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The Unit ed St at es is t he classic exemplar of  federal democracy, but  it
had t he good fort une t o be born wit h many of  t he essent ial component s
of a fully funct ioning democracy already in place. Alexis de Tocqueville
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wrot e in 1831 t hat  t he “const it ut ion of  t he Unit ed St at es is an admirable
work, nevert heless one may believe t hat  it s founders would not  have
succeeded, had not  t he previous 150 years given t he di erent  St at es of
t he Union t he t ast e for, and pract ice of, provincial government s.” 
America’s colonial legislat ures—t he legal embodiment  of  opposit ion t o
Brit ain and governors appoint ed by t he monarchy—were readily
t ransformed int o governing bodies as well as const it uent  assemblies.
Those assemblies’ experience wit h dra ing st at e const it ut ions, in t urn,
proved invaluable when it  came t ime t o dra  t he nat ional document .
More generally, America was born wit h an endowment  of  regional
elect oral syst ems, regional fact ions t hat  served as seedbeds for st at e
and nat ional part ies, regional court s, regional public bureaucracies, and
an elect orat e familiar wit h t ransfers of  power by popular vot e.

It  is o en argued t hat , given t hese advant ages, America’s democrat ic
experiment  holds few lessons for count ries t hat  are current ly in
t ransit ion from aut horit arian t o democrat ic rule, which would do bet t er
t o emulat e ot her count ries wit h aut horit arian legacies such as Spain or
Taiwan. This view, however, is mist aken. It  may be t rue t hat  such cases
best  illust rat e general principles of  t ransit ion from aut horit arianism t o
democracy. But  mat ure democracies such as t he Unit ed St at es bet t er
illust rat e t he principles of  st able federal relat ions and t he proper design
of t hose [End Page 27] democrat ic inst it ut ions t hat  must  be out lined in
a nat ion’s const it ut ion during t he t ransit ion. Count ries t hat  have
undergone recent  t ransit ions successfully may best  illust rat e “how t o
get  t here,” but  st able democracies best  illust rat e what  “t here” is.

Yet  t he specif ic condit ions t o which Tocqueville refers are neit her
necessary nor su icient  for t he creat ion of  a st able democrat ic st at e,
federal or ot herwise. They are not  su icient  because t he same
circumst ances describe Europe t oday, even t hough Europe’s polit ical
int egrat ion remains largely a promise; t hey described America not  only in
1787 but  also in 1860, prior t o t he out break of  t he Civil War; and t hey
describe cont emporary Canada despit e t he t hreat  of  Quebec’s
secession. Nor are t hey necessary, since it  would be a st ret ch t o say t hat
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t hey described Germany a er t he Second World War, Spain a er Franco,
or India a er independence. Nevert heless, Tocqueville’s observat ions are
universally relevant , for t hey force us t o t hink in general t heoret ical
t erms about  t he nat ure of  t he advant age America gained from it s
colonial and preconst it ut ional experiences. Alt hough t he circumst ances
t hat  prevailed in America in 1787 may be unique, we should not  assume
t hat  t hey are anyt hing more t han one part icular way of  sat isfying a
general necessary and su icient  condit ion for a st able federalism.

Most  comment ary on federalism ignores t hat  minimum necessary
condit ion for st abilit y: t he federal agreement ’s capacit y for self-
enforcement  and t he crucial role of  polit ical part ies in t hat  arrangement .
 And even when t he crit ical inst it ut ional fact ors are considered, t here is

a nat ural inclinat ion t o make precisely t he wrong choices. First , because it
is commonly assumed t hat  people in new democracies are “unskilled”
vot ers, easily misled by nat ionalist  or et hnic appeals, it  is t hought  t hat
few public o ices should be f illed init ially by direct  elect ion. Second,
because regional government s are assumed t o be eit her corrupt  or
subject  t o corrupt ion and because regional elect ions are seen as easy
t arget s for fraud, regional and local elect ions eit her are post poned unt il
a degree of  polit ical st abilit y emerges at  t he nat ional level or are
subject ed t o st rict  oversight  and cont rol by t he nat ional government .
Third, because many people adhere t o a naive view of democracy in
which elect ions are seen as mechanisms for measuring or det ermining
t he “popular will,” elect ions for t he nat ional legislat ure, for regional and
local government s, and for t he presidency are t ypically held at  di erent
t imes in t he belief  t hat  t his will avoid confusion in t he expression of  t hat
will. Fourt h, because t he chief  execut ive is commonly ident if ied as t he
head of a st at e’s const it ut ional order, it  is assumed t hat ...
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