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In contrast, holding-together federalism is the result of a top-down process in which the 

central government of a polity chooses to decentralize its power to subnational governments. 

This process typically occurs in multiethnic countries in which the central government fears 

that the continued existence of the country is threatened by one or more geographically con-

centrated “ethnic” groups that wish to secede. In order to appease these secessionist groups and 

keep the country together, the central government decentralizes power to those subnational 

units in which the aggrieved ethnic group is dominant, thereby making the group more content 

to live within a unified state. For example, Belgium adopted federal arrangements in the 1990s 

to placate the demands of its different linguistic groups. Although they remain unitary states in 

their constitutional structure, India, Spain, and the United Kingdom are also examples of states 

that have engaged in holding-together federalism—they’ve all devolved significant policymak-

ing power to regional governments in an attempt to defuse secessionist pressures. In general, 

holding-together federations are characterized by both incongruent and asymmetric federalism. 

These federations are incongruent because their whole reason for existing is to decentralize 

power to territorially-based ethnic groups; they tend to be asymmetric because they’re trying to 

satisfy the different needs and preferences of the various ethnic groups in the country.

Over the years, supporters of federal systems have sought to highlight their advantages over 

unitary systems. Some scholars have argued that decentralized systems are best for satisfying 

popular preferences in democratic countries in which individuals hold heterogeneous prefer-

ences (Alesina and Spolaore 1997; Buchanan and Tullock 1962; Tiebout 1956; Tullock 1969). It 

seems reasonable to expect that fewer citizens will be dissatisfied with public policy in a federal 

country than in a unitary one. Consider the following example. Suppose that sixty citizens 

in a unitary state prefer policy A and forty citizens prefer policy B. In this situation, policy A 
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