
Does federalism include centralization? 

Federalism, by definition , is a political system in which power is shared between a central (or 
federal) government and autonomous territorial entities (such as states, provinces, or cantons). It 
is therefore distinguished from the centralized system , in which power is concentrated in a single 
authority at the top.

But does federalism include centralization?

 ➡ Yes, to a certain extent.

Here's why:

1. A central power exists in a federal state

Even if the federated entities have autonomy, there are still:

 a central government (e.g., the federal government in the United States, Canada, Germany, 
etc.),

 common institutions ( for example: a federal constitution, an army, a foreign policy, a 
single currency, etc.),

 a hierarchy of norms where the federal Constitution is superior to those of the entities.

So, there is indeed a form of minimal centralization necessary for the proper functioning of the 
whole.

2. The degree of centralization varies among federations

 More centralized federalism : Germany or the United States where the central government 
has a significant role.

 More decentralized/confederal federalism : Switzerland or Belgium, where entities have 
more freedom.

3. Federalism can evolve towards more centralization

Some federal states have experienced phases of centralization , particularly in times of crisis (war, 
pandemic, etc.), when the federal state strengthens its powers.

In summary:

Federalism is not incompatible with a certain amount of centralization , but this 
centralization remains limited: the essence of federalism is the sharing of power , not 
its exclusive concentration.

Here is a comparative table between federalism , centralization , and decentralization , to 
clarify their differences and similarities:



Criteria Federalism Centralization Decentralization
Distribution of 
power

Shared between the center 
and the federated entities

Centrally focused
Delegated by the center to 
local authorities

Autonomy of 
local entities

Raised and guaranteed by 
the Constitution

Weak or non-existent
Average: limited and 
reversible autonomy

Constitution 
specific to the 
regions

Yes, entities can have their 
own constitution.

No
Sometimes, but generally 
not at the same level as in 
federalism

Typical 
examples

United States, Germany, 
Switzerland, Belgium

France (before 
decentralization laws), 
Japan

France (since 1982), Italy 
(regions with special 
status), Spain

Hierarchy of 
standards

Federal Constitution at the 
top, then entity laws

National law at the top
National law at the top, but 
room for local action

Origin of local 
autonomy

Constitutional origin (it 
does not depend on the will
of the center)

Decision of the central 
state

Delegation by the center 
(withdrawal possible)

System 
flexibility

Less flexible: skills are 
rigid

Very flexible (the 
center decides 
everything)

Relatively flexible, 
depending on the decisions 
of the central state

Relationships 
between levels

Cooperation, sometimes 
tensions

Subordination
Coordination (but with risk 
of recentralization)



What is the difference between federalism and centralization?

The difference between federalism and centralization lies mainly in how power is organized 
and distributed among the different levels of government in a country.

Federalism

Federalism is a political system in which power is shared between a central (national) government 
and regional entities (states, provinces, cantons, etc.), which have significant autonomy .

Main features:

 The federated entities have their own constitution, parliament, and government.

 They can legislate in certain areas (education, health, security, etc.).

 Example: Germany, United States, Switzerland, Canada .

✅  Advantages:

 Respect for cultural or linguistic diversity.

 Better adaptation of policies to local realities.

Centralization

Centralization , on the other hand , refers to a system in which most power is concentrated in the 
hands of the central government.

Main features:

 Local authorities mainly implement decisions taken by the central government.

 Local authorities have little or no autonomous legislative power.

 Example: France (even if it has evolved towards more decentralization) .

✅  Advantages:

 Unity of decision-making, policy coherence.

 Greater efficiency in national decisions.

In summary:

Appearance Federalism Centralization

Distribution of power
Shared between center and 
regions

Nationally focused

Regional autonomy High Weak
Examples United States, Germany France (historically)
Objective Respect local diversity Ensure unity and efficiency



Is the federal state the ultimate goal of the unitary state? Could federalism govern unitary 
states in the future?

Your question raises an interesting political and philosophical issue: is federalism an advanced 
stage in the development of the unitary state , or is it an alternative choice for organizing 
power ? Here is a two-part structured answer:

1. The federal state: a possible but not necessary end of the unitary 
state

a) Federalism as a possible evolution

 The unitary state can evolve towards a federal form when it is confronted with territorial 
tensions , strong identity claims or a requirement for greater decentralization.

 Examples:

 Belgium : initially a unitary state, it became a federal state in response to tensions 
between the Flemish and Walloons.

 Spain (even if it remains officially unitary): is experiencing a “de facto 
federalization” via its autonomous communities .

 This development can be seen as a pragmatic accommodation , or even a democratic 
maturation , by allowing more precise management of diversity.

b) But not a mandatory purpose

 Not all unitary states are destined to become federal .

 France , Italy , Japan : unitary states which have strengthened decentralization 
without switching to federalism.

 Some federal states were born in this way (e.g. United States , post-WWII Germany ): they
therefore did not go through a unitary stage.

✅  So: federalism can be an end goal of the unitary state , but it is neither 
inevitable nor universal .

2. Federalism as a principle of the future for unitary states?

a) Advantages of federalism for modern states

 Responds to cultural, linguistic and territorial diversity .

 Allows for local governance , while maintaining political unity.

 Can strengthen democratic resilience (each federated entity can innovate, experiment, 
adapt).

b) Limits and resistances

 Risk of fragmentation if the federated entities claim more autonomy than unity.



 Loss of centralized control , which can be seen as a weakening of the state.

 Cultural and historical resistance to the idea of federalism (e.g. in France, strong Jacobin 
heritage).

? Thus, federalism could inspire future reforms of unitary states , without 
necessarily replacing them . We can envisage a hybridization , with unitary states 
adopting mechanisms close to federalism (e.g.: advanced regionalization, asymmetry of 
territorial powers).

 In summary✅
Federalism is not the natural goal of the unitary state, but one option among others to
meet the challenges of modern governance. In the future, unitary states could 
incorporate elements of federalism , without necessarily abandoning their core 
structure.



What is a unitary state adopting mechanisms close to federalism (e.g. advanced 
regionalization, asymmetry of territorial powers). 

A unitary state adopting mechanisms close to federalism is a country which, while retaining the 
structure of a unitary state (where sovereign power is centralized in a single national government), 
puts in place mechanisms of extensive decentralization which may resemble, in their effects, those
found in a federal state.

Here is a more detailed explanation:

1. Unitary State vs. Federal State

 Unitary state: 
Power is concentrated at the central level (national government). Local authorities (regions, 
departments, provinces) do not have their own sovereignty; their powers are delegated by 
the central state, which can modify or withdraw them.

 Federal state: 
Power is shared between a central government and federated entities (states, Länder, 
provinces, etc.), which have constitutional autonomy : they can have their own 
constitution, legislation, government, etc.

2. Mechanisms close to federalism in a unitary state

Some unitary states introduce mechanisms reminiscent of federalism, without taking the step of 
shared sovereignty. This is manifested by:

a. Advanced regionalization

 Some regions obtain expanded administrative and political autonomy , with legislative or
regulatory powers.

 Example: Spain with its autonomous communities (such as Catalonia or the Basque 
Country), which have extensive legislative powers.

b. Asymmetry of territorial powers

 Not all regions have the same powers : some have more power due to their history, culture, 
language or political demands.

 Example: Italy with its “special status regions” (such as Sicily or the Aosta Valley).

c. Strengthened political decentralization

 Elected assemblies , their own budgets , and even the ability to legislate in certain non-
sovereign matters.

 Example: Morocco with its "advanced regionalization", where regions have an increased 
role in the management of local public policies.



3. Objectives of these mechanisms

 Respond to identity or autonomist demands .

 Better adapt public action to local specificities .

 Preserve national unity while introducing flexibility into territorial organization.

Conclusion

A unitary state with mechanisms close to federalism does not share sovereignty with its territorial 
entities, but grants them enhanced functional autonomy , sometimes asymmetrical. It is a form of 
advanced political decentralization , often used as a compromise between centralism and 
federalism.



Between the United Kingdom, France, Spain and Italy, which of these countries is closest to a 
federal system?

Of the United Kingdom, France, Spain, and Italy, Spain is the one that comes closest to a federal 
system , although none of these countries is officially a federation.

Here's a quick comparison:

Spain – Highly decentralized (quasi-federal) state

 Organization : Unitary state, but with strong regional autonomy.

 Special feature : 17 autonomous communities with very broad powers (education, health, 
police, etc.).

 Some regions such as Catalonia or the Basque Country have specific rights (own police 
force, specific tax system for the Basque Country).

 Although it is not a constitutional federation, the degree of autonomy is such that many 
speak of a quasi-federal or asymmetrical system .

United Kingdom – Unitary state with devolution

 Organization : Unitary state, but with devolution of powers to Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland.

 Special feature : England does not have its own institution, and the British Parliament 
retains total sovereignty (it can theoretically withdraw devolved powers).

 Closer to a regionalized state than a true federal system.

Italy – Regionalized State

 Organization : Unitary state, but with ordinary and special status regions .

 Some regions (such as Sicily or Trentino-Alto Adige) have a large degree of autonomy, but 
overall the central state remains dominant.

 Trend towards more decentralization, but autonomy remains less marked than in Spain.

France – Centralized unitary state

 Organization : Traditionally very centralized, although some decentralization exists 
(regions, departments, municipalities).

 Local authorities do not have constitutional autonomy comparable to that of a federated 
state.

 France remains the typical example of a centralized unitary state , despite reforms since 



the 1980s.

Conclusion :

Spain is the country that comes closest to a federal model , although it is not officially a federation.
The level of regional autonomy is higher and more institutionalized than in the United Kingdom, 
Italy, or France.
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