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AREAL DISTRIBUTION OF POWER

With the exception of small political systems serving only a few thousand citizens,
most political systems have found it desirable or necessary to create governmental
structures at several levels. The areal distribution of power describes the allocation of
power and functions across these levels of government. National political systems, in
particular, can be classified into three major forms: (1) unitary states, (2) federations,
and (3) confederations.

Unitary State

In a unitary state, a central government holds all legitimate power. While the central
government has indivisible sovereignty, it can delegate power or functional respon-
sibilities to territorial units, which have such names as departments, regions, or
prefectures. These peripheral governments serve only at the convenience of the cen-
tral government, which can revoke their power or functions at any time.
More than 70 percent of the current countries are unitary states. Examples include
China, France, Japan, the United Kingdom, and most Latin American and Asian
political systems. :

Why are most contemporary states unitary? Its major advantage is the clear,
hierarchical authority. While there might be a conflict between the central and the
peripheral governments, the center’s superior constitutional power is clear, and
center-periphery stalemates are uncommon. In addition, because all citizens are loyal
to the governmental authority embodied in the national government, citizens tend to
identify with the country as a whole, rather than-with regional authorities.

Federation

A federation has a constitutional division of power and functions between a central
government and the set of regional governments, which have such names as states,
provinces, or cantons. In contrast to a unitary state, there is an explicit sharing of

power among levels of government in a federation, and no level has legal power to
dominate any other level in all policy domains. The essence of a federation is coor-
dination, not hierarchy.

There are five major rationales for a federation:

1. Large size. Many states become federations to distribute governmental power
where there is a huge area to be governed. Fewer than 25 states are federations
today, but this group includes nearly half the land area of the world. Most of
the largest states are federations, including Brazil, Canada, India, Mexico,
Nigeria, Russia, and the United States. During the constitutional debate in the
United States, Thomas Jefferson observed, “Our country is too large to have
all its affairs directed by a single government.”

2. The prior existence of strong states. A federation can be an acceptable compro-
mise when strong peripheral governments create a central government. In the
formation of the United States, for example, the already strong state governments
were unwilling to give up the bulk of their power to a central government, as in
a unitary state. Rather, they agreed to delegate certain functions to the new cen-
tral government while retaining all other “residual” powers for themselves.

3. The attempt to create unity or accommodate diversity. Chapter 5 described the
serious problems of conflict between states and nations, especially in the newer
states. Federations appear to bond diverse nations into a unified state while still
recognizing the different nations’ diversity and desire for power in the regional
governments. The peripheral governments represent major ethnic, linguistic, reli-
gious, or other nation-based characteristics of regions. India is a federation with
28 states, most of which are related to linguistic-ethnic dominance in the area and
a few of which are related to religious dominance.

4, The desire ro concentrate power and resources. In some instances, a federation is
created to combine several states into a stronger political system. In the effort to
create Arab unity and to expand the political and economic power of the state,
Egypt has several times attempted to forge federations with its neighbors Syria,
Yemen, Iraq, and Jordan. Federations of strong states are often short-lived because
the prior states are unwilling to sacrifice sufficient power and resources to a potent
central government.

5. The desire to disperse political power. In contrast to the preceding rationale, a
federation can be established to prevent the overconcentration of power in the
central government. After the trauma of Hitler, West Germans formed a feder-
ation to prevent the emergence of another overly powerful central government.
The bulk of legislative power was granted to the central government, but most
power to administer and adjudicate the laws is held by the Linder (regional)
governments.

Confederation

A confederation is an association in which states delegate some power to a suprana-
tional central government but retain primary power. It is a loose grouping of states in
which each state’s membershin. narticination. and comnliance to the central eovernment
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Form of Areal Distribution

Unitary state

Federation

Confederation

are conditional, depending on the state’s perception of its own national interest. Con-
federations are usually created when states decide that the performance of certain
functions is enhanced by structured cooperation with other states. To facilitate such
cooperation, the states establish permanent supranational machinery. The United Arab
Emirates 1s a confederation of ministates, and the United Nations is a confederal struc-
ture containing more than 190 member states. Confederations can emphasize eco-
nomic cooperation, such as the European Union (EU), or military cooperation, such
as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

Although confederations can serve many useful functions for member states, their
activities and even their very survival are always contingent on the members’ contin-
uing support. A member state will often refuse to comply with confederation policies
that conflict directly with the state’s definition of its own national interest. Disagree-
ments among the members can necessitate negotiation and compromise, as in the
periodic adjustments within the EU regarding such issues as farm subsidies to member
states and a common monetary policy. A confederation can wither if the supragov-
ernment is ineffective, as in the case of the Articles of Confederation in colonial
America, or if members refuse to support its directives, as in the League of Nations
after World War L.

Table 7.3 indicates some of the major advantages and shortcomings of each
approach to the areal distribution of power. While each has relative advantages under
certain conditions, none is without considerable drawbacks, and none can ensure the
effective functioning or even the survival of a political system. The general trend
toward the centralization of political power within states has meant that the distinc-
tions between unitary states and federations are less clear than in the past and that
confederations have become particularly fragile.
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Weaknesses

Strengths

Clear authority Hyperconcentration of power

Weak representation of diversity
and minorities

Decisive control
No stalemates between center
and periphery

Representation of diversity Duplication and overlap of power

Checks on center’s power Conflicts over-ultimate power

Creates unity Sluggishness; compromises

Facilitates cooperation Conditional compliance

Power retained by subunits Instability

Limited power
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