
Federalism
Power is a Zero Sum 

Game!

Chapter 3



Forms of Government- Unitary

ÂUnitary- Central Government Rules over 
everything
ïEG, France, England, Turkey
ÁNo provincial/State Govt.

ÁSame laws throughout the Country

Practical Difference
ïTeachers apply to Paris or London for a job in Nice or 

York

ïGun laws throughout the country are the same

ïOne Bar Exam for Lawyers, One Med Exam for Doctors 
one drivers license exam for everyone



Federal
Â Powers are allocated between Central Govt. and 

Provincial or State Govt.
ïEG- Canada, US, Germany

ÁOften a Constitution sets forth the respective roles
ÁCentral Government has power on a set # issues, State Govt. on 

others
ÁUS Central Govt. prevails (Supremacy Clause) on all issues where 

the Constitution empowers the Central Govt. (ie. Marijuana laws v. 
Assisted Suicide laws)

ïPractical Difference
Á Some national laws but most laws are State or Provincial
Á Many Governments each with their own rules

ïPractice law in another State requires passing another Bar exam
ïGun laws can be quite different from State to State
ïCan lead to a ñleast common denominatorò problem, especially on 

expensive issues, such as environmental laws or worker protection
ïJim Crow laws



Confederate System

Â Central govt. power is only what the State/Provincial Govt. is willing 
to give up.  Little to no means of enforcement
ï EG U.N., Articles of Confederation, other IGOs. 

ÁCentral Government has no direct relationship w/people (individuals)
ÁState/Provincial Governments can not be forced to do something.

ï Practical Difference
ÁNo National laws
ÁEach State is sovereign to itself, can discriminate against other State and act 

unilaterally
ï US goes to War in Iraq, 
ï USSR enters Afghanistan (1979), Czechoslovakia (1968), Hungary (1956)
ï Human Rights violations go largely unchecked

Á Dafur, China Saudi Arabia, Burma, Zimbabwe, Iran
ï Countries fail or refuse to pay dues
ï Articles of Confederation

Á See Constitution and Articles of Confederation outline



Positives of Strong Central Govt.

ÂCoordination of Resources

ÂUniform treatment of citizens throughout 
country

ÂPositive Spillover effects, few negative 
spillover effects, economies of scale

ÂEasier to raise taxes

ÂExpertise



Positives of Federalism
-More governments at many levels allow 
people to have more representation and also 
take part in political affairs

-Laboratories of Experiments, one size doesnôt 
always fit everyone.

-States/Provinces laws/organization can 
reflect cultural idiosyncrasies

-Diffusion of Power means less likely to have 
a tyrannical govt.



Negatives Federalism

Â Whereôs the line is drawn between Central and State 
Govt. power?

Â Lowest Common Denominator problem, 
ïStates aggressively compete and lower standards

Â More opportunities for corruption to take place, often at 
the local level (not alwaysésee Jack Abramoff)

Â States often have less expertise
Â Confusion on laws, as people move from one State to 

another, remember ignorance of the law is no excuse
Â Cultural idiosyncrasies  may include racism et. Al.
Â Taxes at every level, little economies of scale, lots of 

repitition
Â States canôt have budget deficits


