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THE IMPORTANCE  
of UNDERSTANDING  
the UK as a 
UNITARY STATE 
 
What is the United Kingdom?  
 Contrary to the mistaken claim made by many 
politicians and academics, the UK is not just a 
'Union State', although it has elements of that 
nature.  
 It is primarily a Unitary State.  
 From the understanding of the UK 
as primarily a Unitary State, all else follows. 
 What is the difference?  
 
WE ARE A NATION OF UNIONS, NOT JUST A 
UNION OF NATIONS 
 A Union State is 'a Union of Nations'.  
 A Unitary State is 'a Nation of Unions'; a 
Nation-State.   
 A Union State is 'a Family of Nations'.   
 A Unitary State is 'a Nation of Families'. 
 The UK cannot be held together if the fundamental 
understanding of it is wrong!  
 Imagining the UK merely as a 'Union State' is  
to expose it and make it vulnerable to nationalist, 
republican and federalist ideology and policy (as we 
explain below). This compromises its potential for 
unity and encourages division and dissolution. 
 Understanding the UK as primarily a Unitary State, 
however, ensures that the ideology and policy which 
feed into it will tend towards its unity and survival.  
 With this understanding comes the ability to 
protect the UK from fracture.   
 
The present government and the main political parties, 
see the UK as a 'Union State', not as a 'Unitary State'. 
 By Unitary State, is meant, "a state governed as one 
single power in which the central government is 
ultimately supreme and any administrative divisions 
exercise only powers that their central government 
chooses to delegate." That's the definition on 
Wikipedia. 
 A Unitary State creates 'one nation'. 
 Britain is still a Unitary State, although the manner 
in which various powers have been distributed from 
the centre has compromised its integrity.  
 
 
 

 

 
 By Union State is meant, a state where various 
sovereign national states come together and agree to 
share governing power. The European Union could be 
said to be a Union State, rather than a Unitary State. 
 A Union State is a union of nations, plural.  
 It is harder to develop the idea of one nation, if we 
see the relationship as a union of nations, rather than 
as a nation of unions. 
 When Scotland and England came together in 1707 
we created something of a hybrid State which was 
nevertheless overwhelmingly Unitary ς and largely one 
nation ς but which was also partly a Union State with 
both states retaining a level of their previous state 
identity, and with that, their own sense of themselves 
as separate nations. 
 Why is this important? 
 Because right now, all the major political parties, the 
government Ministers, and their academic advisors, 
understand the United Kingdom to be a Union State, 
and this governs their entire approach to devolution. 
  
3 REASONS WHY THE DIFFERENCE MATTERS 
Making the distinction between 'Unitary' and 'Union' is 
no mere pedantry. Whether we understand Britain as a 
Unitary or a Union State determines absolutely our 
approach to devolution. It does so in several ways. 
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1. Psychologically, if we believe that we are only a 
union of nations, then it is easier to imagine and argue 
that the various nations should just 'go their own way'.  
 It is much easier to start a train of thought which 
leads to arguing for a break-up. 
 If we understand that we are one nation ς with a 
Unitary State ς then it is much easier to accept that we 
should stay together, and it is much harder to break us 
up. 
 The Unitary State belief helps maintain One UK 
because it provides a degree of solidity to the nature 
of the UK.  
 However, the Union State belief is one vulnerable 
to entertaining federalist and separatist ideas. 
 
2. Politically, if we look on the UK as a Union State 
then we will approach the question of devolution 
with the presumption that everything should be 
devolved to the constituent nations, except those 
things which are best done at the centre. 
 We will not regard the overall unity of the UK as the 
over-riding matter ς if we consider it at all! 
 Instead, the over-riding matter will be the 
distribution of power to each constituent nation; and 
as far as the social, cultural, and political unity of the 
original and overall State is concerned, the attitude 
will just be "let the cards fall where they may". 
 This was the attitude of those who first promoted 
devolution in the Labour Government, and it remains 
the position of the Conservative Government, and its 
advisors, today. 
 Statutorily, this view will lead to a 'reserved powers' 
model where only those matters explicitly listed are 
reserved while everything else ς including those things 
we don't know about yet ς will be considered 
devolved. 
 Ultimately, that leads to Federalism and forms of 
Slow Independence. 
 At present, this is what we have, and where we are! 
  
However, if we look on the UK as a Unitary State ς or 
even largely a Unitary State, albeit with some 
elements of a Union State ς then we will approach the 
question of devolution with the presumption that 
everything should remain at the centre, except those 
things which may be best done at a devolved level. 
 Statutorily, this view will lead to a 'devolved 
powers' model where only those matters explicitly 
listed are  devolved, while everything else ς including 
those things we don't know about yet ς will be 
considered reserved. 
 

3. Practically, a Unitary view will ensure that our over-
riding concern will be to maintain the unity of the 
overall UK Nation-State.  
 We will be keeping that concern centre-stage! 
 Consequently, we will be much more cautious in 
devolving anything at all ς unless it can demonstrate a 
clear integrating and strengthening value to the overall 
unity of the State. 
 One will certainly not devolve anything in the 
presence of, let alone directly into the hands of,  
a separatist movement which will use such powers 
against the centre, itself. 
 Yet this is what the Scotland Bill is doing right now. 
 It is 'devolving', or rather surrendering, political 
power directly into the hands of a nationalist, separatist 
movement, which will use such power against the 
centre. 
 It is politically self-defeating as far as trying to keep 
together One UK is concerned! 
 
So whether we consider the UK to be a 'Union State' or 
a 'Unitary State' will cause us to have fundamentally 
different ways of understanding the United Kingdom, 
which will lead to fundamentally different attitudes 
towards 'devolution' ς or rather, towards the dispersal 
of power ς which will lead to fundamentally different 
policies, which will lead to fundamentally different 
consequences of our actions. 
 
A UNITARY STATE ENABLES DEVOLUTION; A UNION 
STATE ENABLES FORMS of FEDERALISM and SLOW 
INDEPENDENCE 
In short, if we believe in a Unitary State model, then we 
are more likely to engage in forms of devolution which 
do not threaten the overall integrity of the Nation-State. 
 It is still risky behaviour ς especially in the presence 
of a powerful nationalist movement ς but if we place 
the importance of the integrity of the Nation-State  
up-front and centre-place, then we are less likely to do 
anything to undermine it. 
 We ensure that everything has regard to the 
cohesion, stability, and maintenance of the Unitary 
State as a whole. 
 We ensure that any devolution does nothing to 
compromise, undermine or weaken the position of the 
UK as a Unitary State. 
 Indeed, devolution works hand-in-glove with the 
Unitary State and it only succeeds if it maintains the 
Unitary State. 
 If it is not maintaining the Unitary State, then by 
definition, it is not devolution.  
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 However, if we believe in a Union State model then 
we are more likely to engage in forms of power 
dispersal which do not consider  ς nor even recognise 
ς the importance of the integrity of a presumed 
'Nation-State'.  
 Consequently, this leads to forms of Federalism and 
Slow Independence ς where the centre is ceding its 
power and establishing it in new sovereign bodies in 
new independent states. 
 At the moment, politicians and academics are 
using the word 'devolution' to describe what is really 
a working-out of forms of Federalism and Slow 
Independence.  Consequently... 
 
WE ARE DISSOLVING...NOT DEVOLVING 
...because we are not taking a Unitary State view, and 
we are not acknowledging the existence of the UK as a 
Nation-State, and we are not standing for and paying 
due attention and care to its continued overall integrity. 
 We are not paying attention to the need to keep 
us together, as one!  
 Consequently our ideas, and behaviour and policies 
are more likely to end up dissolving, not devolving the 
State. 
 That is where we are at the moment.  
 We have a political and academic class who do not 
believe that the United Kingdom is a Unitary State; 
who do not believe it is a Nation-State. 
 Therefore, they do not pay any attention to the aim 
of keeping it together, as one.  
 They do not consider the effect of their policies on 
the overall integrity of the State.  
 If they think about this at all, they sit on the fence 
and say, "Oh well, let's just see where it ends up." 
 Well, that's not good enough! 
 If it is going to damage the integrity of the Nation-
State then it is something which should not happen. 
 So, let's get back to basics... 
 
DEVOLUTION is BRITISH STATE POWER EXERCISED by 
a SUBSIDIARY BODY 
That should be obvious, but it is being forgotten in the 
rush to railroad through the Scotland Bill. 
 The principle follows from the essential position 
that the UK is a Unitary State ς a Nation of Unions ς  
a Nation-State. 
 Consequently, the political power belongs entirely 
to the central British State, albeit exercised at a 
subsidiary level. 
 Those who want to imagine the UK as merely some 
kind of Union State do so because it is easier to create 
a constitutional arrangement which weakens the 
power of the centre. 

 For them, this process is about the casting-off ς the 
abandonment ς of British State power from the centre, 
and its establishment in new sovereign bodies in new 
states. 
 However, that's not devolution. Devolution is not 
the casting-off of British State power. 
 It is the Exercise of British State Power by a 
Subsidiary Body. It follows therefore, that... 
 
THE BRITISH PARLIAMENT has COMPLETE AUTHORITY 
OVER ALL its SUBSIDIARY BODIES 
This includes all Parliaments and Assemblies at Holyrood, 
Cardiff, Stormont and London, and Local Councils. 
 It's worth stating this point ς because we're in 
danger of forgetting such a fundamental fact! 
 This means that the British Government is the 
Government of Scotland. 
 It is easy to get confused so long as people like  
Ms Sturgeon and her ministers pose in the UK and 
abroad as leaders of 'the Scottish Government', as if it 
is a 'Government' on the same level and standing as the 
British Government. (See page 11 Ą 
 This also means that the British State must retain 
the power to veto, take back, and even abolish ς 
otherwise we do not have devolution. (See page 9 Ą 
 It should retain these powers because devolution is 
not the casting-off ς the abandonment ς of British State 
power from the centre, and its establishment in a new 
sovereign body in a new state.  
 In a case where the central power ς the British State 
ς abandons its law-making power and its position as the 
supreme arbiter, and which no longer retains, even in 
theory, the power to take back those devolved powers, 
then we do not have devolution. 
 We have the granting of forms of Federalism and 
Slow Independence ς completely different policies. 
 
OUR RECOMMENDATIONS Ą 
1. We call upon our Legislators in the British Parliament 
to understand the important difference between a 
Unitary (or primarily Unitary) State, and a 'Union State'. 
 
2. We call upon our Legislators to understand that 
some groups are pushing a federalist agenda, 
consciously or unconsciously, behind a devolved guise. 
 
3. We call upon our Legislators to put much more 
emphasis on the Unitary elements of the UK ς and the 
fact of the UK as a Nation-State. 
 
4. We call upon our Legislators to speak for and defend 
the integrity of the UK as a Unitary Nation-State, and to 
put its integrity up-front and centre-place in all 
discussions about devolution. 


