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FEDERALISM

Major IssuesTalking Points
by

Dr. Hasan Askari

FEDERATION can be defined as a political union of diverse elements, interests and identities. They 
see the advantage of becoming member of a bigger political union but also want to maintain 
their separate identity. The advantages of creating a bigger political entity include political, 
diplomatic, economic and security.

In a federation, power is divided between a national government and two or more regional 
governments, each of which is legally supreme within a defined sphere. An overall constitutional 
framework ensures interdependence and autonomy. The U.S., Switzerland, Australia, Canada, West 
Germany, Nigeria an India are examples of federal system of government. 

It reflects three characteristics: Unity and diversity
  Shared rule and regional/local rule
  Two sets of governments, each with a defined domain

How federations are Created?

1.Aggregation of formally separate states, USA, Switzerland

2.Grant of Autonomy o the units of an already existing state. A movement from unitary to federal 
system. 

3.A colonial authority gradually creates a federation through devolution, decentralization and 
grant of autonomy to smaller units i.e. British India.

 Federations and other systems:

1.Unitary Systems: All power and authority is concentrated in the national government. It can 
assign some power and authority to sub-national and regional governments but there is no 
constitutional guarantee for their powers. Their powers depend on the pleasure of the national 
parliament. The U.K. and Bangladesh are two well known examples. However, there is a growing 
tendency in many unitary states to grant more power and authority to sub-national governments. 
A regional or sub-national legislature may also be established. Sri Lanka is a unitary state but it is 
working towards increasing the position and powers of provinces.

2.Federal System: Distribution of powers between the national and the sub-national governments 
with a constitutional guarantee. The present brief focuses on federal system of government.  

3.Confederation: A confederation is a weak political union or organization of sovereign states. The 
constituent units have sovereign and independent status but they create a joint administrative 
organizational system to look after limited and clearly defined functions. A confederal authority 
generally lacks powers of taxation, law making and enforcement. CONFEDERATION IS NOT A STTE 
BUT AN ORGANIZATION OR UNION OF SOVEREIGN STATES. Examples: USA (1781-1789), Switzerland 
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(moved from confederation to federation). The historical trend is a movement from confederation 
to federation. 

4.Regional Unions: The states of a region increase intra-region cooperation and interaction and 
create some regional level institution and processes. A regional union may drift between a 
confederation and federation. The European Union is a good example of a regional union. Some 
other regional economic cooperation groups like ASEAN may also move in this direction.

Pre-Requisites of a Federation:

1.A written Constitution, supremacy of the constitution.
2.Division of powers with constitutional guarantees.
3.Two sets of government with domains specified in the constitution
4.A participatory political system.
5.Processes and institution to facilitate inter-governmental collaboration for the areas of shared 
responsibilities.
6.Shared political goals and a positive experience of working together. 

There is no ideal federation or a set formula to create a federation. Federal systems vary from 
country to country. The may also vary over time in the same country. However, a federal system 
must reflect the above conditions in theory and practice.

FEDERALISM IN PAKISTAN

Main Issues

Article 1 of the 1973 Constitution describes Pakistan as a FEDERAL REPUBLIC 

The roots of federalism in Pakistan go back to the period of British rule in India, when the British 
gradually decentralized powers to provinces and ultimately proposed a federal system under the 
Government of India Act, 1935. The federal part of the constitution was not implemented. Only 
the provincial part was implemented after elections in 1937. The federal system was marked by 
strong centre with the Viceroy as the head, but the ultimate power was with the colonial authority 
based in London.

Pakistan fulfills the basic features of Federalism, i.e. a written constitution, division of powers with 
provincial autonomy, two sets the government, institutional infrastructure for dealing with shared 
goals, and participatory political processes.

Some provisions of the institution assign pre-eminence to the centre. At the operational level, the 
tendency is towards sustaining a centre. Pakistan can thus be described as a federation with 
strong centre. Some writers call it a Quasi-federal system.

Pakistan's Heritage

1. Federalism introduced by the British in India.
2. The Muslim League heritage of the demand for constitutional guarantees for the Muslims 
of British India, and federalism with autonomy for provinces.
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3.A strong centre: A heritage from British India. This feature was incorporated in all Pakistani 
constitutions with necessary changes. The tradition of a strong centre continued in Pakistan at the 
operational level.

Structural Issues of Federalism in Pakistan

1. Geography
a. East and West Pakistan, 1947-71
Geographical distance, population, area and the locus of power

b. Diversity in West Pakistan
Ethnic, linguistic and administrative, 1947-71 

c. Punjab with the present day Pakistan
    Population and power concentration

2. Tradition of a strong centre
Repeated federal intervention in provincial affairs

This worked in favour of West Pakistan in the pre 1971 period, and in favour of the Punjab in the 
post-1971-Pakistan 

Issues of representation, distribution of powers, provincial autonomy and constitution making.

3. The Security State model strengthened the centre.
Security against Indian threat and internal disorder.

Insecurity is built into Pakistan's psyche. This undermined the development of democracy

4.The unitary nation building model. The centre directed nationalism Unitary and monolithic 
model and denial of diversity.

5. Failure of democracy; constitutional and political breakdown
Lack of participatory institutions and processes.

6. Rise of the bureaucratic and military elite: Not committed to democracy
Guided or limited democracy

7. Military rule and martial Law
Unity of command and centralized management

 
8.Post-military rule institutions and processes
Strong shadow of the military makes it difficult for institutions and process to acquire autonomous 
role.

9. Weak and disorganized political parties
Restriction on the political processes
Absence of a democratic culture

10. The Political and economic experience:
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Political experience did not strengthen confidence in federalism
Federal system must create a sense of confidence and trust among the constitution 

elements. Pakistan track record has generally been poor.

Major Issues of Federalism in Contemporary Pakistan

1.A powerful centre that does not let the provinces exercise powers assigned to them by the 1973 
Constitution

iThe federal government exercising powers not assigned to it by the Constitution

ii.The need of review of the formula for distribution of powers between the centre and provinces

iii.Local government established directly by the federal government undermines the provincial 
entity which is a key unit of the administrative system. The centre has assigned powers to the 
centre which partly neutralize the role of provinces. The centre has not reduced its hold over 
power but reduced the clout of province over the affairs given to the local government.

2. Lack of financial autonomy
The provinces have limited sources of raising revenue. They depend on the federal       
government for getting their share from the federal government. Their share from the divisible pool 
has been reduced over the years.

3. The NFC Award: problem of evolving consensus on distribution of resources
    Net Profit of electricity power generation
    Natural Resources: Gas royalty

4. River Water Resource: Formula for sharing water by the provinces.
    Kalabagh Dam (KBD), Greater Thal Canal (GTC)

If the working of federalism generates positive political experience, it promotes mutual 
accommodation and trust and strengthens federalism.

DISTRIBUTIONS OF POWER FORMULAS

The 1956 Constitution

Three lists of subjects: Central, Provincial and concurrent

Federal government was assigned 30 items against 61 under the first Interim Constitution of 1947

Provincial governments were assigned 94 subjects as compared to 55 subjects allocated to 
provinces in the first Interim Constitution of 1947

Concurrent List included 19 items like scientific and industrial research, price control, inter 
provincial migration 

The 1962 Constitution



One list of subjects  Central list with 49 items.
However other features of the Constitution like a strong president under the Presidential system, 
weak Legislature and a Provincial government established with the approval of the President gave 
enormous powers to the federal government.

The 1973 Constitution

Two list of subjects: Federal and Concurrent

Federal List: First Part: 59 items
Second Part: 8 items

Concurrent List: 47 items
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