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SPECIFIC FEATURES OF THE PARLIAMENTARY  
DEBATES IN GREAT BRITAIN 

 
This article concentrates on the peculiarities of the parliamentary debates as a type of the political 

discourse. Parliamentary debates are analyzed as the certain speech genre that has its differentiating
features. For this research the transcripts of the parliamentary debates in the UK in the post-Thatcherism 
period are chosen, particularly the transcripts of the debates in the House of Lords and the House of 
Commons during the Conservative and the Labour lead. These debates are investigated by certain 
parameters, taking into consideration the structural, semantic and pragmatic characteristic features. The 
debates show the strict time and theme regulations and the high association of the modern parliamentarian 
procedures with the customs and traditions of the past. The article also points out institutionalized and non-
institutionalized peculiarities of the parliamentary debates in the UK. The profound analysis of the debates 
highly demonstrates not only the formal procedural rules and norms of the parliament, but shows the 
features inherent to the British national character. 

Key words: parliamentary debates, political discourse, speech genre, national character, point of 
order. 

 
Introduction. Political institutions such as parliaments have acquired during centuries a 

strong structural complexity and procedurality due to the set of conventionalized norms and 
standards, interaction patterns and decision-making routines. In the case of Great Britain, the 
increasing interest for the study of parliamentary debates may be accounted for by the fact that 
Parliament has long been the so- 11]. 
Moreover, the UK parliament and its institutions have set the patterns for many democracies 
throughout the world, and it has been called by one of the parliamentarians C. Jenkin, "the mother 
of parliaments" [30 June 2004]. The legislative provisions of this parliament have a strong effect on 
the formation of legislative authorities in many countries, especially in the countries of the 
Commonwealth of Nations. Taking into consideration the significant role of the British parliament 
in the world, the importance of its decisions for the international political arena, nowadays its 
proceedings are broadcast on radio and television, as well as widely highlighted and assessed in the 
national and international press, as well as represented in detail on the official website where the 
debates' transcripts are available. The studying of these transcripts facilitates the deeper insight into 

character and the ways it reflects the choice of certain language forms in the political discourse of 
parliamentary debates.  

Overview of the last researches. Since the second half of the 20th century parliamentary 
discourse has become the object of scholarly research primarily in the fields of political sciences 
and sociology (P. Silk and R. Walters, R. Morgan and Cl. Tame, M. Olson and P. Norton, 
G. Copeland and S. Patterson), but only very recently has it become a interdisciplinary concern and 
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specific features, structures and functions of parliamentary debates in different countries are 
analyzed in the works by A. Adonis, R. Bentley, W. Copeland, C. Patterson, R. Hart, C. Landtsheer. 
Cognitive basis, ideological background, strategies and tactics of parliamentary debates as a type of 
discourse are specified in the works by D. Coombs, J. Gumperz, D. Kovachev, A. Baranov, 
E. Kasakevich, A. Romanov. The rituals of the election processes envisaged in the debates are 
considered in many scholastic works (W. Hauser and W. Singer, M. Banerjee, M. Weiner, R. Roy 
and P. Wallace etc). In spite of the fact that parliamentary debates are in the focus of attention, the 
parliamentary debate in the UK as a speech genre that represents the unity of the differentiating 
structural, semantic, pragmatic and cultural features have never been the subject matter of linguistic 
investigations. This fact determines the novelty of the article, the topicality of which is specified by 
the necessity to envisage the whole spectrum of peculiarities inherent to the parliamentary debates 
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in the UK that presuppose the linguistic components of such debates. The analysis of the 
parliamentary debates as one of the most important types of official communication helps to better 
comprehend the British national character, as well as the political, economic and social processes of 
the nation. 

The purpose of this paper is to define the peculiarities of the genre of parliamentary debates 
in the UK. It fulfills such tasks as defining the structural, semantic, thematic, pragmatic and cultural 

material of the research is represented by the 
transcripts of the British parliamentary in the post-Thatcher era. 

Presentation of the basic material. Political discourse is a communicative situation that 
realizes emotional and informational interchange in the real socio-cultural situation [8, s. 18; 9], is 
stipulated by ethno-sociocultural and polytextual characteristics [10] and is regulated by certain 
strategies and tactics of communication participants. Political discourse belongs to the 
institutionalized (status-oriented) type of the discourse that shows its participants as representatives 
of a certain social status, or social group. An institutionalized discourse is a powerful institution, the 
system of interpretations, evaluations and identifications of its participants, relations attached and 
legitimized by social institutions [4, s. 262]. Political discourse as a type of an institutionalized 
discourse results in the formation of different speech genres [2]. 

According to O. Selivanova, speech genre is a unit of communication, discursive invariant 
that is characterized by a certain thematic content, compositional structure, a range of lexical, 
phraseological, grammatical, stylistic means, as well as intentional and pragmatic peculiarities [5, 
s. 433]. Parliamentary debates as a genre of the political discourse are characterized by specific 
structural, semantic, thematic, cultural and pragmatic features. Such features need to be studied in a 
mutual interconnection of discursive, social and cultural dimensions. T. A. van Dijk claims that 
parliamentary debates, like all discourse, presuppose vast amounts of knowledge of their 
participants and its share among them; especially members of parliament need to learn about 
parliamentary procedures, and gradually, and more or less explicitly they acquire such knowledge 
and use it [6, s. 93, 94]. 

Particular for the parliamentary debates as a certain type of political discourse is the 
combination of the important means of institutionalized and non-institutionalized communication. 
The institutionalized features of this discourse are realized through certain norms, rules and standards 
that presuppose their objectivity. But at the same time it includes pragmatic, socio-economic and 
other aspects of communication that cannot be strictly formalized and ritualized. Such features are 
related to non-institutionalized types of discourse, i.e. everything that is determined by the subjective 
interests, moods, emotions etc. So the parliamentary debates represent the compromise between 
constitutive and regulatory principles and commonly-cognitive everyday practice [3, s. 4]. 

The present analysis focuses on the implications and consequences of traditionally established 
norms and values and of culture-bound institutional constraints that underlie parliamentary 
procedures in Great Britain. The parliamentary debates in the UK have a clear-cut structure that is 
seen in both the transcripts of the debates on the official website and the factual procedure of the 
debates. 

Thus, the official website provides the representation of the transcripts materials of the 
debates on the official website with announcement of all procedural actions and the exact time of 
the opening and ending of every day (The House met at half-past Ten o'clock; prayers; Mr. Speaker 
in the chair; members sworn; the following Members took and subscribed the Oath, or made and 
subscribed the Affirmation required by law, adjournment (4.30 pm); Debate to be resumed 
tomorrow [24 May 2010]). The transcripts demonstrate the subdivisions of the material into 
different sections according to the form of their representation: Oral Questions and Debates, 
Written Answers, Written Ministerial Statements (from November 14th, 2002), Petitions (from 
November 6th, 2007), Oral Answers (from November 7th, 2007), Corrections (from November 21st, 
2007) and locations: House of Commons, House of Lords, Westminster Hall.  

As the British like order and details, the direct provision of the number of the session and 
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every newly formed parliament after the election. All letters in this announcement are capitalized 
for stressing the importance of the information provided in it:  

Official report in the first session of the fifty-second parliament of the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland [which opened 7 may 1997]  

Forty-sixth year of the reign of her majesty queen Elizabeth II 
The same features are followed at the end of every parliamentary year: 
End of the Second Session (opened on 18 May 2010) of the Fifty-Fifth Parliament of the 

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland in the Sixty-Second Year of the Reign of 
Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second [25 April 2013]. 

As order and traditions are inherent in the British character, the British parliamentarians are 
devoted to the traditions, the fact independent of the leading party  whether it is Conservative party or 
Labour Party  the traditions are always preserved. As one of the parliamentarians, Mr. Tony Benn 
(Chesterfield), highlighted in the debates: This House is a house of traditions [8 May 1997]. It is widely 
seen in the state opening and closing ceremonies dating back to the 11th century. Such ceremonies and 
rituals are crucial for the parliament, as they create symbolic knowledge, which is special to the context 

 often this knowledge is 
implicit rather than explicit, layered in the levels of meaning to one or more symbols, which might be 
read singly or together, able to make connections between the past and the present and allow expression 

 
High rituality and formality of the parliamentary debated is seen in the annual opening 

with certainty what the Government will do or will continue to do, as well as that what it is 
committed to do for the oncoming session outlining both the national and international affairs. This 
speech brings the positive spirit promising the changes for better in the sectors that need them and 
to some extend provide the PR highlighting the importance of the governmental decisions and 
supporting the elected Government and the ruling party: 

My Lords and Members of the House of Commons, my Government will take forward policies
to respond to the rising aspirations of the people of the United Kingdom; to ensure security for all; 
and to entrust more power to Parliament and the people. 

 for better education, housing, 
 

My Government will bring forward proposals to help people achieve a better balance 
between work and family life. 

My Government is committed to raising educational standards and giving everyone the 
chance to reach their full potential. 

My Government will continue to work with the Government of Iraq to deliver security, 
political reconciliation and economic reconstruction [6 May 2007].  

The ceremony has some traditional, patterned structural elements that are always kept in the 
 

My Lords and Members of the House of Commons, I pray that the blessing of Almighty God 
may rest upon your counsels. 

Government during the session year. This speech serves as an official report of the Gover
achievements: 

My Government has strengthened key public services, ensuring that, increasingly, individual 
entitlements guarantee good services, and has worked to build trust in democratic institutions. 

My Government has sought effective global and European collaboration, including through 
the European Union, to combat climate change, including at the Copenhagen summit in December 
last year, and to sustain economic recovery through the G20. 

My Government has continued to reform and strengthen regulation of the financial services 
industry to ensure a stable financial sector that supports the wider economy, with greater 
protection for savers and taxpayers 
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As the economic recovery is established, my Government has taken steps to reduce the budget 
deficit and ensure that national debt is on a sustainable path. Legislation has been enacted to halve 
the deficit. 

My Government has continued to work towards creating the conditions for a world without 
nuclear weapons, including addressing the challenges from Iran and North Korea [8 April 2010]. 

The Queen strengthens the priorities of the Government that have been fulfilled during the 
parliamentary year: 

My Government's overriding priority has been to restore growth to deliver a fair and 
prosperous economy for families and businesses, as the British economy recovers from the global 
economic downturn. Through employment and training programmes, restructuring the financial 
sector, strengthening the national infrastructure and providing responsible investment, my 
Government has taken action to support growth and employment. 

This ceremony has some traditional, patterned structural elements as well as the opening 
ceremony. Here the Queen thanks the members of the House of Commons for the successful work 
during the parliamentary year and blessings:  

Members of the House of Commons I thank you for the provision you have made for the 
honour and dignity of the Crown and for the public service.  

My Lords and Members of the House of Commons I pray that the blessing of Almighty God 
may rest upon your counsels. 

Both the opening and closing ceremonies show the high religiousness of the British people, as 
 

The strict order of all the ceremonies and procedures in the parliament is followed in the major 
themes of the debates. Thus, these major themes are stipulated by the urgent problems and are 
subdivided into international and national issues. Peculiar for the international affairs representation is 
the subdivision of them according to the region or country and with the insertion of main for the 
international affairs themes: Cyprus, Romania, Middle East, Drugs Trade, Kuwait, Consular Services, 
Japan (Whaling); Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe [28 November 1990]. All these 
discussions involve the regular participant  the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth 
Affairs  who is usually interrogated about the state of affairs. In regard to the national affairs, it is 
typical for the transcripts of the debates to provide the strict subdivision of themes when the oral or 
written answers are represented: Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (Farm Subsidies, Hill Farmers, 
Small Farmers, Research and Development, Hill Farming, Family Farms, Farm Incomes, Milk 
Marketing Board [29 November 1990]). Such discussions involve the regular participant  the 
minister responsible for certain inner affairs. In this case the Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Food answers the questions of other members of the parliament. The transcripts show that such a 
subdivision aims for the detailed discussion of every particular issue, expressing different points of 
view on proposals and seeking to make the most efficient decisions. 

The process of debates procedure conducting is also predetermined by the point of order. As a 
result, it has some limits and regulations. For instance, the strict order of themes under discussion is 
followed as well as neither deviation from the main theme, nor too much time devoted to one and 
the same theme is permitted. The noise in the houses while protesting the proposals is also 
controlled. So the point of order predetermines the whole debate procedure in the parliament 
showing the British formalism and love of order. Thus, in the case of distraction from the main 
theme the Speaker commands to keep the order in the session room: 

Mr. Deputy Speaker: Order. The hon. Member for Lichfield (Mr. Fabricant) is addressing the 
House.  

Mr. Deputy Speaker (Mr. Michael J. Martin): Order. There is far too much conversation on 
the Government Benches [15 May 1997].  

Mr. Deputy Speaker: Order. Opposition Front Benchers are being far too noisy.  
The Lord President of the Council and Leader of the House of Commons (Mr. Tony Newton): 

I hesitate to call this a point of order, Madam Speaker, and I am not sure whether it is in order, but 
I hope that you will allow me to express our appreciation of the way in which you have conducted 
our affairs as Speaker [21 May 1997]. 
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The Speaker keeps the balance between the ruling party and the opposition that also helps at 
the same time to better follow the order in the House and to easier reach the consensus on 
controversial issues: 

Mr. Speaker: The hon. Member has put his point of view. The hon. Member fo Walsall, North 
(Mr. Winnick) has an equal right to do so [28 November 1990].  

As was mentioned above, the parliamentary debates are both institutionalized and non-
institutionalized in their nature. Genre-specific for the parliamentary debates in the UK is not only 
formal address, strict time and theme management, but also the interaction between government party 
speakers and the representatives of the opposition. Here both sides let themselves express their 
emotions, as usually reserved British demonstrate their support verbally by repeatedly saying in a loud 
choral voice: Here, here or they show their dissent using paraverbal means that are pointed out in the 
transcripts: Mr. Winnick indicated dissent [15 May 1997]. So the British people being usually cool and 
self-controlled need to somehow let off steam. A. Baronin points out this necessity of the British nation 

economic or social sectors issues, members of the parliament do not suppress their emotions. 
In general, debates highly reflect cultural features of the British national character. Thus, the 

British people are characterized by their devotion to stability and conservatism. The society 
cultivates the historical past, ancient rituals and norms, trying to preserve state heritage, culture and 
national uniqueness [1, s. 199]. In the life of the British nation the leading tendency that 
predetermine the behavior are established rules that do not have any modifications for centuries. For 
the British education, religion and justice serve for formation of rules of behavior that should be 
followed without any deviations. Such features of the British national character are observed not 
only in everyday life, but in the official governmental institutions, such as the parliament. 

Conclusions and perspectives. Parliamentary debates in the UK as a type of political 
discourse represent a specific speech genre that is characterized by a combination of interdependent 
structural, semantic and pragmatic peculiarities. They are predetermined not only by the procedural 
norms of this political institution, but also by the traits typical for the national character of the 
British. The perspective of the further investigations is in the detailed description of the verbal and 
paraverbal means of communication in the British parliamentary debates. 
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