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Appendix 1D 

Examination of Federalism's Suitability in Australia 
Relative to the United States, Switzerland, Canada, India, 

Germany and Belgium 
 

 

Following are selected extracts from a thesis titled 'Examination of Federalism's Suitability 

in Australia Relative to the United States, Switzerland, Canada, India, Germany and 

Belgium', completed in 1999 as part of a Masters of Public Policy and Management degree.  

The extracts here are taken from Chapters 1, 2 and 5 only (of a five chapter thesis), and the 

page numbers following do not in all cases coincide with the page numbers in the thesis 

proper. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 

… 

1.1  Research Aim 
 

The aim of the research documented herein is to offer an indicative or illustrative, 

if not definitive or exhaustive, attempt at determining how well Australia is suited 

to a federal form of government generally, and its unique federal arrangements in 

particular, relative to six other federations: the United States, Switzerland, Canada, 

India, Germany and Belgium. 

… 

 

1.2.2 Debate over the Suitability of Australia's Federal System 

 

The academic, political and broader public debate as to whether Australia's federal  

form of government has suited contemporary needs and dynamics has fluctuated 

both in direction and intensity in the years since federation.  Support for the 

abolition of the States has been most strongly expressed during the depression and 

War years – when the scarcity of economic resources and the sense of urgency 

called for centralised control and unity, and in the early to mid 1970s, when Prime 

Minister Whitlam's vigorous advocacy of an end to the Australian federal system 

drew widespread if not decisive support.  By the mid 1990s, those supportive of or 

at least acquiescent toward the federal system appeared to have gained a slight 

ascendancy among academics and public commentators generally.   

 

At least four principle viewpoints can be identified in relation to this ongoing 

debate.  Firstly, there have been those who have favoured the status quo – that is, 

not just a federal system of Australian government, but the federal arrangement 

which is presently in place. As a matter of party policy, such views have generally 

aligned with the Australian Liberal party.  Secondly, there have been those whose 

support for the federal status quo is based on the view that federalism is an 

inherently superior form of government, at least for a nation of Australia's vast 

land area.  The advocacy of the Samuel Griffiths Society spans both of these first 
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two categories as do the writings of academics such as Galligan and Walsh, whose 

unequivocal position (1991, p. 3) is illustrated as follows: (emphasis added) 

  

Before examining the debate about whether Australia should persist with 

its federal system of government, and the character of Australian federalism 

which is central to the debate but has often been misunderstood or 

misrepresented, it is worth putting that debate in perspective.  Essentially 

the debate over ‘Australian Federalism Yes or No’ has been a twentieth 

century one that should now be considered closed. ... Australian 

federalism is not seriously in question. 

 

A third camp has rejected federalism altogether in favour of a unitary system – 

generally one hosting 30 or so regional or provincial governments with delegated 

powers (see, for example, Church, 1913).  The Australian Labor Party explicitly 

supported the move to such a system in their Federal Platform until the late 1970s 

(Galligan, 1995, pp. 104-109).  And more recently, the Australian Greens (1996, p. 

12) have set out their "support [for] the eventual abolition of the States".  Canaway 

(1930, pp. 178-179) certainly had no doubt that a unitary system was best for 

Australia: (emphasis added)  

  

The best constitutional system for Australia means the best one for the 

Australian nation, and any attempt to get clear ideas as to what that 

constitutional system is must take the nation as a starting-point and thence 

go on to determine what form of polity will offer the nation the best 

facilities for fulfilling the duty it owes to itself and will keep it as fit as 

possible to survive. ... The right principle upon which to constitute the 

Australian nation is beyond all controversy the unitary one.  That issue 

having been settled ... 

 

Finally, a fourth camp can be identified who have supported federal principles at 

least to some extent but who have nevertheless sought significant changes in 

Australia's federal arrangements.  New States movements, such as that which 

narrowly failed to achieve the new state of New England in the April 1967 
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referendum, have been the prominent example in this category (Ellis, 1933; Kidd, 

1974, pp. 57-68); these in turn have been dominated by rural interests generally, 

and the Country (now National) party in particular.  More recently, Thomas (1994) 

proposed a system of 37 regional states founded upon federal principles.  The 

Australian Democrats also support a move to a system of regional governments.  

 

The first two camps identified above (those favouring the status quo and 

federalism) have attracted support especially among those who consider that the 

pursuit of significant changes to our system of government is pointless in view of 

constitutional barriers opposing such changes, but their position can be criticised as 

conservative, defeatist and unimaginative.  The third camp has attracted followers 

among those who perceive the present federal arrangements as wasteful, unduly 

complicated and a barrier to much needed reform, but is criticised by those 

opposed to a centralization of power and on grounds of being unachievable.  Each 

of these first three camps have attracted criticism on account of their 'black and 

white', dismissive, dogmatic and uncompromising stances.  Notwithstanding the 

substantiation which Canaway on the one hand, and Galligan and Walsh on the 

other, may have provided to support their respective assertions as above, their 

manner of dismissing arguments opposed to their own is certainly more likely to 

inflame this debate rather than settle it. 

 

It is asserted here as a fact beyond dispute that the likelihood that Australia's 

present federal system of government, with the States in their present form, would 

emerge as the best of all possible designs is surely negligible enough to be 

discounted.  This does not imply that the best of all possible systems would 

necessarily be a unitary form of government, but it is clearly beyond doubt that 

there is room for improvement in terms of the placement of sub-national 

boundaries and the balance of powers and responsibilities between the central and 

sub-national governments. There is inherent value in exploring as wide a range of 

options as possible, and to this extent, the fourth camp described above has 

undoubtedly contributed more constructively than the first three camps to debates 

over possible reforms to the Australian system of government.  Spate (1968, p. 

  



 - 5 -

189) captured the essential merit underlying the approach of this fourth camp in 

remarking that: 

 

The socio-economic cast of the Australia of to-day differs ... from that of 

the Australia of 1900 ... and it would be highly unrealistic to expect that in 

an age of two world-embracing wars and of dizzy technological change, the 

balance appropriate to 1900 could be statically preserved. 

 

By exploring federalism's relative suitability in Australia, the present thesis seeks 

to offer guidance as to whether or not Australia's federal system needs to be 

reformed or abandoned, and the urgency of such change, if deemed necessary. 

 

 

1.3 Federal Systems of Government 

 

1.3.1 Federalism and Federal Systems Defined 

 

In line with common usage, the terms 'federal system', 'federal system of 

government', 'federation', 'federalism' and 'federal principle' shall be used 

interchangeably herein.  The word 'federal' derives from the Latin word foedus, 

which can be interpreted in English as meaning 'covenant', 'league', 'agreement', 

'treaty', 'compact', 'trust' and 'bind' (Harman, 1992, p. 337; Riker 1975, p. 99; 

Phillips and Rielly, 1982, p. 60). 

 

Numerous definitions of federalism have been proposed.  One of the most famous 

is that provided by Wheare (1946, p. 11; 1963, p. 10), in which the 'federal 

principle' is defined as "the method of dividing powers so that the general and 

regional governments are each, within a sphere, co-ordinate (that is, equally 

important) and independent".  Wheare's definition, whilst extremely influential, has 

nevertheless been criticised as being too legalistic and narrow.  Harman (1992, p. 

338), for example, considers Wheare's definition to be: 
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unnecessarily rigid and at variance with practice, for in many federal 

systems, including that of the United States and Australia, federal laws and 

treaties according to the constitution override those of state governments. 

 

Hague and Harrop (1987, p. 169) similarly claim that: 

 

In all federal systems, one level of government (typically the central) tends 

to predominate; were this not so, stalemate would result. So the problem 

with Wheare's definition is that it leads to an empty category. 

 

Furthermore, there is in practice always at least some degree of overlap among the 

activities of the central and sub-national governments in federations.  In reality the 

central and sub-national governments assume a relationship of interdependence 

rather than independence.  The following definition by Hague and Harrop (1987, 

pp. 169-170) reflects this practical reality: 

 

Federalism is a system of government in which legal sovereignty is shared 

between central and other (typically provincial) governments.  Each 

government, central and provincial, has constitutional authority to make 

some decisions independently of the other, even though in practice there is 

now very marked inter-dependence between the governments. 

 

Harman (1992, p. 336) defines federalism as an arrangement in which: 

 

separate regional political units (often referred to as states or provinces) are 

combined for limited, specified purposes under an overarching 

administration, but in such a way that the government of each separate 

regional unit maintains its integrity and substantial autonomy. This is 

achieved by distributing powers and responsibilities in such a manner to 

protect the existence and authority of both levels of government. Both 

levels of government can pass laws, levy taxes and relate directly to the 

people. Usually there is an explicit constitutional demarcation of powers 

and functions between central and regional governments, and generally 
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there are specified mechanisms and procedures for resolving conflicts and 

disputes between central and regional governments, and also between two 

or more regional governments. 

 

According to Galligan (1995, p. 32), federal systems are defined by: 

 

first, the existence of two levels of government, national and state (or 

provincial etc.); second, the guarantee that neither has sovereignty over the 

other; and third, some allocation of powers between the two.  Furthermore, 

in a federal democracy, the people are citizens of both jurisdictions as well 

as being the primary source of constitutional power. 

 

A particular strengths of Galligan's above definition is that it caters for the 

practical reality that federations lie on a continuum in terms of their balance 

between centralised and decentralised control; this depends on the allocation of 

powers between the two levels of government.  It has further practical utility by 

virtue of its distinction between democratic from undemocratic federations, and 

shall be adopted as the working definition for the purposes of the present 

examination. 

 

1.3.2 Federal Systems Distinguished from Unitary Systems 

 

Federations and unitary systems of government are alike in that they constitute the 

government of a single nation-state, however, whereas sub-national governments 

in federations are provided with guaranteed sovereignty and powers – generally 

(though not necessarily) according to the terms of their federal Constitution, and 

always according to some binding contractual instrument, in unitary systems of 

government, sub-national governments only possess such powers as are delegated 

to them by, and at the discretion of, the central government.  As Walter and 

Huebsch (1978, p. 51) point out: 

 

In a unitary system the flow of power is unidirectional, from the central 

authority down, and the sub-units become administrative conveniences. In 
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the federal system, the flow of authority is bi-directional, with a division of 

power, and the sub-units are meaningful political spaces for the population 

inhabiting them. 

 

So in unitary systems, the regional governments are, by definition, dependent upon 

the central government. 

 

1.3.3 Federal Systems Distinguished from Confederations 

 

Elazar (1991 p. xvi) defines federation and confederation together as follows: 

 

Confederation:  Several pre-existing polities joined together to form a 

common government for strictly limited purposes, usually foreign affairs 

and defence, and more recently economics, which remains dependent upon 

its constituent polities in crucial ways and must work through them. 

 

Federation:  A polity compounded of strong constituent entities and a 

strong general government, each possessing powers delegated to it by the 

people and empowered to deal directly with the citizenry in the exercise of 

those powers. 

 

Federations and confederations are alike in that they are unions of two or more 

constituent units, however, whereas the federal governments in federations are 

provided with guaranteed sovereignty and powers – again generally (though not 

necessarily) according to the terms of their federal Constitution, and always 

according to some binding contractual instrument, in confederations, the 'central' or 

'confederal' governments only possess such powers as are delegated to them by, 

and at the discretion of, the constituent units making up the confederation.  So the 

flow of power in a confederation is unidirectional, from the constituent units to the 

central (confederal) authority.  In confederations, the central or confederal 

government is, by definition, dependent upon the constituent governments. 

 

  



 - 9 -

So whereas in a federation, the central (or 'national', or 'federal') government has 

direct authority over the people in its assigned areas of responsibility, in a 

confederation, the central (or 'confederal') government can only act through its 

individual member states. 

 

Prominent modern confederations include the European Union and the Caribbean 

Community (Elazar, 1991, p. vii). 

 

1.3.4 Federalism as a Point on a Continuum 

 

According to Livingstone (1956, p. 4): 

 

Federalism is not thus an absolute but a relative term; there is no 

identifiable point at which a society ceases to be unified and becomes 

diversified ... All communities fall somewhere in a spectrum which runs 

from what we may call a theoretically wholly integrated society at one 

extreme to a theoretically wholly diversified society at the other. 

 

Whilst legally significant and always potentially significant, in everyday practice 

so far as ordinary citizens are concerned, the distinction between federal and 

unitary governments is significantly blurred.  If a central government in a unitary 

system chooses to delegate substantial powers to sub-national governments, it can 

certainly give effect to a greater degree of decentralisation than is present in a 

federal system in which the powers guaranteed to the sub-national government are 

relatively insubstantial, or in which the central government exercises power in 

excess of its constitutional rights.  Hence, and at any rate, there is no axiomatic 

link between federalism and decentralisation (Lijphart, 1984, p. 169).  According 

to Lijphart (1984, p. 80), the unitary government of Japan is more decentralized 

than the federal systems of Australia and Austria.  Referring also to the highly 

decentralized unitary government of Italy, and the highly centralized Mexican, 

Russian, Venezuelan and Malaysian federations, Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996, 

pp. 15, 19) remark that "the distinction between 'weak federal' states such as 
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Austria and 'strongly decentralised' [unitary] states such as Spain is now quite 

narrow".  Lijphart (1984, pp. 177-179) observes that: 

 

there is a strong relationship between federalism and decentralisation and 

between unitarism and centralization ... [but] there are some notable 

exceptions, such as the relatively centralized Australian federation and the 

relatively decentralized but unitary Nordic countries [Sweden, Norway, 

Finland and Denmark] and Japan.  

 

So whilst the federal-unitary dichotomy is a useful simplification, the governments 

of nation-states worldwide in reality lie somewhere on the continuum between 

extreme, idealised unitary and federal forms of government.  According to Trager 

(1968, p. x): 

 

federalism is not as a fixed point on a map, but a tendency which is neither 

unitary nor separatist.  In Aristotelean terms, the median between these two 

polar positions, and thus their true opposite. 

 

Trager's reference to federalism in terms of unitarist and separatist tendencies is 

clearly preferable to references in terms of centralisation or decentralisation which, 

as was illustrated above, are plainly unreliable.  So a federation can be regarded as 

occupying an intermediate position along a continuum in which a centralized 

unitary state lies at one extreme and separate states lie at the other, as illustrated in 

Figure 1-1 as follows (Paddison, 1983, p. 29):
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Figure 1-1 Unified and Separate Nation-State Arrangements 

increasing unification  

separate states confederation federation unitary state 

increasing separation 

 

Taking the centralisation or decentralisation of nation-states as a dimension 

separate to the extent of unification or separation, Figure 1-1 above can be 

extended to the following two dimensional matrix which further illustrates the 

range of possibilities among nation-states (Riker, 1975, p. 101).    

 

Figure 1-2 Separate Dimensions of Unification and Centralisation 
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1.3.5 Sawer's Six Basic Principles of Federalism 

 

Sawer (1976, p. 2) was not prepared to offer a definition of federalism on grounds 

that the act of so defining was "likely to be futile".  He has, however, established 

six principles which have been widely used in consideration of federal systems:  

According to Sawer (1976, p. 1): 

 

Federal government, as that expression is now usually understood, was 

devised by the Founders of the constitution of the United States of America 

in 1787-8.  The general principles of such a government are as follows, and 

are referred to in this book as the basic federal principles. 

(1) A country which, taken as a whole, is a nation state, an independent 

unit from the point of view of international relations and law, is provided 

with a set of institutions required for the work of government, having 

  



 - 12 -

authority over the whole of that country. (We shall call this set of 

institutions the CENTRE.) 

(2) This country is also divided into a number of geographical areas, 

each of which is also equipped with a set of institutions required for the 

work of government in that area. (We shall call each such set of institutions 

a REGION.) 

(3) The power to govern is distributed between the centre and the 

regions in such a way that each set of governmental institutions has a direct 

impact on the individual citizens and other legal persons within its area of 

competence. 

(4) The distribution of competence between centre and regions is 

effected by a constitution (usually written) having a fair degree of rigidity, 

so that its basic terms are 'entrenched' – that is, cannot be amended at the 

sole discretion of the centre or of any region or combination of regions.  

This implies the inability of a region to secede, unless the terms of the 

constitution specifically authorise such a step. 

(5) The constitution provides rules to determine any conflict of 

authority between centre and regions, where but for the conflict the activity 

in question would have been within the competence of each of the 

conflicting authorities.  Theoretically the rule could favour either regions or 

centre, and could vary with the subject of power; in all known cases the 

general rule is that the centre law prevails. 

(6) The distribution of competence between centre and regions is 

interpreted and policed by a judicial authority which can make authoritative 

determinations as to the validity of governmental acts (including 

legislation) where these are alleged to be beyond the competence of the 

centre or a region, or where the conflict rules referred to under (5) have to 

be applied. 

 

1.3.6 Federal Systems in the World Today 

 

According to Wheare's rigid definition, only Australia, the United States, Canada 

and Switzerland qualify as federations (Wheare, 1963, p. 20).  These are referred to 

  



 - 13 -

throughout the literature on federalism as the classic federations or true 

federations.  According to the less rigid definitions offered by others, however, a 

much greater number of the world's nation-states fall within the federal 

classification.  Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1996, p. 15), for example, identify 24 

nation-states as federations of 192 nation-states in total.  Twenty-two lists of 

federations proposed by various authors between 1951 and 1997 are provided in 

Table 1-1 on page 15.  Table 1-1 shows that the four classic federations are indeed 

unanimously recognised, whilst India and Germany have been the next most 

frequently recognised, followed by Austria and Mexico, then Nigeria, and then 

Brazil, Malaysia and Russia (including the former USSR prior to its breakdown in 

1991).  Belgium's status as a federation is not in dispute, and its infrequent 

recognition in Table 1-1 is merely a result of the fact that it only adopted its 

present federal structure in 1993.  For the seven federations involved in the present 

study, the years in which federation took place are shown in the leftmost column. 

 

The principal sub-national governments have different names in different federal 

countries.  They are called states in the United States, Australia and India; 

provinces in Canada; länder in Germany and Austria; cantons in Switzerland; and 

simply regions in Belgium.  These sub-national polities are collectively referred to 

as 'states (or equivalent)' in the present thesis. 

 

Federations can be distinguished by their manner of assigning powers to the central 

and sub-national governments.  The constitutions of Australia, the United States, 

Switzerland and Germany assign specific powers to their respective central 

governments, leaving the remainder (known as 'residual' or 'plenary' powers) to the 

sub-national governments (Wheare, 1963, p. 79).  In Canada and Belgium the 

reverse situation is in place; the provinces and regions respectively are assigned 

specific powers whereas residual powers are left with the central governments 

(Wheare, 1963, p. 80; Fitzmaurice, 1996, p. 146).  There are plans in Belgium, 

however, to specify central government powers and leave residual powers to the 

regions and so follow the lead of Australia, the United States, Switzerland and 

Germany (Fitzmaurice, 1996, p. 146).  The Indian constitution assigns specific 

powers to the central and state governments alike (Balmaceda, 1990, p. 68).   

  



 - 14 -

 

Germany, India and Belgium have been selected for the present comparative study, 

along with the classic federations – Australia, the United States, Switzerland and 

Canada, because their federal status is essentially beyond dispute, and they are 

clearly among the most successful of the contemporary federations.  In particular, 

they all host generally democratic cultures and operate substantially in accordance 

with the federal principles set out in their respective Constitutions. 
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Table 1-1   Federal Systems of Government According to Various Authors at Various Times
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Argentina * * * * * * * * * * * * 12
Australia (1901) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 23
Austria * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 16
Belgium (1993) * * * 3
Bosnia-Herzegovina * 1
Brazil * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 14
Burma * * 2

Cameroun 2 * * * * 4
Canada (1867) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 23
China * 1
Comoros * * * *
Congo * 1
Czechoslovakia * * * * * * * * 8
Ethiopia * * * * 4

Germany 3 (1949) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 18
India (1950) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 18
Indonesia * * * 3
Libya * * 2
Malaysia * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 14
Mexico * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 16
Micronesia * 1
Nigeria * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 15
Pakistan * * * * * * * * * * 10
Russia (or former USSR) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 14
Somalia * 1
South Africa * * * * 4
Southern Yemen * 1
Spain * *
St. Kitts and Nevis *
Sudan * 1
Switzerland (1848) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 23
Tanzania * * * 3
Uganda * 1
United Arab Emirates * * * * * * * 7
United States (1789) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 23
Venezuala * * * * * * * * * 9
Yugoslavia (or former Yugoslavia) * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 14
Total Number of Federations 14 4 18 21 19 19 9 6 25 6 7 15 19 14 17 14 19 24 4 10 4 23 6 Totals

Notes:
1:    for the seven federations involved in the 

4

2

present study (Watts, 1996, pp. 19-26)
2:    also spelt Camerouns or Cameroon
3:    includes former West Germany
4:    B. M. Sharma (1951) in Davis (1978, p. 217); note that Malaya was in this list - not Malaysia
5:    Duchacek notes that the 21 listed are "considered or claimed to be federal"
6:    Pounds includes Malaya as a separate federation - a federation within the Malaysian federation
7:    Sawer classifies these as countries with at least "a basis for federal development"
8:    Sawer classifies these as "established federations"
9:    Lijphart only considered a list of 21 democracies
10:  Duchacek considers these "definitely ... genuinely federal"
11:  Duchacek considers these "definitely ... genuinely federal" or "purportedly federal"
12:  article by Elazar in Encyclopedia of Democracy (1995) - he claims at least these are federal
13:  article by Livingston in Encyclopedia Americana, Volume 11 (1996)
14:  Jaensch states that these states among others host federal systems
15:  Jaensch classifies these as "true federal systems"  
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1.3.7 Federations throughout history 

 

Table 1-2, on the following page, lists some 30 nations and nation-states which, 

according to various authors, have operated under federal systems in past years, 

but which are no longer federations.  The numbers of federating units making up 

each of these past federations are listed in the table along with their respective 

dates of establishment and abandonment, and the result following the abandonment 

of the federal structure. 

 

 

1.4 Methodology and Chapter Previews 
 

The following sections describe the overall scope of the exercise, previews of the 

chapters which follow, and assumptions underlying the present investigation. 

 

1.4.1 Scope 

 

The present exercise has involved the following three steps directed toward the end 

of evaluating how well Australia is suited to a federal form of government, relative 

to the United States, Switzerland, Canada, India, Germany and Belgium: 

 

• survey literature; 

• develop criteria for determining suitability for federal government; and 

• apply criteria to Australia and other six federations and hence conclude on 

Australia's suitability for federal government relative to the other six nations 

under consideration 
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Table 1-2:  Past Federations 
Federation Number of 

Units 
Result on Failure or 
Disbandment 

Federation 
Began 

Federation 
Ended  

United Netherlands aka United Provinces of 
the Netherlands 

7 Federation abandoned when 
French took over 

1579 1795 

Five Nations; then Six Nations from around 
1720 onward; aka Iroquois Indians 

5 then 6 nations dissolved and absorbed 
into USA 

~ 1570 ~ 1770 

USSR 53 disintegration 1922 1991 
Yugoslavia aka Greater Yugoslavia 6 disintegration 1939 1991 
Czechoslovakia 2 disintegration Jan 1, 1969 Jan 1, 1993 
Cameroon aka The Cameroons aka The 
Cameroun Republic 

2 single unitary state under 1972 
constitution 

1961 1972 

Ghana 2 Broke up upon Togoland's full 
independence 

1956 1960 

Ghana-Guinea 2 proposed two state federation 
failed to take effect; Guinea 
gained full independence 

1958 1958 

Uganda 
 

4 (4 kingdoms 
and 10 
administrative 
districts) 

unitary state under military rule 
upon coup 

1962/3 1966 

East Africa aka East African Federation 4 aborted approaching planned 
establishment in 1963 

N/A N/A 

Tanzania 2 Unitary state upon establishment 
of one party rule 

October 1964 
 

1965 

Central African Federation aka The British 
Central African Federation aka the Union 
of Central African Republics aka Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland aka Central Africa 

3 separation following 
independence pushes by 
Nyasaland and Northern 
Rhodesia 

1953 December 
1963 

Mali Federation aka Mali aka Senegal-
Sudan 

2 Separation; Senegal seceded 1959 1960 

The Ethiopian-Eritrean federation 2 Eritrea taken over by Ethiopia 1952 1962 
West Africa aka French West Africa 8 disintegration into separate states 1895 1958 
Equatorial Africa aka French Equatorial 
Africa 

4 disintegration into separate states 1910 1958 

Nigeria originally 3, 
but later many 
more 

broke down in 1966 with civil 
war; has fluctuated from military 
rule to federal system ever since 

1954 1966 

Libya aka United Kingdom of Libya 3 legislation passed forming 
unitary state 

Oct 7, 1951 April 1963 

United Arab Republic 3 (Egypt, Syria, 
Yemen) 

Syria seceded following Army 
coup in 1961 

1958 1961 

The Arab Federation of Jordan and Iraq 2 Iraq declared Republic after 
revolution  overthew Iraqi  
monarchy 

Feb 1958 July 1958 

All Indian Federation Number never 
finalised 

never took effect; failure 
confirmed with partition of India 
& Pakistan 14 Aug 1947 

N/A N/A 

Pakistan - comprising 4 provinces in West 
Pakistan (now Pakistan) and also East 
Pakistan (now Bangladesh) 

5 unitary state under military rule 
established in 1958; the East later 
seceded to form Bangladesh in 
1971 

August 1947 1958 

Malaysia aka Federation of Malaysia and 
Singapore aka Federation of Malaysia 

14  Singapore peacefully broke away Sep 1963 August 9, 1965

Burma aka Union of Burma  (now 
Myanmar) 

6 unitary state under military rule 4 Jan 1948 March 1962  

Indonesia (Maphilindo) 16 transfer to unitary state December 1949 August 1950 
French Indochina 3 disintegration into separate states 

under a 1954 Geneva agreement 
1893 1954 

West Indies Federation aka Federation of 
the British West Indies aka British West 
Indies aka The West Indies 

10 peacefully broke up then later 
reformed as a looser 
confederation 

1958 May 31, 1962 

Leeward Islands 5 federation dissolved in lead up to 
the West Indies Federation 

1871 1956 

Colombia aka United States of Colombia 9 unitary state 1863 1886 
Central American Republic aka Central 
American Confederation aka United 
Provinces of Central America 

5 broke up into separate states; 
subsequent reunification attempts 
unsuccessful 

1823/4 1838/9 
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1.4.2 Chapter Previews 

 

Chapter 2 describes the literature survey which generated the reference material 

used in the comparative analysis herein. 

 

The investigation has taken place in two main stages.  Chapter 3 describes the first 

stage of deriving a set of federal suitability chapters.  These factors have been 

selected as refinements and rationalisations of the factors that have been proposed 

by sixteen experts on federalism in the years following the second world war.   

 

In Chapter 4, the 11 factors derived in Chapter 3 are applied to Australia and the 

other six nation-states under consideration in order to estimate, in a relative sense, 

how well they are suited to a federal system of government in general, and their 

unique federal arrangements in particular. 

 

Based on the federal suitability rank orderings documented in Chapter 4, tentative 

conclusions as to how well Australia is suited to a federal form of government 

relative to the other six nations under examination are offered in Chapter 5 along 

with recommendations for future work. 

 

1.4.3 Assumptions and Limitations 

 

The legitimacy and accuracy of a comparative assessment of this kind derives from 

a strict adherence to impartiality, and a preparedness to discount preconceived 

conclusions and simply follow the evidence that emerges wherever it may lead.  

 

No ideological preference favouring or opposing federal systems per se shall be 

permitted, although it is accepted – if not axiomatically assumed – that some 

nations, on grounds of their socio-cultural, economic, political and geographic 

circumstances, will likely be better served by federal systems than others.  The task 

at hand is to assess how well Australia – given its socio-cultural, economic, 

political and geographic circumstances – is served by a federal system, relative to 

six other federations.   
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It is assumed that value can be found in the works and recommendations of all 16 

scholars whose factors relating to federal suitability are presented in Chapter 2, so 

long as they are interpreted with due consideration of their limitations.  This 

approach has been followed for reasons of utility rather than mere diplomacy.  

Federal systems of government are extremely complex systems and their 

comparative study is not nearly an exact science in which truths can be derived 

through resort to scientific principles and practices or the rules of logic alone.  

Because truths and valid conclusions do not reveal themselves at all easily or 

precisely in studies of this kind, it is always prudent to give serious attention to as 

diverse a range of expert viewpoints as possible, each of which, if interpreted with 

due recognition of their limitations, can only add to the overall understanding of 

the systems under investigation.  The limitations of several of the contributions 

considered, and related philosophical issues, are discussed in more detail in 

Section 3.16 of Chapter 3. 

 

The following assumptions and limitations wisely identified by Watts (1996, p. 

112) shall also be observed: 

 

Comparisons do help to draw attention to crucial issues and to possible 

alternatives illustrated by the experience of other federations.  But we need 

also to recognize the limits to the applicability of comparisons and 

particularly to the transferability of institutions to differing circumstances 

and contexts.  Above all it is important to recognize that it is not simply in 

the examples of different institutional structures, but rather in coming to 

understand the way in which underlying social, economic and political 

conditions, and federal institutions and political processes have interacted 

with each other in federations that the comparison may lead to useful 

conclusions. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

The literature survey conducted to assist with the present investigation shall be 

described below under the following sub-headings: 

 

• Sources of Research Information 

• Classic Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Works 

• Overview of Twentieth Century Developments 

• Approaches to the Study of Federalism 

• Studies of Individual Federations 

• Comparative Studies of Two or More Federations 

• Contemporary Foci in Comparative Federalism Research 

 

 

2.1 Sources of Research Information 
 

Books, Journals and the Internet all provide resources and information relevant to a 

study of the kind carried out here.  These source categories are dealt with in turn as 

follows: 

 

2.1.1 Books 

 

Most comprehensive political science texts written in federal countries since the 

second war deal with federalism to at least some extent, and works on comparative 

government or comparative politics (Blondell, 1995; Hague and Harrop, 1987) and 

political geography (Pounds, 1972; Paddison, 1983) typically devote a chapter or 

section to the subject of federalism. 

 

Many books have been written specifically on the subject of federalism.  These 

principally originate in the major federal countries such as the United States, 

Canada, Australia, Switzerland and to a lesser extent, and more recently, Germany.  
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Books on comparative federalism which compare and contrast across multiple 

federations are also quite common; most of the books employed in the present 

research exercise fall into this general category.  Numerous examples of such 

books are cited in the remainder of this chapter. 

 

Comprehensive encyclopedias specialising in government and politics also provide 

particularly useful summaries on federations and the study of federalism (Riker, 

1975; Harman, 1982; Elazar, 1995). 

 

2.1.2 Journals 

 

As the name suggests, the Journal Publius: The Journal of Federalism is of 

particular interest to students of federalism.  Most journals in the area of political 

science, political theory, government, public administration and constitutional law 

are a rich source of reference material on the subject of federalism generally. 

 

Among international journals, in addition to Publius, the journals Comparative 

Politics, Political Science and Politics and the International Political Science 

Review are especially valuable to studies of federalism generally and comparative 

federalism in particular.  Among Australian journals, the Australian Journal of 

Public Administration, the Australian Journal of Political Science, and The 

Australian Quarterly, appear to be the most valuable on the subject of federalism, 

albeit with an understandably Australian focus. 

 

2.1.3 The Internet 

 

The internet has been used extensively in this study to access various library 

catalogue databases.  The FirstSearch online library facility, which provides access 

to numerous international resource databases, and the APAIS (Australian Public 

Affairs) and ABI/Inform (American Business) databases have proven to be 

especially valuable sources of journal articles. 
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A number of internet websites are devoted to the subject of federalism, and the 

following appear to be among the more useful: 

 

• The Publius journal website at:        

  http://lafayette.edu/publius/  

 

• The website for the Centre for the Study of Federalism at Temple 

University, Philadelphia, USA, at:        

  http://www.temple.edu/federalism/federalism.html 

 

• The Institute of Intergovernmental Relations website at Queen's 

University, Kingston, Canada, at:      

  http://qsilver.queensu.ca/iigr/ 

 

• The '@federalism' website at:        

  http://federalism.ca/page2.html 

 

 

2.2 Classic Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Works 
 

According to Wheare (1963, p. 247), perhaps the three most significant nineteenth 

century contributions to the study of federalism were those of Mill (1861), Dicey 

(first edition 1885), and Bryce (1888).  The even earlier Federalist Papers 

(Hamilton, Madison and Jay, 1787), which so greatly influenced the federal system 

adopted by the United States in 1787, and the contribution by de Tocqueville 

(1835), have also been extremely influential.  These early contributions to the 

study of federalism concentrated on the United States, Switzerland and in some 

case Canada (which federated in 1867). 
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2.3 Overview of Twentieth Century Developments 
 

Harman (1992, p. 345) observes that: 

 

With the development of political science as a discipline in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the study of federalism shifted 

from being concerned with normative theory to empirical research. Such 

scholars as Bryce and Dicey studied federalism as part of an interest in 

political systems. Yet, with a few exceptions, the study of federalism was 

generally neglected for many years. 

 

One of the few significant works to emerge in the first third of the twentieth 

century was the detailed description of the historical evolution of American, 

British and German thoughts on federalism contributed by Mogi (1930). 

 

Problems in intergovernmental relations experienced within the United States in 

the late 1930s, and the establishment of a great number of federal nation-states in 

the late 1940s and early 1950s following the second world war, revived interest in 

federalism in the late 1930s and 1940s, which has been maintained to the present 

day (Harman, 1992, p. 345).  Wheare (1946) produced his classic work in the early 

postwar period.  According to Sawer (1976, p. 109): 

 

the four editions (1946 to 1963) of Sir Kenneth Wheare's book Federal 

Government have played the same distinguished role in the making as well 

as the study of federalisms in this century as did works of de Tocqueville, 

Dicey and Bryce in the nineteenth century.   

 

The difficulties experienced by most of the postwar federations, which in many 

cases led to the abandonment of the federal form of government (as illustrated in 

Table 1-2 on page 17), encouraged numerous studies of the conditions and factors 

favourable or otherwise to the establishment and maintenance of federal systems, 

which in turn formed the basis for renewed examination of the classic federations, 

all of which had experienced difficulties to varying degrees in connection with 
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their federal arrangements.  Such analytical and comparative works are of central 

importance to the present study, and accordingly, most of the works employed in 

Chapter 3 fall into this category. 

 

In relation to more recent developments, Harman (1992, p. 345) observes that: 

 

Since the 1970s the main thrust internationally has been from students of 

intergovernmental relations, attempting to understand better the dynamics 

of interaction between government at different levels in complex federal 

systems such as the United States, Canada and Australia.  This work has 

attracted the interest of economists and students of public finance as well as 

political scientists and students of public administration, and has been given 

considerable stimulus by the work of various commissions and committees 

of inquiry appointed by governments to consider ways of modifying 

existing arrangements. 

 

 

2.4 Approaches to the Study of Federalism 
 

Federalism has been studied with a range of emphases and according to a variety 

of approaches. Studies of federalism can be distinguished according to such bases 

as: 

 

• disciplinary background – generally political science, political 

geography, constitutional law or public finance; 

 

• philosophical or theoretical approach – whether normative or empirical 

and tending toward the scientific, and whether descriptive or analytical; 

 

• emphasis – generally political, legal, institutional, sociological, 

economic, financial, geographic; 
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• whether one or more federations are considered – some studies are of 

individual federations whereas others consider and (generally) compare 

two or more federations; 

 

• the aim of the study – for example, to describe the workings of federal 

systems, to derive insights into when federations work and when they do 

not, to predict future developments in federations, to better understand 

intergovernmental or international relations, or to identify conditions and 

factors associated with the establishment and maintenance of federal 

systems. 

 

The works employed to assist in the derivation of federal suitability factors herein 

(see especially Chapter 3) span a diverse range of disciplinary backgrounds and 

emphases in the terms of the distinctions listed above.  Most are predominantly 

empirical studies which compared multiple federations and sought to establish 

conditions or factors which distinguished the successful federations from those in 

which federalism was unstable and ultimately abandoned. 

 

Any attempt at classifying distinct approaches to the study of federalism will tend 

to be oversimplistic in view of the inevitable overlap among such approaches in 

practice.  Certainly most comparative studies of federalism and federations have 

been multi-dimensional and have combined elements of various approaches 

spanning across legal, political, social and economic issues. As Watts (1994, p. 14) 

points out:  

 

Such studies may focus on the interrelation among the geographical, 

historical, economic, ecological, security, intellectual, cultural, 

demographic and international factors, and on which of these have been the 

most significant in promoting unity and promoting regionalism (Wheare, 

1963; Watts, 1966; Dikshit, 1975; Watts, 1981). 
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Nevertheless, the following five basic approaches to the study of federalism have 

been widely recognised (Birch, 1966, pp. 15-21; Taghavi-Dinani, 1982, pp. 42-48): 

 

• The Institutional or Legal Approach 

• The Sociological Approach 

• The 'Federalism as a Process' Approach 

• The 'Federalism as a Bargain' Approach 

• The 'Intergovernmental Relations' Approach 

 

2.4.1 The Institutional or Legal Approach 

 

This approach, led by Wheare (1963), which is also referred to as the 'formal' or 

'federalism as a matter of degree' approach, emphasises constitutional and legal 

aspects, and associated political relationships. 

 

2.4.2 The Sociological Approach 

 

This approach was led by Livingston (1952, 1956), who claims (1956, p. 2) that 

"the essence of federalism lies not in the constitutional or institutional structure but 

in the society itself".  According to this approach (Livingston, 1952, pp. 84-85): 

 

Every society, every nation if you will, is more or less closely integrated in 

accordance with its own peculiar historical, cultural, economic, political 

and other determinants. Each is composed of elements that feel themselves 

to be different from the other elements in varying degrees. ... Furthermore, 

these diversities may be distributed among the members of a society in such 

a fashion that certain attitudes are found in particular territorial areas, or 

they may be scattered widely throughout the whole of the society.  If they 

are grouped territorially, that is geographically, then the result may be a 

society that is federal.  If they are not grouped territorially, then the society 

cannot be said to be federal. 
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As Birch (1966, p. 16) points out, "Livingston's point is that federalism is 

essentially a phenomenon of social diversity rather than one of constitutional 

mechanics". 

 

2.4.3 The 'Federalism as a Process' Approach 

 

Led by Deutsch (1957) and Friedrich (1968), this approach contends that 

"federalism implies a process of federalizing, as well as a pattern or structure" 

(Friedrich, 1968, p. 177).  Friedrich defines the process of federalizing as: 

 

either the process by which a number of separate political units ... enter into 

and develop arrangements for working out solutions together ... or the 

reverse process through which a hitherto unitary political community, as it 

becomes differentiated into a number of separate and distinct political 

subcommunities, achieves a new order in which the differentiated 

communities become capable of working out separately and on their own 

decisions and policies on problems they no longer have in common.  

Federalism refers to this process, as it does to the structures and patterns 

this process creates; it also encompasses the belief (ideas and ideologies) 

which it presupposes and generates.  Federal behavior and federalist belief 

are part and parcel of federalism. 

 

Harman (1992, p. 348) considers that: 

 

Friedrich's work, like Livingston's approach, is full of ambiguity and 

difficulties.  It is difficult for example, to recognize which processes are 

federal and which are not.  Further, he does not provide any real indication 

of the link between the process and structure. However, he leads us to 

expect that federal systems generally are not static but changing in response 

to various pressures. 
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2.4.4 The 'Federalism as a Bargain' Approach 

 

Led by Riker (1964), and modified by Birch (1966), this approach casts federalism 

as a political and strategic (in a military sense) bargain. According to this 

approach, federalism is essentially a purely political phenomenon; social and 

economic factors are of secondary importance.  According to Davis (1978, p. 125), 

Riker's approach: 

 

characterizes what may be called the quasi-scientific style of the 

"behavioural movement", aspiring to transcend the "unique" historical and 

cultural setting of each federal experience to establish "tested and testable" 

generalizations. 

 

This approach is described in more detail in Section 3.5 of Chapter 3. 

 

2.4.5 The 'Intergovernmental Relations' Approach 

 

Led by Grodzins (1960a, 1960b, 1966), this approach, which is also referred to as 

the 'federalism as sharing' or 'new American federalism' approach, emphasises the 

utility of cooperation and the reality of integration among various layers of 

government in federations.  More recent contributions in this area include those by 

Warhurst (1987) and Watts (1989). 

 

 

2.5 Studies of Individual Federations 
 

Studies of federalism can be more or less divided according to whether they deal 

with individual federations, or whether they are comparative treatments of two or 

more federations.  Significant studies in both these categories are set out in this and 

the following sub-sections. 
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All of the major federations in the world have been subject to significant studies 

devoted to their unique federal arrangements and circumstances.  Among the seven 

federations involved in the present study, significant works spanning from the 

commencement of the respective federation to the present include: 

 

• on the United States – Hamilton, Madison and Jay, 1787-8; Bryce, 1888; 

Benson, 1941; Vile, 1961; Wildavsky, 1967; Elazar, 1984; Ostrom, 

1991; Zimmerman, 1992;  

• on Switzerland – The Swiss Question: a Brief Statement of Facts, 1847; 

Adams and Cunningham, 1889;  Rappard, 1936; Hughes, 1954; Linder, 

1994; 

• on Canada – Lefroy, 1913; Crepeau, 1968; Smiley, 1980; Burgess, 1990; 

Watts and Brown, 1991; 

• On Australia – Quick and Garran, 1901; Sawer, 1952; Holmes and 

Sharman, 1977; Galligan, 1995; Painter, 1999; 

• On Germany – Golay, 1958; Jeffrey and Savigear, 1991; Leonardy, 

1994; 

• On India – Bombwall, 1967; Sinha, 1987; Khan, 1992; and 

• On Belgium – Fitzmaurice, 1996; Senelle, 1996; Todman, 1997. 

 

 

2.6 Comparative Studies of Two or More Federations 
 

The works from which the federal suitability factors set out in Chapter 3 have been 

obtained, have been selected for use in the present investigation because they all 

list factors or conditions which, their authors argue, provide at least some 

indication as to the suitability of federal government in different countries.  They 

have all involved at least some comparative analysis of varying numbers of federal 

systems; indeed most were principally directed toward such comparative analysis.   

 

These various works span a diversity of approaches and emphases.  The more 

comprehensive works by Wheare (1963), Watts (1966), Sawer (1976), Hicks 

(1978), Dikshit (1975) and Franck (1968), and Elazar (1987, 1993, 1995) consider 
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social, economic, political (including military and institutional) and physical (or 

spatial), factors alike, whereas the other works have a somewhat narrower focus.  

Dicey (1915), for example, is principally concerned with constitutional aspects of 

federalism, whereas Deutsch (1957) emphasises social and economic factors.  

Riker (1964) focuses strictly upon political and related military and strategic 

bargaining aspects, whereas Walter and Huebsch (1978) focus primarily upon 

spatial factors.  The factors and conditions relating to federal stability produced by 

these 16 authors of course reflect these varying emphases. 

 

Many studies in comparative federalism have compared just two federations 

according to specific terms or criteria.  Smith (1923), for example, compared the 

federal institutions of the United States and Canada with a focus upon 

constitutional aspects.  McWhinney (1965) compared the West German and 

Canadian federalisms with emphasis on the balance of power between the central 

and subnational governments.   

 

Other studies have examined larger numbers of federations or have employed 

broader, more generalised bases for comparison.  The works employed in Chapter 

3 as described above fit into this latter category.  In addition, Bourinot (1890), for 

example, compares the federal systems of Canada with those in the United States 

and Switzerland.  MacKinnon compares federations worldwide with emphasis on 

issues of judicial interpretation, whereas Davies (1976) compared federal and 

unitary countries in terms of their taxation structures.  Mathews (1980) carried out 

a comprehensive comparison of the West German and Australian federations, and 

later (1985), compared the fiscal federal arrangements of Australia, Canada and the 

United States.  The United States Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental 

Relations (ACIR) undertook studies comparing the federal systems of Australia, 

Canada, the United States and West Germany (1981).  Tushnet (1990) compared 

the federal features of the European Economic Community with those of the 

United States. 
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Some comparative studies focus on changes over time, as well as across countries.   

Brown-John (1988) concluded that most federal systems are becoming increasingly 

centralized over time, and are making "less use of constitutional amendments to 

achieve change, and more use of agreements between governments, often 

negotiated by public officials" (Harman, 1992, pp. 346-348). 

 

Herperger, D. (1991), compares the distribution of powers and functions of 15 past 

and present federations (including the seven considered in the present 

investigation).  And in a related but extended study, Watts (1996) carries out a 

comprehensive comparison of two past (Czechoslovakia and Pakistan) and 10 

present federations (again, the seven under assessment here and also Austria, 

Malaysia and Spain – the latter classified as a federalizing, if not yet federal, 

country) with emphasis in the following areas: 

  

• The Distribution of Powers and Finances, 

• Processes for Flexibility and Adjustment; 

• Symmetry and Asymmetry; 

• Degrees of Centralization and Non-Centralization;  

• Representative Institutions; 

• Constitutional Supremacy in Federations; and  

• The Pathology of Federations.  

 

Being Canadian, Watts is especially concerned with Canada's standing in relation 

to the other federations he considers, just as the present thesis is especially 

interested in where Australia stands relative to the other six federations under 

consideration. 

 

Elazar (1991, 1994) has produced a definitive handbook which provides detailed 

descriptions of the historical, social and political influences on the federal 

arrangements in over 30 federal and quasi-federal polities. 

 

Two of the most informative texts on comparative federalism to emerge in the past 

decade are those of Burgess and Gagnon (1993) and de Villiers (1994).  Both 
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combine chapters on the various federal and quasi-federal systems in Europe, 

North America, Australia with other chapters which link and draw comparisons 

among these federal systems.  The prospects of increased federalization in Spain 

and South Africa are examined in some depth by de Villiers (1994). 

 

A study which, whilst narrower in scope, is similar and of particular interest to that 

reported on here, is the comparison of the federal systems of Australia, the United 

States, Canada, India, Brazil, and Yugoslavia carried out by Nathan and 

Balmaceda (1990, pp. 59-77).  As the basis for comparison, Nathan and Balmaceda 

(1990,  

pp. 61-63) assess "the role and character of regional governments" in the six 

federations considered according to the following criteria: 

 

• legal powers; 

• revenue powers; 

• functional-area authority and responsibilities; 

• the role of the regional governments in the affairs of the central 

government; 

• historical, social, and cultural identification; and 

• power over local units. 

 

Nathan and Balmaceda (1990, p. 72) conclude that Yugoslavia is the country in 

which federalism was then the strongest, followed by Canada, the United States, 

Australia, India, and Brazil, as follows: 
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Table 2-1 The Relative Strength of Federal Structures Based  
  on Regional Governments 
Strongest 
Regional 
Government 

Second 
Strongest 
Regional 
Government 

Third 
Strongest 
Regional 
Government 

Fourth 
Strongest 
Regional 
Government 

Fifth 
Strongest 
Regional 
Government 

Weakest 
Regional 
Government

Yugoslavia Canada United 
States of 
America 

Australia India Brazil 

Strong legal, fiscal 
and functional 
power; strong 
control over local 
governments; 
institutional role in 
central government; 
ethnic and regional 
diversity 

Strong legal, fiscal, 
and functional 
power; 
institutional role in 
national affairs; 
strong control over 
local governments; 
ethnic and 
linguistic diversity 

Strong fiscal 
power, extensive 
authority over 
local government; 
informal and 
fragmented 
institutional role in 
central-
government 
affairs; sharing of 
functional 
authority 

Institutional role in 
national affairs; 
strong control over 
local governments; 
centralized revenue 
structure works 
against regional 
governments; 
greater functional 
powers than US 

National 
government 
appoints 
governors; ethnic 
and cultural 
diversity; more 
centralized fiscal 
power 

Weak functional, 
fiscal and legal 
authority; national 
government has 
strong control over 
local governments 
 

[Adapted from Nathan and Balmaceda (1990, Figure 4.1, p. 74); emphasis added to 
nations involved in the present study] 
 
 
Another comparative study of particular relevance to the present investigation is 

that carried out by Brzinski, Lancaster and Tuschhoff (1997) which seeks to 

explore "how compounded representation [meaning representation of multiple 

interest groups through multiple access points] affects accountability and 

consensus building capacity in Western European democracies", and how 

"federalism and its institutions affect the fundamental goals of representation in 

liberal democracies".  To this end, the study compares (1) the trends towards 

increased or decreased compounded representation, and (2) the consensus building 

capacities, of Belgium, Switzerland, Spain, Germany and the European Union (as a 

whole), in terms of their: 

 

• federal structures (on the bases of social stability, constitutional 

entrenchment, mutual dependency and implementation patterns); 

• cultural factors (based on ethnicity, language, history, religion, ideology 

and regional variations); and 

• interest organizations (parties and interest groups). 

 

The results of the study are summarised in the following table: 
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Table 2-2 Compounded Representation and Consensus Building Capacity 
in European Federal Arrangements 

Polity Trends of Compounded 
Representation 

Consensus Building 
Capacity 

Belgium increasing moderate 
Switzerland increasing via party system and 

representation 
high 

Spain increasing moderate 
Germany increasing (since unification) high 
European Union likely to increase low 
[adapted from Table 2: Typology of Case Studies (in Brzinski, Lancaster and 
Tuschhoff, 1997)] 
 
 
It is seen that compounded representation is increasing in Belgium, Switzerland, 

Spain and Germany and "likely to increase" in the European Union.  And of most 

relevance to the present thesis study, consensus building capacities were found to 

be high in Switzerland and Germany, but only moderate in Belgium - an issue that 

is explored further in Section 4.6 of Chapter 4. 

 

 

2.7 Contemporary Foci in Comparative Federalism Research 
 

Duchacek (1990, p. 23) argues that whilst "there exists a substantial body of 

studies that describe, analyze and compare various constitutions, institutions and 

processes", these studies "rarely proceed beyond description and correlation and 

add little to our explanatory knowledge and the development of a theory of 

federalism".  He continues (Duchacek, 1991, p. 24): 

 

in our effort to move from our existential and correlational knowledge of 

federalism toward ... explanatory knowledge, the following four major 

themes ... are recommended here for reconsideration or new exploration: 

 

1. Federal processes without federal institutions; 

2. Federal political culture; 

3. Coincidence of intrafederal and ethic boundaries; 

4. External roles of provinces and cities. 
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According to Watts (1994, pp. 10-23), the following issues are of "particular 

contemporary interest in the comparative study of federal systems and 

federations": 

 

• the social and political basis of federal Systems and Federations; 

• federal processes; 

• intergovernmental relations; 

• the form of central institutions; and 

• the efficiency of federal political systems. 

 

Elazar (1993, pp. 190-195) provides a comprehensive overview of the field of 

comparative federalism as it then stood.  He emphasises the value of comparative 

studies generally, and those of federalism in particular, in the following terms 

(Elazar, 1993, p. 191): 

 

The expansion of the comparative study of federalism internationally was 

based upon the same reasons that make the comparative method attractive 

in other fields: (1) better self-knowledge, (2) learning from others 

confronted with the same or similar issues or problems, (3) the value and 

pleasure of sharing information for increased understanding, and (4) 

common theory-building of the kind helpful to all scholars.  

 

Elazar (1993, p. 190) notes that comparative studies of federalism can generally be 

assigned to one of three groupings: 

 

(1) federalism in the English-speaking world, particularly the British 

Empire, including imperial federalism (Davis 1978; King 1982; 

Wheare 1963); 

(2) federalism in the German-speaking world, particularly Germany and 

Switzerland (Frenkel 1984; Esterbauer, Heraud and Pernthaler 

1977); and  
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(3) federalistic ideologies and schemes, mostly presented by 

philosophic advocates of federalism as a utopian system (Marc 

1948; Marc and Aron 1948; Stevens 1977). 

 

Elazar (1993, p. 191) further observes that productive comparative work continues 

to be undertaken in the following principal areas of federalism: 

 

• theory (Althusius 1964; Ostrom 1986; Davis 1978; Elazar 1987);  

• institutions (e.g., Riker 1964; Duchacek 1970);  

• constitutions, including constitutional law (Livingston 1956; Bowie and 

Friedrich 1954; Banting and Simeon 1981; Franck 1968; Watts 1991);  

• foundings, i.e., the establishment or organization of federal systems 

(e.g., Essays in Federalism 1961);  

• functions, or intergovernmental relations (e.g., Macmahon 1955; Frenkel 

1977); 

• fiscal matters such as intergovernmental taxing and spending (e.g., 

Maxwell 1977; Mathews 1977); and  

• cases and issues (e.g., Dikshit 1975).  

 

It is noted that Elazar and Watts seem to substantially overlook comparative 

studies which focus on physical, spatial as well as human geography, such as the 

productive comparative works undertaken by political geographers such as Walter 

and Huebsch (1978) and Paddison (1983). 
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... 

5.1 Conclusions 
 

The present study set out to estimate how well Australia is suited to federalism 

generally, and its own form of federal government in particular, relative to six 

other 

federations.  On the basis of the analysis described in Chapter 4, and summarised 

in Section 4.12, it appears as though the United States is best suited to its federal 

arrangements, followed by Switzerland and then Australia.  These three countries 

appear to be considerably better suited to their federal arrangements than Canada 

and Germany, which in turn appear to be somewhat better suited to their federal 

systems than India and Belgium.  The federal systems of Belgium, Canada and 

India all appear especially vulnerable in the presence of strong separatist forces.  

 

The study set out to faithfully and gainfully apply as much relevant knowledge as 

possible, under a disciplined methodological framework, to the assessment of 

federalism's suitability in Australia relative to six other federations.  The study has 

proposed meaningful, if not precise, ordinal rankings of relative federal suitability 

according to 11 factors which were developed as a synthesis of similar factors 

contributed by 16 prominent scholars of federalism or political science.  The study 

has utilised a wide diversity of methodological approaches, statistics and 

arguments in the process of estimating these federal suitability rankings.  If the 

present study falls short of being a definitive analysis on federal suitability, it must 

at least have some value in being indicative of the considerations, factors and 

measures that need to be taken into account when assessing the suitability of 

federal arrangements. 

 

  


