johnson used bilateral meetings to 
bypass Cabinet. 

E 

royal 
prerogative 

noun Powers exercised by the Prime Minister in the 
name of the Crown without requiring 
parliamentary approval, including declaring war, 
signing treaties and appointing ministers. 

The decision to commit UK forces to 
the Iraq War in 2003 was taken using 
royal prerogative; Parliament voted but 
was not legally required to. 

E 

secondary 
legislation 

noun Law made by ministers using powers delegated 
to them by an Act of Parliament (the primary 
legislation), without a full parliamentary 
debate. 

Much of the UK's COVID-19 regulations 
were introduced through secondary 
legislation, raising concerns about 
parliamentary scrutiny. 

E 

individual 
ministerial 
responsibility 

noun The convention that ministers are personally 
responsible to Parliament for their own 
conduct and the administration of their 
departments. 

Individual ministerial responsibility has 
declined: ministers rarely resign 
voluntarily; Priti Patel was found to have 
broken the ministerial code but was not 
asked to resign. 

E 

collective 
ministerial 
responsibility 

noun The convention that all Cabinet ministers must 
publicly support government decisions, 
regardless of private disagreement, or resign. 

Collective ministerial responsibility was 
suspended for the 2016 EU referendum 
to allow Cabinet ministers to campaign 
on different sides. 

E 

presidentialism noun The argument that the UK Prime Minister has 
accumulated powers similar to those of a 
president, operating as a dominant individual 
rather than first among equals in Cabinet. 

Blair's bilateral meetings, sofa 
government and control of foreign policy 
led Lord Butler's report to describe 
characteristics of presidentialism. 

E 

bilateral 
meetings 

noun One-to-one meetings between the Prime 
Minister and individual ministers or officials, 
bypassing full Cabinet discussion. 

Blair's use of bilateral meetings was 
criticised as undermining Cabinet 
government and concentrating 
decision-making around the PM. 

E 

core executive noun The cluster of institutions at the centre of the 
UK government: the PM, Cabinet, Cabinet 
Office, PM's Office and key advisers. 

The core executive model (Rhodes and 
Dunleavy) argues power is distributed 
among interconnected institutions, not 
concentrated in the PM alone. 

A 
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sofa 
government 

noun The informal style of government associated 
with Blair, where key decisions were made in 
small meetings on sofas rather than in formal 
Cabinet. 

The Butler Report (2004) on Iraq 
intelligence criticised Blair's sofa 
government for marginalising Cabinet 
and weakening institutional scrutiny. 

A 

 

 
Relations Between the Branches 
Component 2 — Spring Term 
The vocabulary of the Supreme Court, judicial review, sovereignty and the balance of constitutional power. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

Supreme Court noun The highest court in the UK, created by the 
Constitutional Reform Act 2005, replacing the 
Law Lords as the final court of appeal. 

The UK Supreme Court ruled in Miller II 
(2019) that the prorogation of 
Parliament was unlawful, demonstrating 
its growing constitutional significance. 

E 

judicial 
independence 

noun The principle that judges should make 
decisions free from political pressure or 
interference from the executive or legislature. 

Judicial independence is protected by 
security of tenure, salary protection and 
the independent Judicial Appointments 
Commission. 

E 

judicial 
neutrality 

noun The principle that judges should apply the law 
impartially, setting aside their personal political 
or social views. 

Critics question judicial neutrality given 
the socially homogeneous background 
(Oxbridge, Eton) of senior judges. 

E 

judicial review noun The power of the courts to review executive 
actions and, under the HRA 1998, to issue 
declarations of incompatibility with ECHR 
rights. 

The Supreme Court's Miller I (2017) 
ruling that Parliament must authorise 
Article 50 was a landmark use of judicial 
review. 

E 

ultra vires noun Latin for 'beyond the powers': an act is ultra 
vires if it exceeds the legal authority granted 
by Parliament to an executive body. 

A government regulation found to be 
ultra vires can be struck down by the 
courts as exceeding the powers 
delegated by the enabling Act. 

E 

legal 
sovereignty 

noun The formal constitutional location of supreme 
authority — in the UK, theoretically with 
Parliament, which can make or unmake any 
law. 

Legal sovereignty formally resides with 
Parliament; in practice, political 
sovereignty is distributed among 
government, courts and international 
bodies. 

E 

political 
sovereignty 

noun Where power is actually exercised in practice, 
regardless of formal constitutional 
arrangements; may differ significantly from legal 
sovereignty. 

The referendum result in 2016 
demonstrated that political sovereignty 
in the UK also lies partly with the 
people, not solely with Parliament. 

E 
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separation of 
powers 

noun The constitutional doctrine that executive, 
legislative and judicial powers should be held 
by separate institutions to prevent the 
concentration of power. 

The UK has a fusion of powers (PM and 
Cabinet sit in and are accountable to 
Parliament); the USA has a strict 
separation of powers. 

E 

fusion of 
powers 

noun A constitutional arrangement in which the 
executive is drawn from and accountable to 
the legislature, as in the UK. 

The UK's fusion of powers means the 
PM must maintain the confidence of 
Parliament; loss of a confidence vote 
requires resignation or an election. 

E 

declaration of 
incompatibility 

noun A statement by a UK court that a piece of 
legislation is incompatible with the European 
Convention on Human Rights under section 4 
of the HRA 1998. 

A declaration of incompatibility does not 
strike down the legislation but creates 
strong political pressure on government 
to amend it. 

E 

parliamentary 
accountability 

noun The mechanisms by which Parliament holds 
the executive to account, including questions, 
debates, select committees and votes. 

Parliamentary accountability is exercised 
through PMQs, written questions, select 
committee hearings and votes on 
government legislation. 

E 

checks and 
balances 

noun The mechanisms by which each branch of 
government limits the power of the others, 
preventing any single branch from becoming 
dominant. 

In the UK, checks and balances are 
weaker than in the USA: a government 
with a large majority faces few effective 
institutional constraints. 

A 
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Political Ideas — Core 

 

 
Liberalism 
Political Ideas — Summer Term (Year 12) 
Core principles, thinkers and tensions within liberal political thought. Paper 1 Section B — 24-mark essays. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

individualism noun The belief that the individual is the 
fundamental unit of society and that individual 
rights, freedoms and interests should take 
priority. 

Liberals' commitment to individualism 
contrasts with socialism's collectivism 
and conservatism's organic society. 

E 

negative 
freedom 

noun Freedom defined as the absence of external 
constraint or interference; associated with 
classical liberalism. 

Classical liberals like Locke valued 
negative freedom: the state should leave 
individuals alone to make their own 
choices. 

E 

positive 
freedom 

noun Freedom defined as the genuine capacity to act 
and fulfil one's potential, requiring active state 
support to remove social barriers. 

Modern liberals (Rawls, Green) argue 
that poverty, ignorance and ill-health 
prevent positive freedom; the state must 
act to enable it. 

E 

harm principle noun Mill's principle that the only legitimate reason 
to restrict individual freedom is to prevent 
harm to others. 

The harm principle (Mill, On Liberty, 
1859) is the foundational liberal 
argument against paternalistic 
interference in individuals' lives. 

E 

social contract noun The theoretical agreement by which individuals 
surrender some freedoms to government in 
exchange for the protection of their remaining 
rights. 

Locke's social contract theory holds that 
government authority derives from the 
consent of the governed; a government 
that breaks the contract may be 
legitimately overthrown. 

E 

limited 
government 

noun The liberal principle that the powers of 
government must be restricted and 
constrained, particularly by constitutional rules 
and individual rights. 

The liberal commitment to limited 
government explains liberal support for 
constitutionalism, separation of powers 
and bills of rights. 

E 

foundational 
equality 

noun The belief that all human beings are of equal 
moral worth, regardless of their social 
position, ability or background. 

Foundational equality is the starting point 
for all liberal political theory: it is why 
Rawls places all persons equally behind 
the veil of ignorance. 

E 

equality of 
opportunity 

noun The principle that all individuals should have 
equal access to the means of achieving success, 
regardless of background. 

Modern liberals support equality of 
opportunity through education reform 
and anti-discrimination law; they reject 
equality of outcome as incompatible with 
individual freedom. 

E 
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liberal 
democracy 

noun A system of government combining 
democratic elections with constitutional 
protection of individual rights and limits on 
government power. 

Liberal democracy seeks to balance 
majority rule with minority rights; 
liberals support it but worry about 
majoritarianism overwhelming individual 
liberties. 

E 

rationalism noun The belief that humans are capable of reason 
and can use rational thought to understand the 
world and improve it. 

Liberal rationalism explains the liberal 
commitment to progress and reform: 
rational beings can identify and correct 
injustice. 

E 

enabling state noun A modern liberal conception of the state as an 
instrument that actively supports individuals' 
capacity to flourish, through education, welfare 
and regulation. 

Modern liberals (Rawls, Friedan) favour 
an enabling state that equips citizens to 
be genuinely free, not merely negatively 
free. 

E 

laissez-faire 
capitalism 

noun An economic system in which markets operate 
without government interference, based on 
the classical liberal belief that free markets 
maximise prosperity and freedom. 

Classical liberals like Spencer supported 
laissez-faire capitalism; modern liberals 
reject it as creating conditions of poverty 
that undermine genuine freedom. 

E 

Keynesianism noun The economic theory associated with John 
Maynard Keynes, advocating government 
intervention in the economy to manage 
demand and employment. 

Modern liberals and social democrats 
support Keynesian economics; classical 
liberals and the New Right reject state 
intervention in the economy. 

E 

veil of 
ignorance 

noun Rawls's thought experiment: just principles are 
those that rational individuals would choose 
without knowing their place in the resulting 
society. 

Behind the veil of ignorance, Rawls 
argues, no one would choose a society 
with extreme inequality, since they might 
end up at the bottom. 

E 

meritocracy noun A system in which individual success is based 
on talent, effort and ability rather than 
inherited privilege. 

Liberals support meritocracy because it 
rewards individual effort; socialists 
critique meritocracy as disguising 
structural inequalities as personal 
failures. 

A 

developmental 
individualism 

noun Mill's idea that individuals have a duty to 
develop their capacities and character; the 
state should create conditions enabling this 
development. 

Mill's developmental individualism 
contrasts with egoistical individualism: 
freedom is valuable because it allows 
humans to develop, not merely to pursue 
pleasure. 

A 

 

 
Conservatism 
Political Ideas — Summer Term (Year 12) 
Core principles, thinkers and tensions within conservative political thought. Papers 1 and 2 Section B — 24-mark 
essays. 
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pragmatism noun The conservative belief that political decisions 
should be based on what works in practice 
rather than ideological or abstract principles. 

Burke's pragmatism: conservatism is not 
an ideology but a disposition to manage 
change carefully based on evidence and 
experience. 

E 

tradition noun The accumulated wisdom of past generations, 
embodied in inherited institutions and 
practices; a central conservative value. 

Burke argued that inherited traditions 
embody more wisdom than any one 
generation can create through abstract 
reason alone. 

E 

organic society noun The conservative belief that society is a 
natural, living whole whose parts are 
interdependent, not a collection of individuals 
who have agreed to cooperate. 

The organic view of society explains 
conservative opposition to rapid, 
root-and-branch reform: changing one 
part damages the whole. 

E 

human 
imperfection 

noun The conservative belief that humans are 
psychologically, morally and intellectually 
limited, making them incapable of creating 
perfect societies through reason. 

Human imperfection justifies 
conservative scepticism of utopian 
schemes: if humans are fallible, plans to 
create a perfect society will go wrong. 

E 

paternalism noun The belief that those in authority should 
govern in the interests of the governed, even 
when this involves overriding individuals' stated 
preferences. 

One Nation conservatives support 
paternalism: the wealthy have an 
obligation to use power benevolently to 
improve the condition of the poor. 

E 

noblesse oblige noun The obligation of the privileged to exercise 
their power and wealth responsibly and to help 
those below them in the social hierarchy. 

Noblesse oblige underpins One Nation 
conservatism: Macmillan's housing 
programme and post-war Butskellite 
consensus reflect this tradition. 

E 

neo-liberalism noun The economic strand of the New Right: 
commitment to free markets, privatisation, low 
taxation and minimal state intervention in the 
economy. 

Thatcher's neo-liberalism involved 
privatising nationalised industries, 
reducing trade union power and cutting 
income tax. 

E 

neo-conservatis
m 

noun The social strand of the New Right: emphasis 
on authority, law and order, traditional values 
and national identity alongside economic 
liberalism. 

Neo-conservative values explain 
Conservative support for tougher 
sentencing, stricter immigration controls 
and national sovereignty. 

E 

atomism noun The New Right view that individuals are 
fundamentally self-interested, independent 
units; the basis for rejecting the concept of 
'society'. 

Thatcher's atomism was expressed in 
her statement that 'there is no such thing 
as society' — only individuals and 
families. 

E 

empiricism noun The philosophical belief that knowledge is 
derived from experience and observation 
rather than from abstract reason or ideology. 

Burke's empiricism: conservatives should 
trust what has been tested by 
experience rather than what sounds 
good in theory. 

E 

objectivism noun Ayn Rand's philosophy that rational 
self-interest is a moral virtue and that 
individuals should not sacrifice their interests 
for others. 

Rand's objectivism underpins the most 
extreme libertarian strands of the New 
Right: taxation is coercive and welfare 
destroys initiative. 

E 
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hierarchy noun The conservative belief that society is naturally 
and beneficially ordered in ranks or levels; 
authority flows downward from those best 
able to lead. 

Traditional conservatism accepts 
hierarchy as natural: different people 
have different abilities and society 
functions better with clear authority 
structures. 

E 

organic change noun Burke's argument that change should be 
gradual, rooted in what already exists, and 
should preserve what works while carefully 
adapting to new circumstances. 

Burke: 'A state without the means of 
some change is without the means of its 
conservation.' Organic change is not 
opposed to change but to revolution. 

E 

libertarianism noun The political philosophy that maximises 
individual freedom and autonomy, opposing 
most forms of state intervention in personal 
and economic life. 

Nozick's libertarianism is the most 
systematic philosophical basis for New 
Right conservatism: the minimal state is 
the only just state. 

A 

one-nation adjective Describing the strand of conservatism that 
emphasises social cohesion, pragmatic reform 
and the duty of the wealthy to the poor. 

Macmillan, Heath and Major are 
associated with one-nation conservatism; 
Thatcher's New Right was seen as 
breaking from this tradition. 

A 

 

 
Socialism 
Political Ideas — Summer Term (Year 12) 
Core principles, thinkers and tensions within socialist political thought. Papers 1 and 2 Section B — 24-mark 
essays. 

 

Term Type Definition Example / Essay Use Ti
er 

collectivism noun The socialist belief that collective human action 
and ownership are more morally valuable and 
practically effective than individual self-interest. 

Collectivism explains socialist support 
for public ownership, trade unions and 
cooperative enterprise: people achieve 
more together than alone. 

E 

common 
humanity 

noun The socialist belief that all human beings share 
fundamental characteristics that make them 
naturally cooperative and sociable, not 
competitive. 

Common humanity underpins socialist 
optimism about human nature: people 
are corrupted by capitalism, not naturally 
selfish. 

E 

social class noun A group of people who share the same 
socioeconomic status; for Marxist socialists, 
the motor of historical change through class 
conflict. 

Marx argued that history is the history 
of class struggle; under capitalism, the 
bourgeoisie exploit the proletariat. 

E 

historical 
materialism 

noun Marx's theory that historical change is driven 
by changes in the economic base (the means of 
production) rather than by ideas. 

Historical materialism explains why Marx 
thought socialism was inevitable: 
capitalist contradictions would lead to its 
overthrow. 

E 
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class 
consciousness 

noun Awareness by the working class of its shared 
interests and its exploitation by the capitalist 
class; the precondition for revolutionary 
action. 

Marx and Luxemburg argued that class 
consciousness must be developed before 
the proletariat can organise to 
overthrow capitalism. 

E 

dialectic noun Hegel and Marx's model of historical change as 
the resolution of contradictions: thesis, 
antithesis, synthesis. 

Marx applied Hegel's dialectic 
materialistically: capitalism (thesis) 
generates its own contradictions 
(antithesis), leading to socialism 
(synthesis). 

E 

revisionism noun The reformist strand of socialism associated 
with Bernstein and the Fabians: capitalism can 
be reformed gradually rather than overthrown. 

Luxemburg attacked revisionism: 
capitalism cannot be humanised from 
within; only revolutionary action can 
overthrow it. 

E 

social 
democracy 

noun The political project of humanising capitalism 
through democratic reform: the mixed 
economy, welfare state and redistribution. 

Crosland's social democracy: capitalist 
growth can be taxed to fund universal 
welfare; public ownership of the means 
of production is unnecessary. 

E 

gradualism noun The Fabian strategy of achieving socialism 
through incremental parliamentary reform 
rather than revolutionary action. 

Beatrice Webb's 'inevitability of 
gradualness': socialist change will come 
through patient reform, not violent 
revolution. 

E 

workers' 
control 

noun The socialist goal of giving workers ownership 
or management of their workplaces and the 
broader economy. 

Revolutionary socialists (Marx, 
Luxemburg) favour workers' control 
through the overthrow of capitalism; 
social democrats prefer worker 
participation in management. 

E 

common 
ownership 

noun Collective ownership of the means of 
production — factories, land, resources — by 
the state or community, as opposed to private 
ownership. 

Labour's Clause IV (1918) committed the 
party to 'common ownership of the 
means of production'; Blair's removal of 
it in 1995 marked New Labour's break 
with socialism. 

E 

equality of 
outcome 

noun The socialist goal of ensuring that all citizens 
end up with a broadly equal standard of living, 
through redistribution of wealth and income. 

Revolutionary socialists and traditional 
social democrats favour equality of 
outcome; Giddens's Third Way accepts 
equality of opportunity instead. 

E 

proletariat noun In Marxist theory, the working class who sell 
their labour to the bourgeoisie and are 
exploited in the process of capitalist 
production. 

Marx argued the proletariat would 
develop revolutionary class 
consciousness and overthrow the 
bourgeoisie to create a communist 
society. 

E 

bourgeoisie noun In Marxist theory, the capitalist class who own 
the means of production and exploit the 
proletariat by appropriating surplus value. 

The bourgeoisie, in Marx's analysis, use 
the state, law and ideology (false 
consciousness) to maintain their 
dominance over the proletariat. 

E 

Keynesian 
economics 

noun The economic theory that governments should 
actively manage the economy through fiscal 
policy to maintain full employment and prevent 
recession. 

Post-war social democrats (Crosland, 
Gaitskell) accepted Keynesian economics 
as the basis for a managed mixed 
economy that could fund the welfare 
state. 

A 
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false 
consciousness 

noun In Marxist theory, the working class's mistaken 
belief that the existing social order is natural 
or just, preventing them from recognising their 
own exploitation. 

The media, education and religion, in 
Marx's analysis, produce false 
consciousness by making capitalist 
ideology seem normal and inevitable. 

A 
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