
Petitions: Collecting the signatures of people who agree with you and the aims of the group that you represent. A petition shows how many supporters you have.

Chartism:  A mid-nineteenth century movement which tried to give more men the right to vote and which attempted to change who could be Members of Parliament. It failed within its lifetime but many of its major aims were later adopted.

Subscription: An amount of money paid regularly in return for a good or service or possibly as part of a saving scheme which would benefit the subscriber at some later time.

M.P.s: Members of Parliament. People (always men before the twentieth century) who are chosen to represent a town or county following an election. They go to Parliament where they help make laws and decisions on how they country should be run.

Homeworkers: Men and women who worked at home, usually making cloth, and who often lost their work to those who worked in factories which could produce the cloth much faster and more cheaply.

Great Reform Act: A law passed in 1832 that changed how could vote in elections. It meant that a few more people (well, 250,000) more could vote although it did not allow poor people to vote.

Economy/Economic situation: How the businesses in a country are getting on and how this affects the number of people with jobs, the pay people receive and the prices people have to pay for the things they buy. In a healthy economy there would be few people without jobs, people would be earning more each year and prices would only go up slowly (if at all). Businesses would be making a profit. In a poor economic situation businesses would be losing money, people would be paid less, unemployment would be high.

Bubonic plague: a type of plague passed by fleas and rats. This was one of the two plagues that made up the Black Death. The name comes from the buboes or swellings that occurred under a victim’s armpits and at the top of his thighs.

Pneumonic plague: The second of the types of plague that made up the Black Death. A fatal disease, it was passed by breathing and sneezing. It is pronounced ‘newmonic’.

Trade routes: The routes taken by ships, from port to port, as people who bought goods in one country and sold them in another (traders) travelled between these countries.

Flagellation: the practice, used during the Black Death, of whipping oneself (or someone else) as a punishment to free oneself from the sins the flagellant thinks he may have committed. By freeing himself from sin a man may avoid being sent to hell or suffer another of God’s punishments such as being given the plague.

One Hundred Years’ War: A war between England and France fought, on and off, between 1337 and 1453. The countries were fighting over who should control substantial parts of what is now modern-day France.

Population: The number of people who live in a particular place. We usually look at the population of a country as a whole.

Statute of labourers: A law passed in 1351 which tried to change where people worked, who they worked for and how much they were paid back to the level of 1347, the year before the Black Death.

Landlord: A man who owns land (often a substantial amount of land) and allows other people to use that land in return either for money (renting) or for them working for him (a labour service).

Commutation: Instead of doing a particular piece of work for a landlord (such as guard duty or fixing a road) a peasant may wish to make a payment so that he can spend that time working on his own land. This payment is known as a commutation or we say that a service has been commuted.

Peasant: This is often used as a general name to describe a  poor farmer who lived during the Middle Ages. Strictly speaking, it refers to someone who produces enough food from his own land for himself and his family and no more.

Illiterate: Someone who is unable to read or write. This was a particular worry during the Black Death because a large number of men who were illiterate became priests. It is difficult to imagine how someone who was illiterate could understand the Bible, which was in Latin, and so help those who attended church worship God.

Fasting: To go without food, often in an effort to free oneself from sin and so avoid being punished by God.

Last rites: The words that are said, usually by a priest, shortly before someone dies. The aim is to free someone from their sins so that they can go to Heaven.

Fallow year: Fallow means to leave a field with no crop so that the land can recover and be planted with a crop the year after it has been left fallow. This meant that there would be some land not being used.

Strip farming: Farming land in small strips rather than large fields. These strips could be spread throughout a village and much time could be lost moving between these plots of land. Replaced by enclosure.

Seed drill: A machine invented by Jethro Tull which dropped seeds at a regular interval for even planting. More efficient than broadcasting seed which simply meant taking a handful and throwing it.

Threshing machine:  A machine which separated the parts of wheat that a farmer wanted to keep from the parts he did not want (the chaff). (Hence the phrase ‘separating the wheat (or grain) from the chaff’).

Investment: putting money into a business with the aim of making it more profitable. Often investment is made in new forms of machinery or in using new ways of producing something.

Tenants: People who pay to rent land from the owner of that land, usually known as a landlord.

Livestock: Collective name for farm animals, cows, pigs, sheep and so on.

Selective breeding: Choosing to breed two good animals in order to produce a better cow, sheep etc. For example, you may choose two large sheep with the aim of producing a much larger child. Selective breeding can only be done on enclosed lands where the farmer can make sure which animals breed together. In the 18th century this led to much larger animals.

Smithfields: The main London meat market where animals were bought and sold.

Archbishop of Canterbury: The man who is in charge of the whole of the church in England. There are actually two archbishops within the English church, one for York but the most important one for Canterbury.

Clergy: The collective name for priests, bishops and so on. 

Fines: A sum of money that has to be paid as a punishment. 

Power from the Church: Becket argued that Henry gained his power from the church. What he is referring to are those times, like coronations, when a king is crowned and receives that crown from the Archbishop of Canterbury. So without the church the King would not officially be a king at all. This is why Becket argues that Henry owes his power to the church.

Try: To put on trial or put before a court to work out whether someone is guilty or innocent of a particular crime.

Scriptures : another name for the Bible.

Hair shirt: A form of uncomfortable clothing, made from a material like sacking, which was very itchy. People wore this as a sign of their commitment to God because wearing it was a constant reminder of and punishment for sinfulness.

King’s courts: The courts which work out the guilt or innocence of people and which act on behalf of the King whose duty it is to give justice to the people of a country.

Church Courts: The courts that act on behalf of the church and decide whether clergy are guilty or innocent. The punishments were much less severe than in the King’s courts. Some people gained ‘benefit of clergy’, which meant that if you were a member of the clergy you could choose to be tried for your crime in the church rather than the King’s courts and so avoid harsh punishment. 

Chancellor: The king’s leading minister and the man responsible for running the government.

Movable goods: Everything that some owns that can be picked up, so not the home itself!

Exile: When someone is forced to live in another country because they are afraid of what would happen to them if they returned to their home country.

Papal legates: Men who acted on behalf of the Pope, often in negotiations or other efforts to reach an agreement during a dispute.

Pope: The man who is head of the whole of the Catholic Church. Before the 1530s he was the most important of all Christians.

Excommunication: A very severe punishment issues by the Church. It means that a person who has suffered this punishment cannot receive any of the church’s services and is therefore likely to go to hell when he dies.

Barons: A rich and powerful man who owns much land, and has a great deal of influence, often upon the king.

Refuge in cathedral: Becket took refuge (going to a place of safety) in Canterbury Cathedral because it was a sin to commit an act of violence in a holy place.

Private penance: a punishment given by the church which can be suffered only by the person being punished.

Holy Land: The area around Jerusalem which is holy to many different religions. The Crusades were a period when Christian armies were ordered by the Pope to fight against Muslim armies in an effort to gain control of the Holy Land.

Flogged: to be whipped.

Saint: a very holy person who is honoured after their death by being made a saint by the Pope. Saints are thought to possess special powers and are able to help or comfort those who visit their shrines.

Pilgrims: people who make a journey, often to a place of special religious importance, as proof of their dedication to God.

Tomb: a place where someone is buried.

Gauge: the width of a railway track, i.e. the distance between the rails. If different train companies use different gauges (as happened before 1860) trains cannot run along all tracks.

Manufacturers: Factory owners whose factories make goods that they then wish to sell e.g. cloth.

Main line: that part of the railways which links together the major towns and cities in a country e.g. London, Birmingham, Bristol.

Branch Line: that part of the railways which links together the smaller towns and villages to the major towns.

Money used in the past (before 1971): Before 1971 Britain used the following system of money. 

There were: 4 farthings or 2 half-pennies in a penny



12 pennies in a shilling


20 shillings in a pound

Therefore there were 240 pennies in a pound.

Empire: When a country runs or controls the trade of another country then the home country is said to have an Empire. All those countries currently in the Commonwealth were part of the British Empire and were once ruled from London. 

Textiles: Cloth goods, including clothing, increasingly made in a factory (rather than at home) during the 19th century.

Finished Goods: Those goods made in a factory which are ready to be sold.

Raw materials: Those things which are later turned into finished goods e.g. cotton later became cloth.

Muskets:  A type of long barrelled gun firing one round before reloading that looks similar to a rifle in shape.

Refineries: A special type of factory where certain raw materials are changed into something that can be sold e.g. sugar cane was refined into sugar crystals.

Slaves: People who were taken against their will to work, unpaid, somewhere else, often another country. A very cheap form of labour because once they had been bought the owner only had to pay for the food they needed to keep them working and earning money for him.

Shares: Often someone who wants to put money into a business and make a profit cannot afford to pay all the investment that a firm needs so he puts in part of the money, say 10%. This is said to be his share of the business, so in this case he might own 10% of the business. As a result he would expect to receive 10% of the profits.

Plantation: A large farm, sometimes in the West Indies or America that typically grew tobacco, coffee, sugar or cotton. Often slaves did the work.

Import: A good that is made in another country and sold in this country.

Export: A good that is made in this country and sold in another country.

Merchant:  Someone who buys goods with the intention of later selling them to someone else for a higher price.

Foundries: Where a raw material, like iron ore, is converted into something that can be used and sold.

Industrial revolution: this describes the huge change that occurred in Britain between roughly 1760 and 1830. In Britain’s case it meant a change from being a country in which most people earned their living from farming and lived in the countryside to one where a great many people worked in factories and lived in towns.

Parliament: Britain’s law making body that represents the people who vote in elections. The group, properly known as ‘party’ which has the most supporters in Parliament acts as the government and passes laws so that it can do the things that made people vote for that party in the first place. Parliament is made up of two houses, the House of Commons where people who have been voted for sit and the House of Lords where the Lords sit.

Reform: to change. ‘Parliamentary reform’ means to change Parliament, the ‘Reformation’ meant to change England’s religion. (Literally ‘re-form’, to make a new or different shape).

M.P.: A Member of Parliament. Someone, in the House of Commons, who has been chosen to represent people following an election.

Great Reform Act: This is the name given to the law passed in 1832 which increased the number of men who were allowed to vote in elections. People disagree over whether the Act was truly ‘Great’.

Corruption/Threats/Bribes: Before 1872 when an election was held it was not done in secret. Everyone who was allowed to vote raised their hand to show who they were voting for. This meant that people could be paid to vote for someone or they could be forced to vote for someone or else they could be a victim of violence. This all meant that the elections were not fair because voters were not choosing the best person to be their M.P. they were just choosing the person who paid or threatened them. This is why the system was corrupt. This system can only really work when voting was not secret because the people paying for a vote could check that people were voting the way they were supposed to. In 1872 a secret ballot was introduced, so no-one need know how other people voted.

Constituency: Britain is divided up into a number of constituencies, each one represented by a member of Parliament. A constituency is a geographical area, it might be part or all of a county, part or all of a town. An M.P. is supposed to stand up for his constituency’s interests when he is in Parliament. A ‘contested constituency’ is when, during an election, there are more people who want to be the M.P. for a constituency than can be chosen so that a vote is held to decide who should be the M.P. the person who receives the most votes becomes the M.P. An ‘uncontested constituency’ is when only one person wants to be the M.P., and so there is no need to hold a vote. Sometimes there was no contest because people were afraid to stand against the other person for fear of what might happen to them.

Candidate: This is what we call a person who wants people to vote for them during an election.

Election: Every few years in Britain (currently a maximum of 5 years, though it used to be 7) there is an election. This is when those who are allowed to vote choose who should be in government and so run the country. An election is when people vote for the person they want to represent them in Parliament. The person in each constituency who receives the most votes is chosen to become the Member of Parliament for that constituency. The party with the most members of Parliament becomes the government. When people vote to choose who should be in government we call it a democracy.

Rotten Boroughs: This is a constituency in which the system of voting at the time of an election is not what we would call fair. A rotten borough was usually controlled by someone who was rich and powerful, a man who decides who he wants to be an M.P., regardless of who people might want to be their M.P. A rich Earl might control several rotten boroughs. When in Parliament these men would vote for the things the Earl wanted them to vote for. Some rotten boroughs actually had no people but still sent MPs to Parliament.

Radical: A radical is someone who wants to change things greatly, often completely. William Cobbett was a radical because he wanted to change things so that every working man could vote, not just those who owned the land they needed to do so to be able to vote.

Standard of living: How well-off someone is, how much money they have relative to the amount they need to pay for basic things like food, shelter and clothing.

French Revolution: In 1789 the French people forcibly got rid of their government and chose a new type of government. Many of the people who had previously run the government were executed using the guillotine.

Unemployment: When people do not have a paid job. 

Bill/Act: When Parliament wishes to introduce a law it has to be discussed by the members of both Houses. When they are discussing the change they want to make the law-to-be is known as a BILL and can be changed at several different stages. When the houses finally agree and a vote has been taken to accept the bill it is then presented to the Queen, who signs it. When this has been done the bill is now known as an ACT and becomes law. 

Long and short-term: Events can be affected by things that happen just before the event or can be affected by things which have been around for a very long time. The reform act of 1832 was due to the changes in where people lived and the work they did which resulted from the industrial revolution: this was a long-term cause because it took a long time for these changes to occur. There was also the short-term cause of high unemployment in the early 1830s that made many people unhappy enough to demand change to make their lives better. 
Secret ballot: This is when people vote so that no-one knows, or is allowed to know how they voted. That way people can vote as they wish without fear of being punished for not voting the ‘right’ way.

