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The US Constitution vs the UK Constitution  |  AQA A-Level Politics — Comparative Constitutions
1. Glossary
	Concept
	Similar / Different
	How the US and UK compare

	Codification
	Different
	The US has a single codified constitution (1787) setting out the fundamental rules of government in one document. The UK constitution is uncodified, spread across statute, common law, convention and authoritative works.

	Entrenchment
	Different
	The US Constitution is deeply entrenched, requiring the difficult Article V amendment process to change. The UK constitution is unentrenched — any Act of Parliament, passed by a simple majority, can change it, since no higher form of law exists.

	Sources of the Constitution
	Different
	The US constitution derives from a single founding document plus its amendments. The UK constitution draws on multiple distinct sources — statute law, common law, convention, works of authority, and formerly EU law.

	Status as Supreme Law
	Different
	The US Constitution is explicitly the supreme law of the land (the Supremacy Clause), taking precedence over ordinary legislation. The UK has no such superior law — Parliament is sovereign, and the most recent Act of Parliament always takes precedence.

	Separation vs Fusion of Powers
	Different
	The US Constitution enshrines a strict separation of powers between three co-equal branches. The UK constitution instead fuses the executive and legislature, with government ministers sitting in Parliament.

	Federalism vs Unitary/Devolved State
	Different
	The US Constitution establishes a federal system, constitutionally dividing power between the national government and the states. The UK has traditionally been a unitary state; devolution has created a quasi-federal reality, but without the same constitutional entrenchment.

	Bill of Rights
	Different
	The US has an entrenched Bill of Rights (the first ten amendments) with constitutional status. The UK's equivalent, the Human Rights Act (1998), is an ordinary statute with no special constitutional protection from repeal.

	Role of Convention
	Different
	Conventions play little formal role in the codified US system, where most rules are explicit in the constitutional text. Conventions are a major, distinctive source of the UK constitution, governing key practices such as ministerial responsibility despite having no legal force.

	Amendment Process
	Different
	Formal US constitutional amendment requires a demanding supermajority process (2/3 of Congress plus 3/4 of states) and is very rare — only 27 amendments since 1788. The UK constitution can be changed by any ordinary Act of Parliament passed by a simple majority.

	Judicial Review Power
	Different
	The US Supreme Court can strike down legislation that conflicts with the Constitution. UK courts cannot strike down Acts of Parliament, reflecting parliamentary sovereignty, though they can review the legality of executive or secondary legislation.

	Flexibility vs Rigidity
	Different
	The UK constitution is often described as flexible, evolving gradually through ordinary legislation and political practice. The US Constitution is comparatively rigid, changing only rarely and through a demanding formal process.

	Historical Origins
	Different
	The US Constitution was deliberately drafted and ratified at a single Constitutional Convention in 1787, following independence from Britain. The UK constitution has evolved organically over centuries, with no single founding moment or document.

	Devolution & Federalism
	Similar
	Both countries have systems distributing power away from the centre — US federalism constitutionally divides power between federal and state governments, while UK devolution grants power to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, though UK devolution remains legally revocable by Westminster in a way US federalism is not.

	Head of State's Constitutional Role
	Different
	The US president combines the roles of head of state and head of government within the constitutional framework. The UK constitution separates these roles, with the monarch as ceremonial head of state and prerogative powers exercised in practice by the elected government.

	Debate over Reform
	Similar
	Both countries have ongoing debates about reforming their constitutional arrangements — proposals in the US around Electoral College reform or Supreme Court expansion, and long-running UK debates about codifying the constitution or reforming the House of Lords.

	Role of Landmark Court Cases
	Similar
	Both constitutions have been significantly shaped by landmark court rulings — Marbury v Madison (1803) established US judicial review, while UK cases such as the Miller judgments have clarified the scope of prerogative power and parliamentary sovereignty.

	Constraining Government Overreach
	Different
	The codified, entrenched US Constitution is explicitly designed to constrain government through separation of powers and checks and balances. The UK instead relies on political and conventional constraints, given the absence of a higher law that could override Parliament.

	Impact of International/Supranational Law
	Different
	UK constitutional practice was significantly shaped by EU membership (1973–2020), including the doctrine of EU law supremacy over conflicting domestic statute (established in the Factortame case) — a constraint that ended with Brexit. The US Constitution has never been subject to any superior international legal order in the same way.


2. Key Knowledge — Head-to-Head Comparison
	Category
	USA
	UK

	Codification
	Single codified document (1787) plus amendments.
	Uncodified; spread across statute, common law, convention and authority.

	Entrenchment
	Deeply entrenched; very difficult to amend.
	Unentrenched; changeable by ordinary Act of Parliament.

	Supreme law status
	Explicitly the supreme law of the land (Supremacy Clause).
	No superior law; Parliament is sovereign.

	Separation of powers
	Strict separation between three co-equal branches.
	Fusion of powers; ministers sit in Parliament.

	Federalism/devolution
	Constitutionally entrenched federal division of power.
	Devolved power to Scotland, Wales and NI, revocable by Westminster.

	Bill of rights
	Entrenched Bill of Rights with constitutional status.
	Human Rights Act (1998); an ordinary, repealable statute.

	Role of convention
	Minimal; most rules are explicit in the text.
	Major source; governs key practices with no legal force.

	Amendment process
	Supermajority process; only 27 amendments since 1788.
	Simple parliamentary majority; frequent incremental change.

	Judicial review
	Can strike down unconstitutional legislation.
	Cannot strike down Acts of Parliament.

	Historical origins
	Single founding moment — the 1787 Convention.
	Gradual, organic evolution over centuries.


3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
1. 1. Compare the drafting of the US Constitution at the Philadelphia Convention (1787) with the UK's gradual, uncodified constitutional development — evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of each approach to constitution-making.
1. 2. Research the debate over whether the UK should adopt a codified constitution and compare the arguments to criticisms made of the US Constitution's rigidity.
1. 3. Investigate the Factortame case and the doctrine of EU law supremacy pre-Brexit, and compare it to the US Supremacy Clause — what does each reveal about how each country resolves conflicts between different sources of law?
1. 4. Compare the Miller cases (2017, 2019) with a landmark US case on constitutional power (e.g. Youngstown v Sawyer, 1952) — evaluate how each country's courts have shaped constitutional limits on executive power.
1. 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether entrenchment makes a constitution more effective at protecting rights and limiting government.
1. 6. Create a comparative timeline of major constitutional reforms in the UK (e.g. devolution, the Human Rights Act, the Constitutional Reform Act 2005) and constitutional amendments/landmark rulings in the USA.
4. Assessment — 'Statement: Analyse and Evaluate' Questions
Each statement requires comparative analysis of both the US and UK constitutions. Plan three comparative themes, use specific evidence/case studies from both systems for each, and reach a supported judgement on the extent to which you agree.
1. Q1. 'A codified constitution offers better protection against government overreach than an uncodified one.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q2. 'The US Constitution is more effective at limiting government power than the UK constitution.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q3. 'The flexibility of the UK constitution is a greater strength than the rigidity of the US Constitution.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q4. 'The judiciary plays a more significant role in shaping the constitution in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q5. 'Parliamentary sovereignty makes the UK constitution weaker than the US Constitution.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q6. 'Federalism in the USA provides a better model of dividing power than devolution in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q7. 'Rights are better protected under the US Constitution than under the UK constitution.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q8. 'The US Constitution has been more successful at adapting to change than the UK constitution.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q9. 'Conventions are a weaker source of constitutional authority than codified law.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q10. 'The differences between the US and UK constitutions are greater than the similarities.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
1. Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' and 'UK Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on each constitution.
1. Vernon Bogdanor, 'The New British Constitution' — analysis of the UK's major constitutional reforms since 1997.
1. Akhil Reed Amar, 'America's Constitution: A Biography' — an accessible clause-by-clause history of the US Constitution.
1. A.V. Dicey, 'Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution' — the classic text on parliamentary sovereignty and the rule of law.
Websites
1. constitutioncenter.org (National Constitution Center) — interactive US constitutional text, explainers and resources.
1. archives.gov — original US founding documents, including the Constitution and Bill of Rights.
1. parliament.uk and instituteforgovernment.org.uk — accessible explainers on UK constitutional principles and reforms.
1. supremecourt.uk — case summaries showing how UK courts have addressed constitutional questions (e.g. the Miller cases).
Podcasts
1. 'We the People' (National Constitution Center) — nonpartisan debates on US constitutional questions and history.
1. Institute for Government podcast — UK-focused analysis of constitutional reform and Whitehall practice.
1. BBC Radio 4 'Law in Action' — accessible coverage of major UK legal and constitutional developments.
1. 'More Perfect' (Radiolab) — narrative episodes on the US Constitution's history and key interpretive moments.
Documentaries / Listening
1. 'A More Perfect Union' — documentary coverage of the US Constitutional Convention and founding debates.
1. Institute for Government 'Explainer' video series (YouTube) — accessible visual explainers of key UK constitutional concepts and reforms.
