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Because of the redistributive nature of institutions and the availability
of implementable alternatives with different distributive consequences,
the desire of federation members to change institutional specifics in
their favor is a permanent feature of the federal political process. This
is so for two reasons. First, states or their equivalents in democratic
federations usually can succeed in renegotiating the rules if they feel
sufficiently motivated to do so, albeit sometimes at the cost of secession
and civil war. Second, in the case of a federation it is more or less clear
who stands to benefit from any change in institutions, and coalitions in
favor of renegotiation can be easily formed depending on the content
of the proposal. Thus, the existence of an equilibrium of constitutional
legitimacy at the popular and elite levels cannot be taken for granted.
The authors show that the presence in the political process of agents
who are “naturally committed” to the status quo institutional arrange-
ment can suffice to coordinate voters to act as if they support existing
constitutional arrangements, even if this is not the best option.
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Preface

It is natural, when thinking of democratic federalism, to begin with the clas-
sic and most successful examples — the United States, Germany, Australia,
Switzerland, Canada, India, and even the more economically underachieving
ones of Brazil and Argentina — and to assume that designing a federal state
is a well-understood exercise of finding a suitable balance between regional
autonomy and federal authority. But focusing on such examples obscures
the fact that of seven European federations of the last decade of the twen-
tieth century (Germany, Switzerland, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Russia, the
USSR, and Yugoslavia), three (Czechoslovakia, the USSR, and Yugoslavia)
no longer exist, one is hardly guaranteed to remain democratic or federal
except in name only (Russia), and another (Belgium) is arguably surviving
as a linguistically divided state largely by virtue of its position as the bureau-
cratic “capital” of a nascent federation, the European Union. Add to this the
fact of the American Civil War, Canada’s struggle with Quebec separatism,
the bloody conflicts that plagued the Swiss Confederation in the first half of
the nineteenth century, India’s descent to virtual despotic rule under Indira
Gandhi, the earlier near disappearance of meaningful Australian federalism,
wholly dissolved or disrupted federations (e.g., Mali, Uganda, Cameroon,
British West India, Nigeria, Pakistan, Ethiopia), and Europe’s often bumpy
road to integration, and we can only conclude that the requirements of a
successful design are neither trivial nor well understood.

This volume, in fact, is prefaced on the assumption (belief) that successful
design, and specifically democratic design, requires something more than the
mere negotiation of regional versus central authority or the establishment
of a “fair” system of regional representation in the national legislature —
the common foci of federal constitutional craftsmanship. Indeed, a second
premise of this volume is that the institutional parameters most commonly
assumed to be critical to federal success are not sufficient to implement a suc-
cessful design and may not even be the ones that are of primary importance.
We hasten to add that we are not about to argue that success or failure rests

X

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9780521016483
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-01648-3 - Designing Federalism: A Theory of Self-Sustainable Federal Institutions
Mikhail Filippov, Peter C. Ordeshook and Olga Shvetsova

Frontmatter

More information

X Preface

with socioeconomic circumstances. We would not deny the importance of
such things as ethnic, linguistic, religious, or racial divisions; experience with
democratic governance; and the maturity and efficiency of domestic markets.
But if, in attempting to implement a stable federal state, we assume that
only directly manipulable institutional parameters are at our disposal, then,
in addition to the usual variables of federal design, we must consider seem-
ingly tangential matters such as the authority of the federal center’s chief
executive; the timing of local, regional, and national elections; the bicameral
character of the national legislature or appropriately designed substitutes for
bicameralism; and the content of regional charters and constitutions.

Our rationale for reaching beyond even constitutional parameters lies in
the fact that the essential difficulty with political design generally is that polit-
ical institutions are, by their very nature, redistributive — different institutions
imply different winners and losers so that in the long and short run different
people will prefer different institutional arrangements. And the particular
difficulty with federal design is that, in addition to those social cleavages
with which a designer must often deal, by definition it establishes, coordi-
nates, and legitimizes specific competing interests — notably those of federal
subjects as well as the federal center. Add to this the requirement of citizen
sovereignty in a democratic state whereby politicians are required to some-
how accommodate the potentially myopic self-interest of their constituents,
and federalism becomes especially problematic in terms of sustaining a stable
institutional structure. Addressing the redistributive nature of design directly,
by manipulating only a limited subset of institutional parameters artificially
labeled “federal” is unlikely to yield an adequate result. Instead, we argue,
the uniquely theoretically justifiable approach is to induce a principal-agent
relationship between citizens and their elected representatives that is imper-
fect but nevertheless satisfies the requirements of democratic governance,
that redirects political elite motives away from divisive bargaining even if
such bargaining serves the myopic interests of those who elect them, and
that encourages society generally to reward such imperfect agency. We are
led then to those institutional variables that impact the entity that serves
as the primary intermediary between citizens acting as voters and politi-
cal elites acting as election candidates, the political party. Although various
scholars note the importance of parties to the operation of federalism, we
argue that a properly designed party system encourages the imperfect agency
essential to federal success. Put simply, implementing a federal system that
is self-sustaining requires that we cast our institutional net widely so as to
address those things which impact politicians’ strategies as they strive to win
and maintain office in a democracy.
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