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came to be seen by political scientists as a partnership, but one in which the dominant 
partner was, more often than not, the national government.

Possible Alternatives to Federalism
The federal system was not the only alternative available to our founders for organizing 
the relationship between the central government and the states. In fact, as we know, it 
wasn’t even their first choice as a framework for government. The Articles of Confed-
eration, which preceded the Constitution, handled the relationship quite differently. We 
can look at federalism as a compromise system that borrows some attributes from a 
unitary system and some from a confederal system. Had the founders chosen either of 
these alternatives, American government would look very different today.

Unitary Systems In a unitary system, the central government ultimately has  
all the power. Local units (states or counties) may have some power at some time, but 
basically they are dependent on the central unit, which can alter or even abolish them. 
Many contemporary countries have unitary systems, among them Britain, France, Japan, 
Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Hungary, and the Philippines.

Figure 3.1  �The Constitutional Division of Powers Between the National 
Government and the States
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