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The Key Differences between the UK and US Political Systems

THE UK CONSTITUTION

The UK has an uncodified constitution, which means 
that it cannot be found in one single document. 
It consists primarily of statute and common law, 
conventions, judicial interpretations and precedents, 
and, where bound by treaty, EU statutes. Hence the 
constitution is said to be flexible; there is no formal 
amendment procedure.

THE US CONSTITUTION

The USA has a written Constitution; its ratification by 
the 13 former colonies brought the Union of the United 
States into being after 1787. The constitution is rigid 
in that it can be altered only by formal amendment, a 
process requiring the consent of two-thirds of each 
chamber of Congress and three-quarters of the States; 
there have been 27 amendments to date. Elections are 
for fixed terms (4 years for the president; 2 years for 
members of the House of Representatives; 6 years for 
Senators).

THE UK MONARCHY

The UK has a constitutional monarch - i.e. the 
Queen ‘reigns but does not rule’; there is hereditary 
succession. Government is carried out in the Queen’s 
name. She can ‘advise and warn’, while in principle she 
retains the traditional powers of the Royal Prerogative, 
though these have been limited by both statute and 
convention. The Queen remains a constitutional 

‘backstop’ in circumstances of crisis, though nowadays 
the monarch’s functions are almost exclusively 
symbolic and ceremonial.

US REPUBLICAN GOVERNMENT

From the outset, the USA rejected the monarchical 
and dynastic principle on the ground that political 
authority stems ultimately from the people; the 
earlier Declaration of Independence had rejected the 
principle of authority stemming from the Crown. The 
resulting republican form of government provides for 
a separately elected president, who is both political and 
ceremonial Head of State.

THE UK’s UNITARY SYSTEM

Parliament is supreme and sovereign; it can establish, 
and delegate powers to, subordinate regional/local 
bodies, but can re-claim powers at any time; it can 
set up regional assemblies, change the powers of 
local government, and even abolish regional or local 
assemblies.

THE US FEDERAL SYSTEM

The federal constitution lays down the powers and 
duties of the federal government; each of the 50 states 
has its own constitution. The federal government 
cannot re-name, abolish, merge or expel states; 
states cannot secede from the Union. Both the federal 
government and the states are sovereign in their own 
designated spheres.

SOVEREIGNTY OF THE UK PARLIAMENT

Parliament can make, amend or repeal any law; its 
laws cannot be declared unconstitutional, though the 
actions of a government can be declared unlawful if it 
does not have parliamentary authority, and thus legal 
authority for those actions. The UK parliament is also 
bound by those EU laws and law-making procedures it 
has chosen to accept following its ratification of treaties, 
and thus delegating powers to EU institutions.

JUDICIAL REVIEW IN THE USA

Government can act only in accordance with 
the provisions of the relevant (federal or state) 
constitution; it cannot exceed the powers specified. 
The US Supreme Court is the final arbiter of the U.S. 
Constitution. It can rule any congressional (or state) 

The Queen is a constitutional monarch - she reigns, but does 
not rule.  George Bush, by comparison is both the political 
and ceremonial Head of State
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law, or executive branch action, unconstitutional 
through the process of judicial review, though has no 
power to enforce its rulings. The Court also adjudicates 
in disputes between states, and between a state and 
the federal government.

THE FUSION OF GOVERNMENTAL POWERS IN THE 
UK

The principle of the separation of powers is not 
applicable in the UK, although the judiciary is 
independent of the other branches, and may rule that 
government has acted unlawfully. All members of the 
executive (the prime minister, Cabinet and all MPs of 
the governing party who hold any kind of ministerial 
office) are also members of the legislature. 

The government remains in office while it continues to 
enjoy the confidence of the legislature - in practice it 
normally has a majority of the seats in the Commons. 
Subject to a legal maximum of five years, the prime 
minister determines the date of a general election - by 
making a request to the Queen to dissolve Parliament. 

THE SEPARATION OF GOVERNMENTAL POWERS IN 
THE USA

The Constitution provides for the separation of 
legislative, executive and judicial powers, in that 
the functions of each branch of government are closely 
defined. Each provides a constitutional check on the 
others, while no individual may be elected or appointed 
to office in more than one branch. 

Unlike the UK, where the prime minister is the leader 

of the largest party in the Commons, the US president 
is separately elected, and is subject to a term limit – two 
terms of office, each of four years.

THE RIGHTS OF UK CITIZENS

The UK does not have a formal Bill of Rights; citizens 
(strictly speaking, the Queen’s subjects) have rights 
defined negatively in that their actions are considered 
lawful so long as there is no statute restricting or 
preventing them. 

The UK has, however, incorporated the European 
Convention on Human Rights into law, which provides 
citizens with access to the UK courts in order to uphold 
a number of rights specified in the Convention; the 
courts, however, have no power to oblige parliament to 
amend UK statutes.

THE RIGHTS OF US CITIZENS

The rights of citizens are formally protected through 
the provisions of the Bill of Rights (the first ten 
Amendments to the Constitution), which enshrine 
the principle of the protection of individual liberty 
(particularly in matters of speech, assembly and 
religion) and thus deliberately restrict the scope of 
government. The addition of the Bill of Rights was a 
necessary condition of the individual states ratifying 
the Constitution. The Bill of Rights is nowadays 
applicable not only to the federal government, but also 
to the individual states.

The US president is separately elected, and is subject to a 
term limit – two terms of office, each of four years.
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The US Supreme Court is the final arbiter of the U.S. 
Constitution.




