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I JUAN J. LINZ 

Presidential or Parliamentary Democracy: 
Does It Make a Difference? 

IN RECENT DECADES renewed efforts have been made to study and understand 
the variety of political democracies, but most of those analyses have focused on the 
patterns of political conflict and more specifically on party systems and coalition 
formation, in contrast to the attention of many classical writers to institutional 
arrangements.' With the exception of the large literature on the impact of electoral 
systems on the shaping of party systems generated by the early writings of Ferdi
nand Hermens and the classic work by Maurice Duverger, followed by the writings 
of Douglas Rae and Giovanni Sartori, Rein Taagepera, and Matthew Shugart among 
others,2 political scientists have paid little attention to the role of political institu
tions, except in the study of particular countries. Debates about monarchy and re
public, parliamentary and presidential regimes, the unitary state and federalism 
have receded into oblivion and not entered the current debates about the function
ing of democratic institutions and practices, including their effect on party sys
tems. When a number of countries initiate the process of writing or rewriting con
stitutions, some of those issues should regain saliency and become part of what 
Sartori has called political engineering, in an effort to set the basis of democratic 
consolidation and stability. 

Undoubtedly, the constitutional innovations of the postwar period, the German 
constructive nonconfidence vote, and the constitution of the French Fifth Repub
lic, whose semipresidential regime reinforces the executive to counter the weak
nesses of assembly parliamentarism, have attracted imitators and scholarly atten
tion. But we lack a more systematic and behavioral study of the implications for the 
political process of different institutions on which to base some of the ongoing de
bates about institutional and constitutional reform. With the notable exception of 
the book by Kaltefleiter, in which the cases of a bipolar executive like the Weimar 
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Republic and the French Fifth Republic are analyzed; the paper by Stefano Bar
tolini, 3 on cases of direct election of the head of state in Europe; the writings of 
Maurice Duverger and the new book by Matthew Soberg Shugart and John M. 
Carey,4 the differences between parliamentary, presidential, and semipresidential 
regimes have not attracted much attention from political scientists. These differ
ences receive only limited attention in the two most recent works comparing con
temporary democracies, those of Bingham Powell and Arend Lijphart, 5 who has, 
however, written an excellent chapter on the implications of presidential regimes 
for this volume. 

The neglect is largely due to the fact that with the outstanding exception of the 
United States, most of the stable democracies of Europe and the Commonwealth 
have been parliamentary regimes and a few semipresidential and semiparliamen
tary, while most of the countries with presidential constitutions have been unstable 
democracies or authoritarian regimes and therefore have not been included in 
comparative studies of democracy. 6 Since many social, economic, cultural, and 
political factors appeared central in the analysis of the crisis and breakdown of 
democracy in those countries, we find practically no mention of the role of insti
tutional factors in those crises. Only in the case of Chile has there been some refer
ence to the conflict between President Allende and the congress in the analysis of 
the breakdown of democracy.7 It might or might not be an accident that so many 
countries with presidential regimes have encountered great difficulties in establish
ing stable democracies, but certainly the relationship between the two main types 
of democratic political institutions and the political process seems to deserve more 
attention than it has received. It would have been interesting to turn back to earlier 
debates of constitutionalists and intellectuals, particularly in Latin America, about 
presidentialism and parliamentarism. 8 But we suspect they would not be particu
larly helpful for our present concerns because they would reflect, on the one side, 
admiration for the great American democratic republic and its presidential gov
ernment, ignoring to some extent what Woodrow Wilson described as congres
sional government, and on the other, probably bitter criticism of French parlia
mentarism from the Latin American legal literature. 

In my own work on the breakdown of democratic regimes, at the stage of cor
recting proofs I was struck in rereading O'Donnell's analysis of the impossible 
game in post-Peronist Argentina by the extraordinary difficulty of integrating or 
isolating the Peronists in contrast to the Italian communists, which in spite of all 
the strains in Italian democracy never led to comparable consequences. As a result 
I wrote a brief excursus on the political implications of presidentialism and parlia
mentarism that I expanded and that constitutes the basic theme of this essay.9 The 
ideas I intend to develop require further research using empirical evidence from 
different countries, particularly in Latin America but also the Philippines, South 
Korea, Nigeria, and perhaps Lebanon. The essays in this volume represent an im
portant contribution in this direction. Further work on the problem would require 
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research on the perceptions of both political elites and the public of presidents and 
legislatures in those regimes. 

It is striking that most of the discussion of presidential government in classic 
works on democratic politics is limited to the United States and comparison be
tween that country and the United Kingdom. There is practically no reference to 
long experience with presidential regimes in Latin America. 10 This gap in the liter
ature inevitably weakens my analysis in this essay. It should be taken as a stimulus 
for further and more systematic thinking and research. 

Presidentialism: Principles and Realities 

It has been argued that the terms presidentialism and parliamentarism each cover 
a wide range of political institutional formulas, and that the variety among those 
formulas is such that it is misleading to generalize about either term. Even two 
"pure" presidential systems like that of the United States and Argentina, despite the 
influence of the U.S. Constitution on the constitution Argentina adopted in 1853, 

are legally quite different-and even more so in practice-so that Carlos Nino con
trasts the hyperpresidentialism of his country with a more balanced division of 
powers in the United States. 11 The same is probably even truer of parliamentary 
systems when we compare the gouvernement d'assemblee of the Third and Fourth 
Republics in France with the Kanzlerdemokratie of the Bundesrepublik. 12 There is 
the temptation in a debate about the two systems to turn to the extreme-and 
therefore most questionable-cases for or against the merits of each. As I will show, 
there are in modern democracies (even leaving aside the so-called semipresidential 
or semiparliamentary hybrids) some convergencies between the practices of presi
dentialism in conflictual multiparty systems (like Bolivia's) and parliamentary sys
tems with a personalization of power or leadership similar to presidentialism when 
one party has an absolute majority or as in Germany with the "rationalized parlia
mentarism" of the Basic Law (the Bonn Constitution). 

However, this should not obscure the fundamental differences between the two 
systems. All presidential and all parliamentary systems have a common core that al
lows their differentiation and some systematic comparisons. In addition, most 
presidential democracies are probably more similar to each other than the larger 
number of parliamentary democracies are alike, partly because all presidential 
democracies were inspired by the U.S. model and partly because the societies with 
such systems (with the outstanding exception of the United States) have some com
mon characteristics. In parliamentary systems the only democratically legitimated 
institution is the parliament and the government deriving its authority from the 
confidence of the parliament, either from parliamentary majorities or parliamen
tary tolerance of minority governments, and only for the time that the legislature is 
willing to support it between elections and, exceptionally, as long as the parliament 
is not able to produce an alternative government. 
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Presidential systems are based on the opposite principle. An executive with con
siderable powers in the constitution and generally with full control of the compo
sition of his cabinet and the administration is elected by the people ( directly or by 
an electoral college elected for that purpose) for a fixed period of time and is not 
dependent on a formal vote of confidence by the democratically elected represen
tatives in a parliament; the president is not only the holder of executive power but 
the symbolic head of state and cannot be dismissed, except in rare cases of im
peachment, between elections. 

Two features stand out in presidential systems: 

1. Both the president, who controls the executive and is elected by the people ( or 
an electoral college elected by the people for that sole purpose), and an elected leg
islature ( unicameral or bicameral) enjoy democratic legitimacy. It is a system of 
"dual democratic legitimacy." 

2. Both the president and the congress are elected for a fixed term, the president's 
tenure in office is independent of the legislature, and the survival of the legislature 
is independent of the president. This leads to what we characterize as the "rigidity" 
of the presidential system. 

Most of the characteristics and problems of presidential systems flow from these 
two essential features. Some other non defining features of presidentialism are often 
associated with it and are discussed below, such as term limits or no reelection, au
tomatic succession by a vice president, freedom in appointing and (even more) in 
dismissing a cabinet, sameness of head of state and head of government. One char
acteristic so normal that it is often included in the definition is that the presidency 
is a unipersonal office. There have been only two cases of directly elected pluriper
sonal "presidencies": the two-person Cypriot administration (1960-63) and the 
Uruguayan Colegiado (which governed twice-1918-33 and 1952-67).13 

Dual Democratic Legitimacy 

The basic characteristic of presidentialism is the full claim of the president, to 
democratic legitimacy. Very often the claim has strong plebiscitary components al
though sometimes it is based on fewer popular votes than are received by many 
prime ministers in parliamentary systems heading minority cabinets that are per
ceived by contrast as weakly legitimated by the electorate. To mention just one ex
ample: Allende with a 36.2 percent plurality obtained by a heterogeneous coalition 
(1973) was certainly in a very different position from Adolfo Suarez with 35.1 per
cent of the vote (1979), as were the opponents Alessandri with 34.9 percent and Fe
lipe Gonzalez with 30.5 percent, and the less successful contenders Tomic with 27.8 
percent and Fraga and Carrillo with respectively 6.1 and 10.8 percent. A presidential 
system gives the incumbent, who combines the qualities of head of state represent
ing the nation and the powers of the executive, a very different aura and self-image 
and creates very different popular expectations than those redounding to a prime 
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minister with whatever popularity he might enjoy after receiving the same number 
of votes. 14 

The most striking fact is that in a presidential system, the legislators, particularly 
when they represent well-organized, disciplined parties that constitute real ideo
logical and political choices for the voters, also enjoy a democratic legitimacy, and 
it is possible that the majority of such a legislature might represent a different po
litical choice from that of the voters supporting a president. Under such circum
stances, who, on the basis of democratic principles, is better legitimated to speak in 
the name of the people: the president, or the congressional majority that opposes 
his policies? Since both derive their power from the vote of the people in a free 
competition among well-defined alternatives, a conflict is always latent and some
times likely to erupt dramatically; there is no democratic principle to resolve it, and 
the mechanisms that might exist in the constitution are generally complex, highly 
technical, legalistic, and, therefore, of doubtful democratic legitimacy for the elec
torate. It is therefore no accident that in some of those situations the military in
tervenes as "poder moderador." 

It could be argued that such conflicts are normal in the United States and have 
not led to serious crisis. 15 It would exceed the limits of this essay to explain the 
uniqueness of American political institutions and practices that have limited the 
impact of such conflicts, including the unique characteristics of the American po
litical parties that lead many American political scientists to ask for a more re
sponsible, disciplined ideological party system. 16 In my view, the development of 
modern political parties, in contrast to the American type of parties, particularly 
in socially or ideologically polarized societies, is likely to make those conflicts es
pecially complex and threatening. 

Without going into the complexities of the relationship between the executive 
and the legislature in different presidential regimes, 17 the relative dangers of pre
dominance of one or the other, and the capacity to veto or stalemate decisions 
on legislation, there can be no doubt that presidential regimes are based on a dual 
democratic legitimacy and that no democratic principle can decide who represents 
the will of the people in principle. In practice, and particularly in developing coun
tries with great regional inequalities in modernization, it is likely that the political 
and social composition and outlook of the legislature differs from that of the sup
porters of the president. The territorial principle of representation, sometimes 
reinforced by inequalities in the districting or the existence of a senate in federal 
republics, tends to give stronger weight in the legislature to representatives of rural 
areas and small towns of the provinces than to the metropolises. And it is easy to 
claim that the democratic credentials of representatives of backward areas are dubi
ous and that these representatives are local oligarchs elected thanks to their clientel
istic influences, their social and economic power. Independently of the truth of this 
claim and of the degree to which a democracy would disqualify voters who, rather 
than being influenced by trade unions, neighborhood associations, and party ma-
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chines, are loyal to local notables, tribal leaders, priests, and even bosses, urban 
progressive elites are tempted to question the representativeness of those elected by 
them. In such a context, it becomes easy for a president encountering resistance to 
his program in the legislature to mobilize the people against the oligarchs, to claim 
true democratic legitimacy, deny it to his opponents, and confront his opponents 
with his capacity to mobilize his supporters in mass demonstrations. 18 

It is also conceivable that in some societies the president might represent the 
more traditional or provincial electorates and might use that support to question 
the right of the more urban and modern segments in a minority to oppose his poli
cies. In the absence of any logical principle to define who really has democratic 
legitimacy, it is tempting to use ideological formulations to legitimize the presi
dential component of the system and delegitimize those opposing him, transform
ing what is an institutional conflict into serious social and political conflicts. 

The different "legitimacies" of a popularly elected president and a congress are 
already well described in this text of 1852: 

While the votes of France are split up among the seven hundred and fifty members 
of the National Assembly, they are here, on the contrary, concentrated on a single 
individual. While each separate representative of the people represents only this or 
that party, this or that town, this or that bridgehead, or even only the mere neces
sity of electing some one of the seven hundred and fifty, in which neither the cause 
nor the man is closely examined, he is the elect of the nation and the act of his elec
tion is the trump that the sovereign people plays once every four years. The elected 
National Assembly stands in a metaphysical relation, but the elected President in a 
personal relation, to the nation. The National Assembly, indeed, exhibits in its in
dividual representatives the manifold aspects of the national spirit, but in the 
President this national spirit finds its incarnation. As against the Assembly, he pos
sesses a sort of divine right; he is President by the grace of the people. 

Incidentially this is not the analysis of an institutionalist (or political psychol
ogist) but of the "sociologist" Karl Marx in his "Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte." 19 

Election for a Fixed Term: The "Rigidity" of Presidentialism 

The second main institutional characteristic of presidential systems is the fact 
that presidents are elected for a period of time that, under normal circumstances 
cannot be modified: not shortened and sometimes, due to provisions preventing 
reelection, not prolonged. The political process therefore becomes broken into dis
continuous, rigidly determined periods without the possibility of continuous read
justments as political, social, and economic events might require. The duration of 
the mandate of a president becomes an essential political factor to which all actors 
in the political process have to adjust, and this has many important consequences. 

IfI had to summarize the basic differences between presidential and parliamen-
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tary systems, I might point to the rigidity that presidentialism introduces into the 
political process and the much greater flexibility of that process in parliamentary 
systems. This rigidity might appear to the proponents of presidentialism as an ad
vantage because it reduces some of the incertitudes and unpredictability inherent 
to parliamentarism, in which a larger number of actors, parties, their leaders, even 
the rank-and-file legislators, including those changing loyalties, can at any time be
tween elections make basic changes, see to realignments, and above all, change the 
head of the executive, the prime minister. The search for strong power and pre
dictability would seem to favor presidentialism, but paradoxically, unexpected 
events from the death of the incumbent to serious errors in judgment, particularly 
when faced with changing situations, make presidential rule less predictable and 
often weaker than that of a prime minister, who can always reinforce his authority 
and democratic legitimacy by asking for a vote of confidence. 

The uncertainties of a period of regime transition and consolidation no doubt 
make the rigidities of a presidential constitution more problematic than a parlia
mentary system, which permits flexible responses to a changing situation. 

One of the presumed advantages of a presidential regime is that it assures the sta
bility of the executive. This has been contrasted with the instability of many parlia
mentary governments, which undergo frequent crises and changes in the prime 
ministership, particularly in multiparty European democracies. It would seem that 
the image of governmental instability in the French Third and Fourth Republics, in 
Italy today, and more recently in Portugal has contributed to the negative image of 
parliamentarism held by many scholars, particularly in Latin America, and their 
preference for presidentialism. In such a comparison it is often forgotten that par
liamentary democracies have been able to produce stable governments. Under their 
apparent instability, the continuity of parties in power, the reshuffling of cabinet 
members, the continuation of a coalition under the same premier, and the frequent 
continuity of ministers in key ministries in spite of cabinet crises tend to be forgot
ten.20 It is also overlooked that the parliamentary system allows for removal of the 
prime minister who has lost control of his party or is involved in a scandal, whose 
continuation in office might create a serious political crisis. He might be replaced 
by his party, by the formation of a new coalition, or by the withdrawal of support of 
parties tolerating the minority government, without a major constitutional crisis. 
Unless parliamentary alignments make the formation of a democratically based 
government impossible, parliament with more or less difficulty and with more or 
less delay should be able to produce a new prime minister. In some cases of more se
rious crisis, there is always the alternative of calling for new elections, although they 
often do not resolve the problem but, as in Germany in the early 1930s, compound it. 

In contrast, presidents are elected for a fixed term in office. The kind of changes 
that produce government crises and the substitution of one executive by another are 
excluded for that time. But this entails a rigidity in the political process that makes ad
justment to changing situations extremely difficult; a leader who has lost the confi-
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dence of his own party or the parties that acquiesced to his election cannot be re
placed. He cannot be substituted with someone abler to compromise with the oppo
sition when polarization has reached an intensity that threatens violence and an ille
gal overthrow. The extreme measure of impeachment, which is in the constitutional 
texts, is difficult to use compared to a vote of no confidence. An embattled president 
is tempted to, and can, use his powers in such a way that his opponents might not be 
willing to wait until the end of his term to oust him. But there are no mechanisms to 
remove him without violating the constitution, unless he is willing to resign.21 

Voluntary resignation under the pressure of party leaders and public opinion 
would be one way of avoiding the implications of the rigidity of the presidential 
mandate without the rumbling of tanks or violence in the streets. However, it is an 
unlikely outcome given the psychology of politicians. Moreover, in a presidential 
system, particularly one without the possibility of reelection, the incumbent can
not vindicate himself before the electorate. It is difficult for his former supporters 
to encourage him to such a step, particularly when some consider a vice president, 
who would automatically succeed him, even less desirable than the incumbent (as 
in the Fernando Collar crisis in Brazil in mid-1992). After two years and ten months 
and the complete failure of his administration, President Siles Suazo resigned, pre
venting another breakdown of civilian rule. Pressure from the opposition parties, 
the MNR (Movimiento Nacional Revolucionario) and the ADN (Alianza Demo
cratica Nacional), which had the majority in the congress, the hostility of the major 
business organizations, and rumors of a possible coup had reduced his mandate in 
a little more than a year. It was exceptional in Bolivian politics because instead of a 
coup, the crisis led to an election in July 1985 in which ADN gained 28.57 percent of 
the votes and MNR 26-42 percent (an election in which the trade union movement 
and the radical left advocated abstention or void voting). Paz Estenssoro of MNR 
was elected president, and a period of democratic stability was initiated. Suazo's 
resignation is today widely recognized as a patriotic act. 

Even "voluntary" resignation under pressure is likely to generate a serious polit
ical crisis because the segment of the electorate that brought the president to power 
might feel cheated of its choice and rally publicly to the incumbent's support. It is 
difficult to imagine political leaders resolving the issue without bringing the peo
ple into the debate and without using the threat of nondemocratic institutions, like 
the courts, and, more frequently, of political intervention by the armed forces. The 
intense conflict underlying such crises cannot be contained within the corridors 
and smoke-filled rooms of the legislature, as the nonconfidence vote ( or more often 
the threat of it) against a prime minister or a party leader can be. 

Identifiability and Accountability 

One of the positive characteristics attributed to presidentialism is accountabil
ity and identifiability. The voter in casting his ballot knows whom he or she is vot
ing for and who will govern should this candidate win. The person voting for rep-
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resentatives of a party in a parliamentary system presumably does not know who 
the party will support to be prime minister, and if it is a multi party system in which 
the party cannot expect to gain an absolute majority, the voter does not know what 
parties will form a governing coalition. 

In reality neither of these statements is true or all the truth the voter would need 
to know in order to make a "reasonable" choice. 

In presidential elections the voter may know much less about who will govern 
than the voters of a party in most parliamentary systems. The presidential candi
dates do not need and often do not have any prior record as political leaders. They 
may not be identified with a party with an ideology or program and record, and 
there may be little information about the persons likely to serve in a cabinet. The 
choice is often based on an opinion about one individual, a personality, promises, 
and-let's be honest-an image a candidate projects, which may be an image cho
sen by advisers (who are not necessarily politicians). This is even more the case in 
our age of "videopolitics."22 

It may be argued that the voters of PASOK (Panhellenic Socialist Movement) 
voted for Papandreou, the British Conservatives voted for Mrs. Thatcher, the PSOE 
( Partido Socialista Obrero Espanol) voted for Felipe Gonzalez, and so forth, al
though some might have voted for those parties in spite of their leaders or the other 
way around. Personalization of leadership is not exclusive to presidential politics. 
There is, however, a difference: leaders in parliamentary systems are not likely to 
have proposed themselves to the voters without having gained, and sometimes re
tained over many years, the leadership of their parties, either in power or in the op
position (something far from easy in the competitive world of politics). These lead
ers represent their parties. In addition, the voter knows that those who will form a 
cabinet will come from the party and, more often than not, are well-known leaders 
of the party with an accumulated experience in politics. A prime minister today is 
quite free in selecting his cabinet but certainly not as free as most presidents. 

The argument that in a parliamentary system the voter does not know who will 
govern is not true in most cases because parties are identified with highly visible 
leaders. Those leaders appeal directly to the voters, and the campaigns increasingly 
are focused on the leader who aspires to be prime minister or chancellor. No Con
servative voter could ignore that he was voting for Mrs. Thatcher, no PSOE voter 
that he was casting his ballot for Felipe Gonzalez, no CDU (Christlieb Demokra
tische Union) voter that Helmut Kohl would form the government. It could be ar
gued that the party's parliamentary group or the notables of the party could remove 
the chosen leaders, that those who voted for Mrs. Thatcher, for example, had for the 
remainder of the legislature to accept Major as prime minister. But why would a 
party change leaders after the investment made in building them up, unless there is 
a feeling that they have proved inadequate? After all, the parliamentarians and party 
leaders have much to lose if the voters disapprove; they can be held accountable. 

As to the indeterminacy of who will govern when coalitions are necessary in 
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multiparty systems, with some exceptions, this again is not true. Parties commit 
themselves to an alliance, such as the CDU-CSU-FDP (CSU, Christlieb Soziale 
Union; FDP, Frei Demokratische Partei) before the elections, and the voter for any 
of those parties knows that a particular person will be chancellor and also that un
less one party wins an absolute majority (and even then) the government will in
clude representatives of all the parties in the coalition. This is particularly interest
ing to those wanting a minor coalition party, such as the FDP, to have an influence. 
Voters do not know the exact composition of the coalition cabinet-which cabinet 
posts will go to which parties and leaders-but they know much more than voters 
for a president in the United States or Brazil know. Parties in parliamentary systems 
often have a well-known shadow cabinet, while a president-elect starts naming a 
cabinet only after the election. The identifiability in presidentialism is of one per
son; in parliamentary government most of the time it is of a pool of people and 
often a number of well-known subleaders. 

Let us assume a multiparty system, no absolute majority, no previous coalition 
agreement. The voter still knows that the prime ministership will go to the leader ( or 
one of the top leaders) of the largest party and knows which are the likely coalition 
partners of that party. The voter may not like one or the other of the parties, their 
leaders, or their positions but is likely to know more about the possible cabinets than 
voters for most presidents know. The voter for a major party hopes that it might gov
ern alone. The voter for a minor party (eligible to enter coalitions) knows it and its 
leader will not govern alone but hopes that the vote will give it a greater share of 
power. After all only a limited number of coalitions are possible, and noncontiguous 
coalitions are exceptional. A Catalan nationalist voter for CiU (Convergencia i 
Uni6) in a Spanish parliamentary election knows that this party will not form a gov
ernment but also that if no party has an absolute majority CiU representatives can 
influence the formation of a government and might even enter it. The voter certainly 
knows more about who and what to vote for than ifhe only had the choice between 
two presidential candidates. Should his CiU representative enter a coalition he dis
approves the party is more accountable than the party of a president who would dis
appoint Catalanist sentiments to which he might have appealed. 

Accountability to the voters for performance is presumably enhanced by the fact 
that a president is directly and personally responsible for policies-not the cabinet, 
not a coalition, and not the leaders of the party that might have occupied the prime 
minister's office in a succession. Only one person is clearly identified as governing 
for the entire period of a mandate. There are no confused or shared responsibili
ties. So the argument goes. 

Let us analyze this argument. First of all there is no way to hold accountable a 
president who cannot be presented for reelection. Such a president can neither be 
punished by the voters by defeat nor rewarded for success by reelection with the 
same or a larger vote than in the previous election. A president who cannot be re
elected is "unaccountable." 
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This is the case in thirteen presidential systems (counting those that provide for 
one or two interim terms) compared to six systems that have no limit on reelection 
or a two-term limit. We could add to these the semipresidential (or premier-presi
dential systems) of France and Finland, which do not limit reelection, and Portu
gal, which has a two-term limit. 23 

It could be argued that in the case of no reelection the party that supported the 
election of the president would be held accountable, but in fact that party's new 
presidential candidate is the person accountable. He would try to identify with his 
successful predecessor or to disidentify from him in case of failure. In a personal
ized election this might be easier than when the voter has to support a party that 
has not changed its leadership or has done so belatedly. Besides, it is partly unfair 
to punish a party for the actions of a president who, after the election, could gov
ern independently of its confidence. 

When reelection is possible, the incumbent president who is perceived nega
tively paradoxically can try, more or less successfully, to escape blame by shifting it 
to the congress, particularly if it was dominated by the opposition but even if his 
own party was in the majority. Just before the election he can propose legislation 
that the congress rejects and can claim that if his policies had been approved he 
would have been successful. A prime minister with a majority cannot play such a 
game. The division of powers can therefore provide an alibi for failure. The con
gress, even the president's party in the congress, can play a similar game by blam
ing the executive for not implementing policies it has approved or not submitting 
the measures necessary to deal with problems. 

In conclusion, accountability with separation of powers is not easy to enforce. In 
a parliamentary system the party with a majority, or even a stable coalition of par
ties, can easily be made accountable to the voters, as long as the voters do not ex
clude in principle a vote for parties in the opposition. 

The objection that in a parliament, parties, their leaders, and the prime ministers 
they support cannot be made accountable is valid only under certain conditions: 
when there are many unstable governments or shifting (and even contradictory) 
coalitions, and when no party has played a central role in the coalition-making 
process. 

This might have been the case in the Third French Republic and in the "third 
force" governments of the Fourth Republic. Even in such a fractionalized parlia
mentary system as the Italian, I surmise that the voters had not much doubt until 
recently that the Democrazia Cristiana was responsible for governing and could 
have been made accountable if a sufficient number of voters had considered po
tential alternative coalitions (which probably were impossible without the partici
pation of the Communists). In addition, in the case of coalitions the minor parties 
can be and have been held accountable for entering or not entering them, and the 
major parties for including or not including the minor ones. 

However, in many parliamentary systems parties can be made fully accountable. 
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This is true in Westminster-type majoritarian democracies, particularly when a 
two-party system has emerged, and also in multiparty systems with coalition or 
minority governments. Voters in such situations often have voted for parties com
mitted to form a particular coalition. The parties campaign with such a commit
ment although the voters may give more or less weight in the process of policy for
mation to one or another member of the coalition (checking perhaps the threat 
of hegemonic rule by one party). This has been the case in the Federal Republic 
of Germany. Moreover, the coalition parties can be and have been made account
able in the next election. Obviously one party might break out of the coalition, 
even change sides for the next election, but voters can reward or punish it for its 
behavior. 

Another problem in presidential systems is not to be ignored: even in the case of 
possible reelection, the voters have to wait for the end of the presidential term to 
demand accountability. A prime minister can be made accountable to the parlia
ment and his own party by a vote of no confidence at any time; the party becomes 
accountable to the voters at the end of the period or even earlier should the leader
ship crisis in parliament or the governing party lead to anticipated elections. 

Winner Take All 

In a presidential election whatever the plurality gained the victorious candidate 
takes over the whole executive branch, while a leader aspiring to be prime minister 
whose party gains less than 51 percent of the seats might be forced to share power 
with another party or to constitute a minority government. With some 30 percent 
of the seats he could not form a noncoalition government, while a president with 
the same vote could (although he might have a hard time getting the congress to 
support his policies). The control of the executive in presidential systems is in prin
ciple "winner take all." 

In addition it is "loser loses all" for defeated presidential candidates, who might 
end without any public office after the election and, unless they have strong posi
tions as leaders of their party, might have gambled away all their political resources. 
Where is Michael Dukakis or Vargas Llosa today? The loser often loses all. 

Adam Przeworski commenting on this point has written: 

Linz (1984) has developed a number of arguments in favor of parliamentary, as 
opposed to presidential, systems. I am particularly persuaded by his observation 
that presidential systems generate a zero-sum game, whereas parliamentary sys
tems increase total payoffs. The reasons are the following. In presidential systems, 
the winner takes all: He or she can form a government without including any losers 
in the coalition. In fact, the defeated candidate has no political status, as in parlia
mentary systems, where he or she becomes the leader of the opposition. Hence, in 
terms of the model developed above, under ceteris paribus conditions (under 
which W + L = Tis the same in both systems), the value of victory, W, is greater 
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and the value of defeat, L, is smaller under presidential than under parliamentary 
systems. Now, assume that political actors discount the future at the rate of r per 
annum. Under the presidential system, the term is fixed for some period ( t= PRES), 

and the expected value of the next round is rPRES (p W + (1 - p)L). Under the par
liamentary system, the winner governs only as long as he or she can maintain suf
ficient support in the parliament, say for the period t = PARL, so that the expected 
value of the next round is rPARL (p W + (1 - p)L). 

Elementary algebra will then show that unless the tenure expected under par
liamentarism is notably longer than under presidentialisrn, the loser has a greater 
incentive to stay in the democratic game under parliamentarism. 24 

My critics, however, are right that with the division of powers a successful pres
idential candidate might not "take all" because his party might be in the minority 
in the congress. They are also totally right that when in a parliamentary system a 
disciplined party gains a majority or more of the seats, it is truly a "winner-take-all" 
situation. This is likely in a Westminster-type parliamentary system where single
member districts might assure a party a disproportionate number of seats in a cul
turally homogeneous country. As Mainwaring and Shugart put it, the purest ex
amples of what Lijphart calls majoritarian democracy, in which the winner takes 
all, are parliamentary rather than presidential democracies. 25 However, this is true 
only when a party is able to gain an absolute majority of seats, something that does 
not happen often. 

Even when a party in a parliamentary democracy gains an absolute majority of 
seats-a "winner-take-all" situation, which is likely to happen in a Westminster
type democracy-the party leader or premier may not be in the same position as a 
president. To stay in office the prime minister has to pay attention to his support
ers in the parliamentary party; rebellion of backbenchers or of the barons of the 
party can terminate his tenure. The fate of a powerful, once popular leader, such as 
Mrs. Thatcher, is paradigmatic: Mrs. Thatcher's party under the new leadership of 
John Major could win a subsequent election. Nothing similar could have happened 
when the failure of Alan Garcia of Peru became apparent, and APRA (Alianza Po
pular Revolucionaria Americana) had to pay the price in the elections. 

One of the possible outcomes of a presidential election is that the defeated can
didate loses all. This is likely, and probably desirable, for the "amateur" challenger 
without party support. But it also is likely in a two-party contest. The defeated can
didate, regardless of the number of votes obtained, is not likely to be considered a 
desirable candidate for the next presidential election and therefore probably will 
have lost his leadership position in the party. In fact, sometimes the defeated party 
is left leaderless until a candidate is nominated for the next election. Only in highly 
ideological and structured parties, or in some multiparty situations, do defeated 
presidential candidates retain a leadership position. Leaders of parties in parlia
mentary systems, however, are practically always assigned seats in the legislature 
and sometimes have the status of "leader of the loyal opposition" (although grow-
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ing personalization in the campaigns might also lead to their resignation from lead

ership of the party). 

No Reelection and Its Implications 

The principle of no reelection or of no immediate reelection is not a defining 
characteristic of presidentialism, but it is clearly the predominant pattern. Shugart 
and Carey list eight countries (several of dubious democratic credentials) that allow 
no reelection, four with no immediate reelection, and one-Venezuela-with two 
interim terms. Among those allowing immediate reelection, five limit the presi
dency to two terms and six have no limit (including two semipresidential or, in 
their terminology, premier-presidential systems).26 

The importance assigned to the no-reelection principle is reflected in the fact 
that the General Treaty of Peace and Amity signed by all Central American govern
ments at Washington on February 7, 1927, provided that: "The Contracting Parties 
obligate themselves to maintain in their respective Constitutions the principle of 
non-reelection to the office of President and Vice President of the Republic, and 
those of the Contracting Parties whose Constitutions present such reelection, ob
ligate themselves to introduce a constitutional reform to this effect in their next 
legislative session after the notification of the present Treaty."27 

The principle of no reelection in many countries has acquired a strong symbolic 
importance. The memory of lifelong rule by nondemocratic rulers, caudillos and 
dictators, led to demands of no reelection, like that of Madero against the Porfi
riato in Mexico. Attempts to change constitutional provisions barring reelection, 
efforts to assure what the Latin Americans call continuismo, have mobilized public 
opinion and led to riots and coups not only in Latin America but South Korea.28 

The prospect of reelection of an incumbent in the winner-take-all game often has 
united presidential hopefuls of quite opposite ideological positions, as some pow
erful Brazilian governors were united against Goulart. 

The continuous support of the electorate for a particular party election after 
election, which we find in quite a few parliamentary democracies (Scandinavia, the 
United Kingdom, Italy, India, and Japan) sometimes has assured permanence in 
the office of prime minister. But it has not led to a demand to limit the term in of
fice and never to violent protest and regime crises comparable to those provoked by 
efforts of continuismo. This tells us something about the different political culture 
generated by presidentialism and parliamentarism. The stakes in theory are differ
ent although in practice parliamentarism might lead to greater continuity in office 

of highly respected party leaders. 
Democracy is by definition a government pro tempore, a government in which 

the electorate at regular intervals can make those governing accountable and im
pose a change.29 The maximum time limit for any government between elections 
is probably the greatest guarantee against omnipotence and abuse of power, the last 

Presidential or Parliamentary Democracy 17 

hope for those in the minority position. The requirement of periodic elections, 
however, in principle does not exclude the possibility that those in power might 
again obtain the confidence of the electorate. A turnover in power can also have 
dysfunctional consequences, because no government can be assured the time to 
implement promises, to carry through between the two elections major programs 
of social change, to achieve irreversible changes in the society. This is even more 
true when there is term limitation, as in many presidential systems. And all gov
ernments, democratic and nondemocratic, would like to assure themselves conti
nuity over a long period of time. 

The concentration of power in a president has led in most presidential regimes 
to attempts to limit the presidency to one or at most two terms. Those provisions 
have been frustrating for ambitious leaders, who have been tempted to assure con
tinuismo legally. Even in the absence of such ambitions, the consciousness that time 
to carry out a program associated with one's name is limited must have an impact 
on political style in presidential regimes. The fear of discontinuity in policies and 
distrust of a potential successor encourage a sense of urgency, of what Albert 
Hirschman has called "the wish of vouloir conclure,"30 that might lead to ill-de
signed policies, rapid implementation, impatience with the opposition, and ex
penditures that otherwise would be distributed over a longer period of time or poli
cies that might contribute to political tension and sometimes inefficacy. A 
president wants to be sure that he can inaugurate his Brasilia before leaving office, 
implement his program of nationalizations, and so forth. A prime minister who 
can expect his party or the coalition supporting him to win the next election is not 
likely to be under the same pressure; we have seen prime ministers staying in office 
over the course of several legislatures without any fear of dictatorship arising be
cause removal could take place anytime without recourse to unconstitutional 
means. Term limits and the principle of no reelection, whose value cannot be ques
tioned, mean that the political system has to produce a capable and popular leader 
periodically and that the political capital accumulated by a successful leader cannot 
be used beyond the leader's term of office. 

All political leadership is threatened by the ambitions of second-rank leaders, by 
their positioning themselves for succession, and sometimes by their intrigues. But 
inevitably the prospect of a succession at the end of a president's term is likely to 
foster those tendencies and suspicions of them on the part of the incumbent. The 
desire for continuity, on the other hand, leads a president to look for a successor 
who will not challenge him while he is in office. Such a person is not necessarily the 
most capable and attractive leader. The inevitable succession also creates a distinc
tive tension between the ex-president and his successor, who will be tempted to as
sert his independence and his differences with his predecessor, even when both be
long to the same party-a process that might become quite threatening to the unity 
of the party. The person who has been president, with all the power, prestige, and 
adulation accompanying that office, will always find it difficult to relinquish power 
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and to be excluded from the prospect of regaining it in the case of failure of the suc
cessor. That frustration might have important political consequences, such as an 
attempt to exercise power behind the scenes, to influence the next presidential suc
cession by supporting a candidate different from the one supported by the incum
bent, and so forth. 

When a president is barred from immediate reelection but can run again after an 
interim period, as in Venezuela, conflict is likely to develop between the incumbent 
and his predecessor of the same party. The case of Carlos Andres Perez and President 
Lusinchi, discussed by Michael Coppedge (chapter 12) comes readily to mind. 

Certainly similar problems emerge in parliamentary systems when a prominent 
leader leaves the premiership but finds himself capable of and willing to return to 
power. But probably the need to maintain party unity, the deference with which 
such a leader is likely to be treated by other leaders of his party and by the succes
sor, and the successor's awareness of needing the cooperation of a powerful leader 
outside of government might facilitate an alternative positioning of the two leaders 
of the same party. The departing leader knows that he might be called back into of
fice at any time, and his successor also knows that such a possibility exists. The 
awareness of both leaders that a confrontation between them might be costly to 
both creates a situation that very often leads to a sharing of power. 

Political Style in Presidential and Parliamentary Democracies 

The preceeding discussion has focused on the institutional dimensions of our 
problem. Some of the legal provisions in presidential constitutions and some of the 
unwritten rules that differentiate the types of democracies have been referred to. 
Other aspects that need to be addressed are the way in which political competition 
is structured in a system in which the people directly elect the president, the style 
in which authority and power are exercised, the relations among a president, the 
political class, and the society, and the way in which power is likely to be exercised 
and conflicts to be resolved. Our assumption is that the institutional characteristics 
to which we have referred directly or indirectly shape the whole political process 
and the way of ruling. 

Perhaps the most important implication of presidentialism is that it introduces 
a strong element of zero-sum game into democratic politics with rules that tend to
ward a "winner-take-all" outcome. A parliamentary election might produce an ab
solute majority for a particular party, but more normally it gives representation to 
a number of parties. One perhaps wins a larger plurality than others, and some ne
gotiations and sharing of power become necessary for obtaining majority support 
for a prime minister or tolerance of a minority government. This means that the 
prime minister will be much more aware of the demands of different groups and 
much more concerned about retaining their support. Correspondingly different 
parties do not lose the expectation of exercising a share of power, an ability to con
trol, and the opportunity to gain benefits for their supporters. 

t 
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The feeling of having independent power, a mandate from the people, of inde
pendence for the period in office from others who might withdraw support, includ
ing the members of the coalition that elected him, is likely to give a president a sense 
of power and mission that might be out of proportion to the limited plurality that 
elected him. This in turn might make resistances he encounters in the political sys
tem and the society more frustrating, demoralizing, or irritating than resistances 
usually are for a prime minister, who knows from the beginning how dependent he 
is on the support of his party, other parties, other leaders, and the parliament. Un
less the prime minister has an absolute majority, the system inevitably includes 
some of the elements that become institutionalized in what has been called con
sensus and sometimes consociational democracy. 

Certainly there have been and are multiparty coalition governments in presi
dential systems, based on the need for "national unity," but they are exceptional and 
often unsatisfactory for the participants. The costs to a party of joining others to 
save a president in trouble are high. If the endeavor succeeds, the president gets the 
credit; if it fails, the party is blamed; and the president always has power to dismiss 
the ministers without being formally accountable for his decision. Those consider
ations entered into the decision of Fernando Henrigue Cardoso not to serve in the 
cabinet of President Collor in 1992. 

In this context it is important to notice that when democracy was reestablished 
in two Latin American countries with presidential constitutions in difficult cir
cumstances, the political leaders of the major parties turned to consociational 
types of agreements to obviate some of the implications of giving one party the en
tire authority associated with the presidency and the zero-sum implications for 
those not gaining that office. However the difficulty in forming true coalition gov
ernments in presidential regimes has led to more formalized and rigid arrange
ments. The Colombian Concordancia, a form of consociationalism, although de
mocratically legitimized after being agreed to by the politicians, established a 
system that preempted the rights of the voters to choose which party should gov
ern. To prevent the zero-sum implications of presidentialism, which were feared by 
the politicians, a system of dubious democratic legitimacy was chosen. The 
Venezuelan pacto de punto fijo had the same purpose but not the rigid constitu
tionalization of the Colombian solution.31 

The zero-sum character of the political game in presidential regimes is rein
forced by the fact that winners and losers are defined for the period of the presi
dential mandate, a number of years in which there is no hope for shifts in alliances, 
broadening of the base of support by national unity or emergency grand coalitions, 
crisis situations that might lead to dissolution and new elections, and so forth.32 
The losers have to wait four or five years without access to executive power and 
thereby to a share in the formation of cabinets and without access to patronage. The 
zero-sum game raises the stakes in a presidential election for winners and losers, 
and inevitably increases the tension and the polarization. 
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Presidential elections have the advantage of allowing the people to choose di
rectly who will govern them for a period of time. Many multiparty systems with 
parliamentary institutions leave that decision to the politicians. Presumably, the 
president has a direct mandate from the people. If a minimal plurality is not re
quired and a number of candidates compete in a single round, the person elected 
might have only a small plurality; the difference between the successful candidate 
and the runner-up might be too small to justify the sense of plebiscitary popular 
support that the victor and his supporters might sincerely feel. To eliminate this el
ement of chance the electoral laws sometimes require a minimal plurality for the 
victor and some procedure for choosing when no one reaches that minimum. 33 

Those requirements might frustrate the supporters of the most successful candi
date. More frequent is the pattern in which the election turns into a confrontation 
between two leading candidates, either in a first or a second round. Such a bipolar 
choice under certain conditions is likely to produce considerable polarization. One 
of the consequences in multiparty systems of the confrontation of two viable can
didates is that before the elections, broad coalitions are likely to be formed in which 
extremist parties with some strength cannot be ignored because success might de
pend on even the small number of votes they might be able to provide. A party sys
tem in which significant numbers of voters identify strongly with such parties 
gives these voters disproportionate presence among the supporters of the candi
dates. It is easy for the opponent to point to the dangerous influence of the ex
tremists, and the extremists have a possible blackmail power over a moderate can
didate. Unless a strong candidate of the center rallies wide support against those 
who engage in an alliance with extreme segments of the political spectrum and 
finds widespread support in the center that cuts into the more clearly defined al
ternatives, a presidential election can encourage centrifugal and polarizing ten
dencies in such an electorate. 

Where there is great fear of polarization, the politicians may agree on a com
promise candidate whom they respect and who does not generate antagonism. 
Such a candidate may be chosen more for his personal qualities than for the poli
cies he advocates, and he is more likely to be a leader of a small than a large party. 
Such an option can serve the purpose of making a smooth transition to democracy, 
with its competition among parties and policies, or of reequilibrating a system in 
crisis. However, it is very doubtful that such an ad hoc coalition of politicians 
would want to or could give the president it helped to elect full support to govern, 
to make difficult decisions that alienate many erstwhile supporters and run counter 
to their ideological commitments. This problem would be particularly serious in 
the late years of the mandate. Such a compromise president might therefore pro
vide weak leadership and be left without support in the congress. Many of his for
mer supporters may dissociate themselves from him (without paying the price of a 
government crisis, as in a parliamentary system) to prepare themselves for legisla
tive elections and the next presidential election. 

r 
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It can be argued that in a society where the bulk of the electorate places itself at 
the center of the political spectrum, shares basically moderate positions, agrees on 
the exclusion of the extremists, and differs only moderately between left of center 
and right of center, the potentially negative consequences of presidential competi
tion are excluded. With an electorate of overwhelmingly moderate centrist lean
ings, anyone making an alliance or taking a position that seems to lean toward an 
extreme is unlikely to win an election, as Goldwater and McGovern discovered on 
election night. However, most societies facing serious social and economic prob
lems probably do not fit the model of U.S. presidential elections. They are likely in
stead to be divided in their opinions about an authoritarian regime that had signif
icant support at some point and to have parties that are perceived as extremist with 
strong organizations and considerable appeal. 

In a single-round election, none of the leading candidates in a somewhat polar
ized society with a volatile electorate can ignore those forces with whom he would 
otherwise not be ready to collaborate without the very great risk of finding himself 
short of a plurality. Let us retain for our analysis the potential for polarization and 
the difficulty of isolating politically extremist alternatives disliked intensely by sig
nificant elites or segments of the electorate. 

A two-round election with a runoff between leading candidates reduces the un
certainty and thereby might help to produce a more rationally calculated outcome, 
on the part of both the candidate and the voters. The candidates can point to their 
own strengths and calculate how much their alliances can contribute to a winning 
coalition, and those tending more toward the extremes are aware of the limits of 
their strength. This in some ways would come closer to the process of coalition for
mation in a parliament in search of a prime minister. 

The runoff election would seem, in principle, to be the solution in the case of 
multiparty presidential systems in which candidates might gain only small plurali
ties and in which, contrary to "rational" expectations, no broader coalitions are 
formed to obtain a majority. In a runoff in which only the two leading candidates 
are allowed to compete, one of them inevitably receives an absolute majority. 

However, a number of dysfunctional consequences derive from this method of 
election: 

1. In a highly fragmented system the two leading candidates might enjoy only small 
pluralities with respect to other candidates and might represent positions on the 
same segment of the political spectrum. 

2. One of the candidates might be an outsider to the party system with no con
gressional party base. 

3. The "majority" generated might not represent a politically more or less homo
geneous electorate or a real coalition of parties. 

4. The winner, although initially the choice of a small proportion of the electorate, 
is likely to feel that he represents a "true and plebiscitary" majority. 
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5. The expectation of a runoff increases the incentive to compete in the first run, 
either in the hope of placing among the two most favored or of gaining bargaining 
power for support in the runoff of one of the two leading contenders. Therefore, 
rather than favoring a coalescence of parties behind a candidate, the system rein
forces the existing fragmentation. 

EXCURSUS: WHAT DIFFERENCE WOULD PRESIDENTIALISM HAVE MADE 

IN THE SPANISH TRANSITION TO DEMOCRACY? 

To illustrate this argument, let us assume that, in 1977 in Spain, the first free elec
tion after Franco had been presidential rather than parliamentary. In fact, of 
course, a referendum on political reform had called for a parliamentary monarchy, 
and the election was for a constituent parliament. 34 But what would the implica
tions of a presidential election at that juncture have been? 

First, in the absence of a record of the distribution of preferences of the elec
torate, despite all the information provided by public opinion surveys, which 
politicians would have tended to disregard, the prevailing incertitude would have 
made it difficult to form coalitions. And certainly the potential front-runners 
would have been forced to form more than winning coalitions. Assuming that the 
democratic opposition to Franco would have united behind a single candidate, Fe
lipe Gonzalez, something that would not have been assured at the time, Gonzalez 
would not have been able to run independently in the way he did in the parliamen
tary election, given the expectations that prevailed about the Communist strength 
and the more or less 10 percent of the electorate that Communists actually repre
sented. A Popular Front image would have dominated the campaign and probably 
obliterated the identities of the different political forces from the extreme left to the 
Christian Democratic center and the moderate regional parties. As it was, these 
forces could maintain their identities in most districts, except for some senatorial 
elections. 

The problem would have been even more acute for the Center Right, those who 
had supported the reforma and particularly the reforma pactada exit from the au
thoritarian regime. It is not sure that, in spite of the great popularity gained by the 
prime minister of the transition, Adolfo Suarez, he could have united and would 
have wished to unite all those to the right of the Socialists. At that point, many 
Christian Democrats, including those who in 1979 ran on the Union de Centro 
Democratico ticket, would have been unwilling to abandon their political friends 
from the years of opposition to Franco. On the other hand, it would have been dif
ficult for Suarez to present himself with the support of Alianza Popular, which ap
peared to be a continuist alternative to Franco led by former Franco cabinet mem
bers; nor does it seem logical that the AP would have supported a leader ready to 
legalize the Communist party. 

Excluding the possibility that the candidate of the Right would have been 
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Manuel Fraga, later the accepted leader of the opposition, it would have been very 
difficult for Suarez to sustain in a presidential campaign his distinctive position as 
an alternative to any thought of continuity with the Franco regime. In fact, the 
campaign in 1977 of the UCD was directed as much against the AP as against the 
Socialists and given the incertitudes about the strength of the AP and the fears and 
hostility it generated on the Left, much of the campaign was centered on the AP's 
leader, Fraga. This focus reduced the potential polarization between the longtime 
democrats "de toda la vida" and the neophytes of democracy who constituted an 
important part of the UCD. Inevitably, in a presidential election, the candidate of 
the Center Right and Right would have concentrated his attack on the dangerous 
supporters of the democratic left candidate, the role of the Communists and the 
peripheral nationalists among his supporters, and the compromises he would have 
made with them. The candidate of the Center Left and democratic left inevitably 
would have had to bring up his opponent's continuity with the Franco regime, the 
importance among his supporters of unreconstructed Francoists, and the absence 
among his coalition partners of democrats of even the moderate center, those who 
after the election in 1977 and in the years of constitution making and the first con
stitutional government after the 1979 election would play a prominent role in sup
porting the Suarez governments, such as the moderate Catalanists. 

There can be no question that a presidential election in 1977 would have been 
much more polarized than the parliamentary elections that took place on June 15. 
Should Prime Minister Suarez have rejected an understanding with the AP, or Fraga 
have rejected an alliance with the Suaristas based on his bloated expectations and 
his vision of a natural majority of the Right and a two-party system, the outcome 
would have been either highly uncertain or, more likely, a plurality for the leftist 
candidate. A leftist president with popular backing, even with a different outcome 
of congressional elections, would have felt legitimated to undertake the making of 
a more partisan constitution and radical changes in the polity and the society. He 
probably would have made more changes than the Socialist prime minister Felipe 
Gonzalez would undertake in 1982. Gonzalez had been a member of parliament for 
five years, and his party had governed municipalities. The more utopian left wing 
of his party had been defeated in a party congress, and the main goal of the 1982 

campaign was to win votes in the center of the spectrum, where previous elections 
had shown the bulk of the electorate placed itself. In my view there can be no doubt 
that the process of transition and consolidation of democracy in Spain would have 
been very different and probably more difficult with a Socialist victory in 1977-

Comments by Felipe Gonzalez about what a victory of his party even in 1979 would 
have meant confirm this. 35 

Let me caution that some of the negative consequences of polarization implicit 
in a presidential competition are not inherent to such a system and are not in
evitable. They may be avoided when a massive consensus of the population favors 
moderate positions to the right and left of center and when the limited weight of the 
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extremes is quite apparent so that no one is particularly interested in alliances with 
them. This situation is likely when there is a consensus to isolate the extremes, or 
when they themselves opt for running alone in order to make their propaganda and 
their presence conspicuous. But I doubt that these conditions would be found in 
many societies in the process of democratization and consolidation of democracy. 

The Ambiguities of the Presidential Office 

I have been discussing some of the implications of presidentialism for the elec
toral process. Some might feel that the election is one thing and what the incum
bent does after being elected with all the powers granted to him by the constitution 
is another. Why should he or she not be ready to overcome the polarization of the 
campaign, heal the wounds generated, offer the defeated an opportunity to collab
orate, ignore and isolate the allies on the extremes of the spectrum, and become the 
president of all the people? Such a policy and style of governing cannot be excluded, 
but whether such a policy and style are chosen depends on the personalities of the 
leader and the opponents. Before an election no one can be assured that this will be 
the choice of the new incumbent, and certainly the process of political mobiliza
tion in a plebiscitary context is not likely to facilitate such a turn of events. More
over, such a stance might weaken rather than strengthen the new president because 
it risks alienating the more extremist components of his coalition, who are still in 
competition with the dominant, more moderate party of the alliance in the con
gress and other arenas for the support of the electorate. The possibility that ex
tremists might claim betrayal makes it difficult to ignore their demands. In addi
tion, if such a stance is not reciprocated by the defeated candidates, the incumbent's 
position is likely to be weakened. If a public offer has been made, a refusal may lead 
him to a more intransigent stand identifying even moderate opponents with the 
least legitimate members of the coalition that supported his opponent and thus re
inforcing the rhetoric generated during the campaign. 

Some of the most important consequences of a presidential system for political 
style result from the nature of the office itself: the powers associated with it and the 
limits imposed on it, particularly those derived from the need for cooperation with 
the congress, which might be of a different partisan composition than the winning 
presidential coalition, and above all the sense of time that an election for a limited 
number of years with no right of succession often imposes on presidents. 

The presidential office is by nature two-dimensional and in a sense ambiguous 
because a president is the representative of a clear political option, a partisan op
tion, and of his constituency, sometimes in addition representing his party within 
the coalition that brought him to power. But the president is also the head of state. 

The symbolic and deferential dimension of power-those aspects of authority 
that Bagehot36 saw represented in the monarchy and sometimes successfully incar
nated by presidents in parliamentary regimes ( as recently by Sandro Pertini in Italy, 
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or by Theodor Heuss in the early years of the Federal Republic of Germany)-is 
difficult to combine with the role of the partisan politician fighting to implement 
his program. It is not always easy to be at the same time the president of all Chileans 
and the president of the workers, to be the elegant and well-mannered president in 
La Moneda and the demagogic orator at the mass rallies in a stadium. Many voters 
and key elites are likely to see the second role as a betrayal of the role of head of state, 
who is somewhat above party and a symbol of the continuity of the state and the 
nation that is associated with the presidency. A presidential system, by comparison 
with a parliamentary monarchy or republic with a prime minister and a head of 
state, does not allow a differentiation of these roles. 

Perhaps the most important consequence of the direct relationship between a 
president and the electorate, of the absence of any dependency on politicians ( to 
renew his power once elected by the threat of motions of no confidence and the 
need for confirmation of confidence), is the sense of being the elected representa
tive of the whole people and thus the propensity to identify the people with one's 
constituency and to ignore those voting for one's opponents. The implicit plebisci
tary component of presidential authority is likely to make the opposition and the 
constraints a president faces immediately in exercising his authority particularly 
frustrating. In this context, the president is likely to define his policies as reflecting 
the popular will and those of his opponents as representing narrow interests re
jected by the people. This sense of identity between leader and people that encour
ages or reinforces a certain populism can be a source of strength and power, but it 
also can lead to ignoring the limited mandate that even a majority, not to say a plu
rality, can give to implementation of any program. It encourages certain neglect of, 
sometimes disrespect toward, and even hostile relations with the opposition. Un
like a president, a prime minister is normally a member of a parliament who, al
though sitting on the government benches, is still a member of a larger body where 
he is forced to interact to some extent as an equal with other politicians and lead
ers of other parties, particularly if he depends on their support as head of a coali
tion government or of a minority government. A president, given his special posi
tion as head of state, is not forced into such interactions; he is free to receive his 
opponents or not, and always in the context of his ceremonial status in the presi
dential palace. 

One has only to observe the exchanges between the prime minister and the 
leaders of the opposition in the House of Commons, on one hand, and a presi
dent's speech before the congress, on the other. Anyone who saw the memorable 
session in which Mrs. Thatcher presented her resignation will recognize the dif
ference. Even a president facing a critical or hostile congress would not face a sim
ilar situation. 

In addition, in a presidential system the defeated opponent and the leaders of the 
opposition occupy ambiguous positions. Although publicly leaders, because they 
do not hold an office and are not even parliamentarians, they cannot act with re-
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spect to the president in the same way as the leader of the parliamentary opposition 

in Westminster. 
The absence in a presidential system of a king or a president of the republic who 

can act symbolically as a moderating power deprives the system of a degree of flex
ibility and of mechanisms to restrain the exercise of power. A king or other sym
bolic leader can sometimes exercise a moderating influence in a crisis situation and 
can even, as a neutral power, facilitate a parliamentary rebellion against the prime 
minister and maintain contact with forces, particularly armed forces, that are ready 
to question the leadership of the prime minister. Even the presidents of legislative 
bodies who in a parliamentary confrontation between parties can exercise some re
straints do not have such power over presidents; unlike a president, a prime minis
ter sits on the government bench while the president of a legislative body presides 

over the chamber or the senate. 
Given the inevitable institutional and structural position of a president, the peo

ple, that is, the people who support and identify with the president, are likely to feel 
that he has more power than he actually has or should have and to center excessive 
expectations on him. Moreover, they may express those sentiments if the president 
manipulates or mobilizes them against an opposition. The interaction between a 
popular president and the crowd acclaiming him can generate a political climate of 
tension and fear on the part of his opponents. The same can be said about the di
rect relationship a conservative president or a president with a military background 
can establish with the armed forces in his capacity as commander in chief. A pres
ident has many opportunities to interact with army leaders unencumbered by a 
prime minister or a minister of defense, one of whom would normally be present 
in a parliamentary monarchy or republic. 

The Election of an "Outsider" 

The personalized character of a presidential election makes possible, especially 
in the absence of a strong party system, the access to power of "outsiders." We mean 
by this candidates not identified with or supported by any political party, some
times without any governmental or even political experience, on the basis of a pop
ulist appeal often based on hostility to parties and "politicians." The candidacy of 
such leaders might appear suddenly and capitalize on the frustrations of voters and 
their hopes for a "savior." Such candidates have no support in the congress and no 
permanent institutionalized continuity (due to the principle of no reelection) and 
therefore find it difficult to create a party organization. Only in a presidential sys
tem can candidates like Fujimori or Collor de Mello aspire to power. The same is 
true for military leaders like Hindenburg, Mannerheim, Eisenhower, and Eanes, al
though the success of these men depended upon the support of political parties. 
Scott Mainwaring37 observes that in each of the four presidential elections between 
1945 and 1960 in Brazil, one or both of the two top vote-getters were career officers 
who had no prior involvement with parties. 
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The "outsider," a presidential candidate running without party support, even 
against parties, be it Fujimori, Tyminski (who won 23.2 percent of votes against the 
40.0 percent of Walesa), Aristide, Perot, or Chung Ju Yung (the founder of Hyun
dai) in South Korea, is not just the result of a particular crisis situation or of the am
bition of particular individuals. There are structural reasons for such a candidacy. 

If the purpose of a presidential election is to elect the "best" woman or man to 
the office and the individual voter has to make the choice, why should he or she 
think of parties? If voters can get sufficient information, or think they have gotten 
it, to make up their minds about the "personal" qualifications and positions of the 
candidates, they are presumably right in voting for a candidate irrespective of his 
links with a party. Voters feel that they do not need a party to tell them how to vote. 

In the past this was difficult because no candidate, even one who did a lot of 
"whistle-stop" campaigning, could reach every voter. Today, perhaps in most coun
tries, people can be reached through television. The "mediation" of parties, through 
presenting, endorsing, and supporting a candidate and organizing and financing a 
campaign, seem to be meddling and interfering in the relationship between the 
candidate and lhe voter. In some countries institutional changes recognize that 
fact: open primaries, registration of candidates rather than parties, funding of can
didates by public means rather than parties, equal access to the media ( either by law 
or by agreement of media managers) make parties less relevant in a presidential 
election. If in addition people are free to spend their own money to promote a can
didacy-and why should citizens be deprived of this right if the money does not 
come from a criminal activity?-anyone may try to convince the citizenry of his or 
her personal qualifications for the office. After all we are supposed to vote for one 
person and for that person's program or positions. Why should we submit our
selves to the decisions of politicians controlling a party if we, the "sovereign" peo
ple, can vote for our candidate directly? 

In a world where, for reasons we cannot discuss here, politicians and parties are 
the objects of relentless criticism, just and unjust, and rank very low in people's 
confidence, amateur outsiders are favored. In fact, it is tempting to run "against" 
the parties, which as continuous organizations controlling legislatures and govern
ment can easily be made responsible for the problems of a society, both solvable 
and unsolvable. 

In addition, the crisis-not the end-of ideological certitudes and identifica
tions, the loss of traditional party identifications mediated by class and religious 
identities, in a fluid, socially and culturally increasingly homogenized society, 
makes for volatility in party loyalties and for weaker links between interest 
groups-even organized groups like trade unions-and parties. The development 
of "outsider" candidacies should not surprise us. 

It could be thought that the candidacy of an outsider with no party support, no 
previous experience in political office, is a Latin American phenomenon, an un
likely event in a country with well-established, traditional parties, where even an 
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outsider would have to win the nomination of a major party, even should the pri
maries make it possible for a relative unknown to gain the nomination. In fact, 
third-party candidates in the United States generally have been supported by a 
splinter group from one of the parties. However, the candidacy of Ross Perot in 
1992 shows that in the context of dissatisfaction with the parties, constant criticism 
of Congress, and the wear of primary campaigns, an outsider can appeal directly to 
the electorate. In the age of television, someone with wealth and popularity in a 
presidential system can appeal directly to the voters without having to build a party, 
as he or she would in a parliamentary system. 

Former U.S. vice president Walter Mondale states this difference between lead
ership selection in parliamentary and presidential systems: "Unlike a parliamentary 
system whose leaders are picked by peers who know them, we have developed a self
nomination system where almost anyone with ambition can run for President. A 
candidate is not required to pass any test; he or she does not need any organiza
tional base of support; it is not even necessary for him or her to have been elected 
to office before."38 The problem with such patterns is that they are based on the ini
tial fallacy that the "best" person in the office of the president-even if he or she 
had more power than presidents actually have-could govern without supporters 
in the congress, without a pool of persons with experience in office, without the 
support of politicians identified with his or her positions on issues. If we can accept 
the assumptions of the partyless presidential election, why not apply the principle 
(particularly in a system of single-member plurality elections) to all representative 
offices? In that case we could find ourselves with legislatures of homini and femine 
nave without prior commitments (except those made to their voters), who after 
election would have to aggregate their positions into something coherent to gov
ern. We would be back at the first nineteenth-century parliaments, where those 
elected had to discover their affinities by meeting in coffee houses or clubs and 
slowly inventing the political party. 

If partyless elections seem like unsound ways of assuring good government, we 
might ask ourselves what kind of institutional arrangements favor them or make 
them less likely. I would suggest that presidentialism facilitates them and that par
liamentarism makes it more difficult for them to prevail. 

An institutionalized party system makes it difficult for outsiders to enter into a 
presidential competition and even more difficult to win the competition. The de
creased institutionalization of parties after authoritarian rule in Brazil, Peru, and 
Ecuador, in contrast to Colombia, Venezuela, Uruguay, Argentina, and Chile, sup
ports this conclusion. However, one could also argue that the possibility and the in
centives for outsiders to enter into the presidential competition has contributed to 
the arrest of or destroyed incipient institutionalization in Brazil and particularly in 
Peru. 39 In September 1988, once the discredit of Alan Garcia had become irrepara
ble, if APRA could have replaced him with another leader (as the Conservatives in 
the United Kingdom did with Mrs. Thatcher), the party's crisis might have been 
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limited. 40 The not negligible institutionalization of parties in Bolivia and of coop
eration among them since redemocratization might be threatened in the near fu
ture by the outsider, anti party candidacy of Max Fernandez. 

Plebiscitary Leadership: Delegative Democracy 

O'Donnell has noted that presidential elections, particularly in those cases that 
fit his model of "delegative democracy," are strongly individualistic but more in a 
Hobbesian than a Lockean variety: voters, irrespective of their identities and affili
ations, are supposed to choose the individual who is most fit to take charge of the 
country's destiny. In his essay, "Delegative Democracy," he writes: "Delegative de
mocracies are grounded on one basic premise: he or she who wins a majority in 
presidential elections ( delegative democracies are not very congenial to parliamen
tary systems) is enabled to govern the country as he ( or she) sees fit, and to the ex
tent that existing power relations allow for the term he has been elected." 

The plebiscitary character of many presidential elections, the polarization and 
emotionality surrounding them, the appeal beyond and sometimes above party, 
the sometimes uncontrolled promises made, lead often to extremely high rates of 
approval after the election. Approval may be as high as 70 and even 80 percent of 
the electorate. Such rates are not likely in parliamentary systems, in which voters 
identify with the parties of the opposition and the leader of the opposition contin
ues to occupy a position ofleadership. By contrast, the defeated presidential candi
date often is reduced almost to the rank of a private person. The starting popular
ity ratings of a number of presidents and prime ministers show this pattern. 

At the same time, failure and loss of support of a president is not cushioned by 
party loyalty. He or she is held personally responsible, and therefore we find drops 
in approval in the polls to very low levels, lower than most prime ministers on the 
way to defeat. Presidents suffer the wildest swings in popularity, as O'Donnell 
writes: "Today they are acclaimed as providential figures, tomorrow they are cursed 
as only fallen gods can be." 

As examples of that dynamic in public opinion of presidents when they face dif
ficult challenges, such as the economic crises in Latin America (inflation, the debt 
problem, and so forth), we might refer to opinion about Presidents Alfonsin of Ar
gentina and Alan Garcia of Peru. In May 1984, 82 percent of the population in 
greater urban centers expressed a positive opinion of Alfonsin. By August 1987 that 
figure had been reduced to 54 percent, and in April 1989, shortly before the May 
presidential election, to 36 percent. Even so, the president was always more favor
ably evaluated than the government, which moved from 45 percent in May 1984 to 
27 percent in August 1987 and 9 percent in April 1989. Alan Garcia, upon entering 
office in September 1985, enjoyed 90 percent approval; one year later in September 
1986, his approval was 70 percent; in October 1987, it was 44 percent; in October 
1988, 16 percent; and in January 1989 it reached a low point of 9 percent. 41 
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In contrast, support for Prime Minister Adolfo Suarez never reached such high 
levels in spite of his role in the transition to democracy, but it also did not fall as ver
tiginously. At the highpoint in April 1977 when the transition to democracy seemed 
assured, it was 79 percent, and before the June 1977 first free election it was 67 per
cent, although the vote for his party, the UCD, was only 34-7 percent. By October 
1978 it had dropped to 50 percent, and by December 1979 to 35 percent. By June 1980 
it had fallen to 26 percent. The drop reflected the internal crisis of the U CD, the im
pact of Basque terrorism, and the economic crisis, and it ultimately led to Suarez's 
resignation in February 1981.42 

Approval of Chancellor Konrad Adenauer started in the last quarter of 1949 at 33 
percent. By the end of 1950, it was 24 percent. It started to move up in 1951 and 1952, 
rose sharply in 1953 and reached 57 percent in the last quarter, moved down in 1954, 
rose again in 1955 to 55 percent, and then hovered over the next years a little above 
40 percent (with a low of 41 percent in 1960). The founder of the Federal Republic 
of Germany never could attain the massive support that Latin American presidents 
enjoyed, but he never experienced a great drop either, although conditions were 
more favorable for him to do so.4 3 

General de Gaulle, despite his undoubtable charisma in the period from July 
1956 to his resignation in April 1969, also never reached the level of approval of the 
Latin American presidents. Only a few times did the practically monthly surveys 
of the IFOP show a positive response of more than 70 percent (a maximum of74 
percent was reached in 1960); most of the time it was more than 50 percent and 
quite often more than 60 percent. In 1963 it dropped a few times to between 43 and 
48 percent and was at 54 percent in May 1968 and at 53 percent at the time of his 
resignation. 44 

Are Presidential Governments Stable and Parliamentary Cabinets Unstable? 

In the vast majority of presidential systems the president appoints his cabinet 
without congressional input, and the same is true for the dismissal of cabinet mem
bers.45 The "advise and consent" role of the U.S. Senate limits the president's 
choice, but ultimately the choice belongs to the president and not to Congress. The 
president might not get the most wanted cabinet member, but he will get someone 
he wants. In Korea since 1987 the prime minister is proposed by the president and 
confirmed by the legislature. He then appoints his ministers, but he is not elected 
by the legislature, nor does he subsequently need its confidence. He remains the 
president's prime minister. In the Philippines, cabinet nominations are subject to 
approval by the Congressional Commission on Appointments, consisting of the 
president of the senate and twelve members of each chamber, elected according to 
the proportional representation of parties in the chambers. 

The power of approval in these cases does not make the legislature in any way re
sponsible for the appointment, but it allows the legislature to frustrate the presi-
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dent. The U.S. "advise and consent" role is the exception rather than the rule. Korea 
(as of 1987), Nigeria, and the Philippines also deviate from the predominant pat
tern. Significantly two of these countries have experienced strong U.S. influence. 
Even so, since only the president has the power of dismissal, the system is closer to 
"pure" presidentialism than to a semipresidential, semiparliamentary system. 

The free choice by a president of his collaborators, the opportunity to dismiss 
them whenever their advice becomes undesirable, and their incapacity in such a 
case to return to the parliament with an independent power base is likely to dis
courage strong-minded, independent men and women from joining a presidential 
cabinet and making a commitment to politics. In a parliamentary system, those 
leaving the cabinet might use their position as parliamentarians to question the 
policies of a prime minister in the party caucus, in legislative committees, and from 
the benches in the parliament. A president can shield his ministers from criticism 
much more than a prime minister, whose ministers may have to confront the par
liament's questions, interpellations, and censure, when the principle of division of 
powers is carried to its logical conclusion. Once more, practices and the relative po
sitions of the congress and the presidency in a constitutional system can modify 
these implicit patterns, just as modern prime ministers and their cabinets are be
coming more like presidents and their cabinets in presidential regimes. 

It is often assumed that the freedom of presidents to appoint a cabinet without 
considering the demands of coalition parties or even powerful personalities or fac
tional leaders in their own party assures greater cabinet stability. However, as Jean 
Blonde! writes: 

The U.S. shares a common characteristic with the other Constitutional presiden
tial countries, even though these countries did not normally live continuously 
under this regime. Ministerial duration is short in America: among Atlantic coun
tries only Finland, Portugal and Greece had a shorter average duration of ministers 
than the U.S.-which, on the other hand, with ministers lasting an average just 
over three years, scores only a little more than the bulk of the Latin American 
countries, and is precisely at almost the same point as Costa Rica. Constitutional 
presidentialism does therefore lead, even where it has operated effectively and 
without hindrance, to a low ministerial duration; if the average ministerial 
longevity is under four years in Argentina, the Dominican Republic, Bolivia, 
Ecuador, Chile and Peru, it is under three and a half years in Venezuela and scarcely 
over two years in Colombia both of which had an unbroken period of constitu
tional presidentialism since the late 1950s. The average duration of ministers in 
Chile between 1945 and the end of the Frei presidency in 1970 was only one and a 
half years, although Chile had then an unbroken series of regularly elected consti
tutional presidents.46 

Let it be noted that in many parliamentary regimes the prime minister or chan
cellor is also free to appoint his cabinet, that there is no investiture vote of the cabinet 
or approval of individual ministers, and that often the prime minister is voted into 
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office first and then proceeds to form his cabinet. However, and this is the difference 
from a presidential system, the parliament can deny the prime minister investiture or 
confidence if it disapproves of his cabinet. Certainly in coalition governments the 
partners have a decisive say in the composition of the cabinet. 

It can be argued that the game of"musical chairs" among ministers in some par
liamentary cabinet governments, the cursus honorum in government offices culmi
nating in ministerial appointment, does not assure experience and competence, but 
it seems very doubtful that the almost total renewal of government with each new 
president appointing his men or women is better. The fact that in the United States 
since 1945-with the exception of Johnson's retention of the cabinet after the as
sassination of Kennedy-only two cabinet members served under different presi
dents is striking and probably not exceptional in presidential systems. Besides, most 
presidential systems do not have highly trained and independent bureaucracies. 
They must rely on a government of "amateurs" with little time to become ac
quainted with the machinery of government or with policies in process and their 
implementation. Moreover, the experience they acquire on the job is not available 
to their successors. 

In addition the generally more collective decision making in parliamentary cab
inets provides all the ministers with some familiarity with a wide range of issues, so 
that when one finally becomes prime minister he or she cannot be ignorant of a se
ries of issues. A state governor who gains the presidency has no reason to be famil
iar with foreign policy, to give just one example. 

The position of ministers in parliamentary governments is quite different from 
that of ministers or secretaries in presidential regimes. Certain trends, however, are 
likely to lead toward a degree of convergence between systems that in principle are 
different. I am thinking of parliamentary systems with highly disciplined parties 
and a prime minister with an absolute majority or those that follow the model of 
the Kanzlerdemokratie, in which the prime minister is free to select his cabinet with
out parliamentary approval. All this together with the tendency to personalize 
power in modern politics (particularly thanks to television) has reduced the sense 
of collective responsibility and the collegial nature of cabinet government, as well 
as the individual responsibility of ministers. However, in parliamentary systems 
when the prime minister is dependent on party coalitions or heads a minority gov
ernment with parliamentary approval, his relation to the cabinet is likely to be 
clearly different from that of a president to his cabinet. 

Presidents and Vice Presidents 

Among the characteristics not essential to a presidential system but found in 
many presidential systems is the office of vice president. 

One of the more complex issues surrounding a vice presidency is the provision for 
automatic succession in the case of death or inability of the president, which in some 
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cases is complicated by the fact that the automatic successor is elected separately and 
can represent a different political option, coalition, or party than the president. Or he 
may have been imposed as the running mate by the presidential candidate without 
any consideration of his capacity both to eiercise executive power and to gain the 
plebiscitary support the president had at the time of his election. Brazilian history 
provides an example of the first situation, most recently with the succession to the 
presidency of Sarney after Neves, and Argentina illustrates the ~econd situation with 
the succession after Peron of Maria Estela Martinez de Peron. Presidentialism leads to 
a personalization of power, but a succession between elections can lead to the high
est office someone to whom neither the voters, the party leaders, nor the political elite 
would, under normal circumstances, have entrusted with that office. 

Conflicts between presidents and vice presidents have been frequent. We only 
have to think of Janio Quadros and Goulart, Frondizi and Gomez, Alfonsin and 
Martinez, and most recently Corazon Aquino and Laurel (who went as far as con
spiring against President Aquino). 

The same rigidity we noted in the fixed terms of presidents continues when an in
cumbent dies or becomes incapacitated while in office. In the latter case, there is a 
temptation to hide the incapacity until the end of the term (a temptation that inci
dentally also appears sometimes in parliamentary democracies). In the case of death 
or resignation of the president for one or another reason, the vice presidency pre
sumably assures an automatic succession without a vacuum of authority or an in
terregnum. However, succession by a vice president who completes the term, which 
has worked relatively smoothly in the recent history of the United States, sometimes 
poses serious problems. The problems are particularly acute when the constitution 
allows separate candidacies for president and vice president. Rather than a running 
mate of the same party and presumably the same political outlook as the presidents, 
the vice president may have been a candidate of a different party or coalition. In such 
a case, those who supported the president might feel that the successor does not rep
resent their choice and does not have the popular democratic legitimation necessary 
for the office. The alternative situation, which today is more likely-that president 
and vice president have been nominated in agreement-still leaves open the ques
tion of the criteria used in nominating the vice president. There are undoubtedly 
cases in which the vice president has been nominated to balance the ticket and there
fore represents a discontinuity. In other cases the incumbent imposes a weak candi
date so that the vice president might not represent a potential challenge to his power, 
and in still others, the incumbent makes a highly personal choice, such as his wife. 
Nothing in the presidential system assures that the voters or the political leadership 
of the country, if they had been able to, would have selected the vice president to ex
ercise the powers they were willing to give to the president. The continuity that the 
automatic succession in presidential systems seems to assure therefore is sometimes 
more apparent than real. In the absence of a vice president with the right of succes
sion, there is the possibility of a caretaker government until new elections, which are 
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supposed to take place at the earliest possible date. But it is not sure that the serious 
crisis that might have provoked the need for succession would be the best moment 
to hold a new presidential election. 

The Party System and Presidentialism 

Several authors have noted that most stable presidential democracies approach 
the two-party system, according to the Laakso-Taagepera index,47 while many sta
ble parliamentary systems are multiparty systems. They also provide convincing 
arguments that presidencies function better with two-party rather than multi party 
systems and describe the tension between multipartyism and presidentialism. 48 

Since with the exception of the United States, Costa Rica, Venezuela, Argentina, 
Colombia, and in the past Uruguay, most presidential democracies in the Americas 
( at least nine) are multi party systems, it can be argued that there is no fit between the 
institutions and the party system. It could be argued that these countries should or 
could move toward a two-party system by "political engineering;' for example of the 
electoral laws and other rules, but this seems doubtful. The Brazilian military regime 
attempted to impose a two-party framework but was forced to give up the idea. The 
electoral law enacted by Pinochet before leaving power had the same intent. South 
Korea, with between three and four parties in the legislature and three main con
tenders in the first free presidential election, has moved toward a two-party system 
with the fusion in 1990 of the Democratic Justice Party led by Roh Tae Woo, the op
position Reunification Democratic Party (RDP) led by Kim Young Sam, and the 
New Democratic Republican Party of Kim Jong Pilm (although the latent purpose 
was to establish a dominant party system like that ofJapan). 49 It is questionable that 
a system in which one of two parties enjoys a large majority and is assured of gain
ing the presidency guarantees stability. The opposition minority, PPD ( Party for 
Peace and Democracy) led by Kim Dae Jung, will have little chance of sharing or al
ternating in power. One might ask if a very polarized polity will not frustrate the op
position and contribute to unstable politics as well as opportunities for corruption 
in the dominant party. The situation in the Republic of Korea (where the DJP and 
the RDP together won 64.6 percent of the vote in the 1987 presidential election) 
would have differed from that of the United States, Costa Rica, and Venezuela, where 
on the average the president's party controls between 45.8 percent (U.S.) and 50.9 

percent (Costa Rica) of the seats in the lower chambers. In the December 18, 1992, 

presidential election, however, Kim Young Sam was elected with 42 percent of the 
vote. His opponent, Kim Dae Jung, who gained 34 percent, announced his retire
ment from politics. The billionaire founder of the Hyundai industrial group drew 
about 16 percent. A two-party system seemed to emerge. 

One of the paradoxes of presidential regimes in many Latin American democra
cies (and the Philippines) is the complaint that parties are weak and lack discipline 
and that representatives behave in parochial and self-interested ways. I say paradox 
because these characteristics of parties and their representatives make it possible in 
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multiparty systems (in particular) for presidencies to work. A president without a 
clear majority in a multiparty situation with ideological and disc?plined parties 
would find it difficult to govern, and even more difficult with an opposition ma
jority in the congress. It is the possibility of convincing individual legislators, of 
producing schisms within the parties, of distributing pork barrels and forming 
local clientelistic alliances that enables a president to govern and enact his program 
without a majority. The idea of a more disciplined and "responsible" party system 
is structurally in conflict, if not incompatible, with pure presidentialism ( obviously 
not with premier presidentialism or with the French semipresidentialism or semi
parliam en tarism.) 

Presidents have to favor weak parties ( although they might wish to have a strong 
party of their own if it was assured a majority in the congress). The weakness of par
ties in many Latin American democracies therefore is not unrelated to the presi
dential system but, rather, a consequence of the system. 

One might argue whether parties are essential to functioning democracies, but 
certainly the history of democratization has been associated with the development 
of parties and their legitimation. It is also true Lhal nondemocratic regimes have 
been based on hostility to multipartism either through establishing a monopoly or 
a hegemonic "leading role" of a single party, attempting to create other forms of 
representation, or the outright suspension or outlawing of party activity. In parlia
mentary democracies even antiparty movements have to transform themselves 
into parties to gain access to or a share of power, sometimes like the NSDAP (Na
tional sozialistische deutsche Arbeiterpartei) to destroy democracy, sometimes to 
participate in the parliamentary process and ultimately in government coalitions, 
like a segment of the "Greens" in the Lander of the Federal Republic of Germany. 
The antiparty stance of some Latin American presidents would be largely fruitless 
without building a party and searching for support across party lines. In Brazil, 
presidents have constantly stressed that they are independent from and above 
party; they have formed governments with ministers recruited from parties other 
than their own, even when they have made their political career in one party. No 
leader in a parliamentary system could win power by saying like Janio Quadros: "I 
have no commitments to the parties that support me-the ideas that I sustain in 
my campaign are mine alone." Even Hitler constantly emphasized his commitment 
to the "Movement." When a presidential candidate can say, "Professional politi
cians don't do anything except perturb Brazilian life," how can we expect the slow 
and continuous building of democratic parties? Who can be surprised at the con
stant party switching of Brazilian legislators when presidents switch parties (like 
Sarney) or disregard their ties to parties that elected them? 

Mainwaring in his excellent analysis of the Brazilian case concludes: 

The question is why presidents have opted for supra- and anti-party tactics. In 
part, the answer may be attributed to the individual styles of the different presi-
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dents or to Brazil's anti-organizational political culture. An essential argument 
here, however, is that the combination of presidentialism, a fragmented multiparty 
system, and undisciplined parties has made it difficult for presidents to function 
through party channels and has encouraged anti-party practices. It is not only per
sonalities and political culture, but also political structures that explain why pres
idents have acted against parties. 50 

Presidentialism with Adaptations 

The difficulties generated by the pure model of presidentialism have led in a 
number of Latin American countries to constitutional norms or political practices, 
to agreements among politicians or parties, that ignore or profoundly modify the 
principles of presidentialism. In some cases, as I will show, these practices have 
contributed to governability and prevented serious crises or the breakdown of 
democracy. However, in several cases they violate the spirit of presidential govern
ment, ignore or frustrate the wishes of the electorate, and have been outright un
democratic (although agreed to by democratically elected politicians) by limiting 
the choice of the voters. These patterns contribute to weakening the accountability 
we associate with democracy, particularly the accountability of political parties. 
They might also contribute to the cynicism of the electorate about parties and 
politicians, if not to its alienation and radical tendencies away from the mainstream 
of electoral politics (as in the case of Colombia). 

Multipartism or drift toward it in a number of countries with presidential sys
tems can lead to two responses: (1) an exclusionary policy in which the two main 
parties attempt to prevent the entry of other parties by sharing power and modify
ing the rules of the game, as in Colombia, or (2) constitutional reforms directed to
ward "coparticipation" or toward quasi parliamentarism, such as some patterns in 
Uruguay and Bolivia. 

In Uruguay the complex political system has led after redemocratization to 
practices described by Maria Ester Mancebo as "from coparticipation to coali
tion."51 These practices have contributed to what might be called a "nonpresiden
tial" style of politics. They should not, however, be confused with "coalition gov
ernment" in parliamentary systems. 

Guillermo O'Donnell 52 independently and starting from a very different prob
lem, has noted that Uruguay has a very different style of policy making from Ar
gentina and Brazil. He asks 

why the Uruguayan government did not adopt its own Paquete, specially during 
the euphoria that followed the first stages of the Austral and the Cruzado. Was it 
because President Sanguinetti and his collaborators were more intelligent, better 
economists or better informed than their Argentine, Brazilian, and Peruvian coun
terparts? Armed with this curiosity I went to Uruguay. There I found, with no lit
tle surprise, that some high officers of the Executive complained quite bitterly 
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about the various constraints that Congress had imposed on the much higher de
grees of freedom they would have liked to have in various matters, including in
deed economic policy! It happens that in this case of redemocratization, although 
far from being the perfect institution that nowhere is, Congress effectively came 
back to work at the moment of democratic installation. Simply, because of consti
tutional restrictions and historical embedded practices, the President does not 
have the power to unilaterally decree things such as the paquetes of the neighbor
ing countries. The President of Uruguay, for the validity of many of the policies 
typically contained in those paquetes, must go through Congress. In other words, 
the elements of secrecy and surprise that seem so fundamental to the paquetes are 
de facto eliminated. Furthermore, going through Congress means having to nego
tiate those policies, not only with parties and legislators, but also with various or
ganized interests. Consequently, against the apparent preferences of some mem
bers of the Executive, the economic policies of the Uruguayan government were 
"condemned" to be incremental, rather inconsistent, and limited to quite limited 
goals-such as achieving the decent performance we have seen, not the heroic 
goals which the (first) paquetes heralded. 

I must say that it was in Uruguay that I really learned about the difference of 
having or not having, as a network of institutionalized powers that texture the 
policy making process. Or, in other words, between representative and delegative 
democracy. 

The Uruguayan "National Intonation" and "National Coincidence" were re
sponses to the fact that the party winning the presidency had no majority in the 
two houses of the congress. In 1984 the Colorados had 41 percent of the vote and 42 
percent of the seats, and in 1987 the Blan cos had respectively 39 percent and 40 per
cent. This situation is likely in any multiparty system with an electoral system not 
favoring the largest party very disproportionately. Presidents Sanguinetti and La
calle both chose to respond to the situation as a parliamentary party leader would 
have done by expanding the "parliamentary base" of his government, although the 
strategies of the two men differed considerably, largely because the political con
texts were different (transition and consolidation phases). The difference from a 
typical parliamentary coalition government was that the cabinet members were not 
leaders of the parties and that neither of the leaders who were the "addressees" of 
the "understanding" resigned the right to act as "responsible opposition." In a pres
idential system they were entitled to do so without causing the fall of the govern
ment. Those cabinets naturally did not receive an explicit approval in the congress. 
In policy making President Sanguinetti had to use his veto power frequently. 

Bolivia is another country in which the pure model of presidentialism in prac
tice has been modified in ways that are more congruent with parliamentarism.s 3 A 
presidential system assumes that a candidate or a party aggregates a broad basis of 
support, preferably a majority of those voting. The voto util should eliminate or 
weaken minor candidacies. Before the elections the weaker parties should form 
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broad coalitions in order to improve the chances of the candidate closest to their 
views and ultimately to lead to a two-party format. This has not been the case in a 
number of countries with a presidential system. Bolivia stands out for its frag
mented electoral record in presidential elections, with leading candidates gaining 
less that 30 percent of the vote. Loyalty to parties and leaders on historical, ideo
logical, class, and regional bases is probably more responsible for this pattern than 
the provision of a decision by the Congress among the three leading candidates. 
The resulting stalemates in presidential selection and the impossibility for a presi
dent of governing without making alliances are contributing to the frustration and 
considerable volatility of voters and might in the near future facilitate the emer
gence of a populist candidate running against the parties. (Such a candidate might 
in turn be blocked by the parties with strength in the congress). 

After the last two elections the candidate with the largest plurality did not be
come president. In the first of these elections the runner-up Paz Estenssoro of the 
MNR (Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario) was chosen, and in 1988 the 
third in the running, Paz Zamora of the MIR (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolu
cionario) won; he had the support of the second-place Banzer. This was on the 
basis of article 90 of the 1967 constitution, which establishes that: 

If none of the candidates for the presidency or the vice presidency obtains the ab
solute majority of votes, the Congress will consider the three with the largest num
ber of votes for one or another office and make an election among them. If none 
obtains a majority of the participating representatives in the first round of voting 
there will be successive votes among the two having obtained most votes until one 
obtains an absolute majority in a public and continuous session. The president so 
elected will have a fixed term of four years without being eligible until four years 
after the end of his mandate. 

In a political situation so basically incongruous with an ideal presidential sys
tem, Bolivian politics has been working in many ways as if it were parliamentary
with pacts (like the Pacto por la Democracia), multiparty governments, a congres
sional "vote of no confidence" leading to the resignation of President Siles Suazo in 
1985, but without many of the characteristics of a working parliamentary system. 
The parties making the system work do not explicitly assume responsibility for 
their actions, and voters cannot make them accountable at election time. The no
reelection principle leads to a reshuffling of the "coalitions" for or after each pres
idential election. For example, the ADN (A1ianza Democratica Nacional) led by 
Banzer supported the Pacto por la Democracia and MNR president Paz Estenssoro 
and his policies in the difficult period of economic reform but, after the 1988 pres
idential elections, shifted its support to Paz Zamora, the candidate of the MIR lead
ing to the Pacto Patri6tico rather than to Sanchez de Lozada of the MNR, who had 
been the framer of the New Economic Policy (NPE) under Paz Estenssoro. The 
principle of "least distance" in coalition formation did not work. 54 
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In the July 1985 presidential election the leader of the ADN, the former dictator 
general Banzer, obtained 28.6 percent of the vote. He was closely followed by the 
historic leader of the MNR, Paz Estensorro, with 26-4 percent, the MIR candidate 
with 8.9 percent, and the Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario de Izquierda 
(MNRI) candidate with 4.8 percent. Other candidates obtained 18-4 percent, and 
12.9 percent of votes were blank or void. Since none of the candidates obtained a 
majority the election went to the congress, where Paz Estensorro, the second-place 
candidate, obtained 94 votes from MNR, MIR, MNRI, and PDC members, while 
Banzer received only 51 votes. 

In the 1988 election Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada of the MNR was ahead with 
23.07 percent of the vote; he was followed by Banzer (ADN) with 22.70 percent, Paz 
Zamora (MIR) with 19.64 percent, and CONDEPA (Conciencia de Patria) with 10.98 
percent and IU ( Izquierda Unida) with 7-18 percent. The alliance between ADN and 
MIR gave the presidency to Paz Zamora. 

While these last two presidential elections according to article 90 of the consti
tution were fully congruent with politics in a parliamentary system, they ran 
counter to the logic of presidentialism. Given the minority vote and the small mar
?ins _between candidates, however, the "parliamentary" coalition making was not 
1llog1cal. The system remained presidential because, once elected, the president 
held office for a full term without depending on the confidence of the congress. In
troducing the possibility of a vote of nonconfidence, preferably the constructive 
vote of no confidence, for a president elected by the congress, would transform the 
Bolivian system easily into a parliamentary one retaining the possibility of a popu
lar presidential election should any candidate obtain an absolute majority. 

The Myths of Presidential Leadership and Leaderless Parliamentary Democracy 

One strong argument made in favor of presidentialism is that it provides for 
strong, personalized leadership. This argument ignores the fact that presidents very 
often are not strong leaders but compromise candidates. While their office endows 
them with considerable powers, the congress's obstruction might make their lead
ership impossible, and in the course of their mandate they might lose their capac
ity for leadership, as examples in recent Latin American history would show. My ar
gument is that strong leadership can be found in many parliamentary systems. 

We do not have to turn to the United Kingdom with its two-party system, which 
assured the leadership of Churchill and more recently of Margaret Thatcher. In 
continental multiparty systems Adenauer and De Gasperi were able to shape new 
democracies, and Willy Brandt with a coalition government managed to shift the 
policies of West Germany decisively. Nor can we ignore the opportunity for leader
ship enjoyed by Scandinavian prime ministers such as Branting, Tage Erlanger,ss 
and Olaf Palme in Sweden, Gerhardsen in Norway, Kreisky in Austria, and Henri 
Spaak in Belgium, to mention some social democratic prime ministers. In the new 
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southern European democracies, a parliamentary system made possible the leader
ship of Adolfo Suarez, Felipe Gonzalez, and even Calvo Sotelo after a coup attempt 
in 1981 in Spain, ofKaramanlis and Papandreou in Greece, and now the prime min
istership, with an absolute majority, of Cavacco Silva in Portugal. These have not 
been leaderless democracies, but at the same time the failure of Suarez and Calvo 
Sotelo did not endanger democratic institutions, nor were they endangered when 
conservatives and communists united to force Papandreou's resignation. 

I would argue that there is a certain convergence between parliamentary and 
presidential systems in the fact that, in many democracies, people increasingly vote 
for a party leader who can govern. They shift their support to the party that 
promises to sustain such a leader in power and withdraw it from a party that does 
not have an appealing leader to head the government. The weakening of ideologi
cal loyalties and rigidities, the erosion of"kept electorates" by a more homogenized 
class structure, the growing independence of voters with higher levels of education, 
and the use of the voto util against minor parties allow strong leaders to appeal di
rectly to the electorate at the same time as they strengthen the appeal of their party 
and with it their parliamentary base. In contemporary politics the use of television, 
which permits a leader to appeal directly to the electorate, reinforces that tendency 
perhaps even too much. Voters in contemporary parliamentary democracies in
creasingly vote for a party to assure that its leader forms a government, and they 
vote against the party whose leader does not enjoy their trust. Personalization of 
leadership makes contemporary parliamentary systems with leaders who know 
how to use it more similar to presidential systems but without some of the negative 
consequences I discussed at length in my analysis of presidentialism. 

It puts some limit, however, on the capacity of an individual with no party base 
to appeal directly to the electorate, as shown by the failure of former president 
Eanes and his PRD (Democratic Renewal Party) and the difficulties that an attrac
tive leader such as Suarez found due to the lack of a strong party's support. In par
liamentary systems, to improvise a leader by means of a personal and mass media 
appeal such as we are seeing today in Brazil would be impossible. Contemporary 
parliamentary systems cannot be described as unable to produce leadership and 
stable governments, but they do this without losing the flexibility that I have high
lighted as one of their advantages. In fact, they allow, as the long tenure of prime 
ministers in a number of parliamentary democracies shows, the possibility of con
tinuity in leadership that the no-reelection principle excludes in many presidential 

systems. 
Personalized, even charismatic, leadership is not incompatible with parliamen-

tary democracy, but such a leader has also to gain the confidence of a party, of a 
cadre of politicians that will supply him with cabinet members, with leaders of par
liamentary committees, and with a constant presence in society through elected of
ficials such as governors and mayors. Such a leader in contrast to one in some pres
idential systems will not be isolated or surrounded only by his personal loyalist 
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technocrats and friends. He or she will be both a national and a party leader and 
therefore will have more resources to use in governing effectively. I emphasize once 
more that this is a probability but that no system, either parliamentary or presi
dential, can asstire capable leadership able to gain the confidence of a party and the 
nation. 

Perhaps one of the main advantages of a parliamentary system is that it provides 
a much larger pool of potential leaders than a presidential system, though this is 
not true when, for example, a single party has a hegemonic position due to its ma
jority. In a multi party system in which leaders of all major parties have a reasonable 
expectation of becoming prime minister or of playing a leading role in the cabinet, 
the number of aspirants to leadership positions that will enter parliament is likely 
to be much larger than in most presidential systems. Moreover, in the parliamen
tary process potential leaders can gain a certain visibility between elections, unless 
the media are exceedingly controlled by the government. Different leaders can 
make their reputations in parliamentary debates, in motions of censorship, votes of 
no confidence, and other public actions. The parliament is in some ways a nursery 
for potential leaders. In addition, the parliamentary system does not exclude lead
ers who have lost power; they are likely to sit on the benches of the opposition wait
ing for their turn, something that defeated presidential candidates often cannot do. 
In a parliamentary system the leader or leaders of the opposition can make a posi
tion clear to the electorate without having to wait for a presidential campaign, 
which, in any event, is relatively short. They can become visible and identifiable to 
the voters long before an election. It is no accident that in presidential systems the 
candidates often do not come from the legislature but have been governors of states 
where they had a home base of clientelistic links and where they made a reputation. 
This circumstance produces the important disadvantage that presidential candi
dates very often have little experience in foreign policy and macroeconomic prob
lems and very weak ties to the legislatures that will have to support their programs 
and policies. This is true even for the United States and probably for other federal 
states like Brazil and Argentina. 

Many studies have shown that political careers leading to top cabinet positions 
and ultimately the prime ministership are a function of a combination of loyalty 
and competence as well as length of time in parliament. Backbenchers can occa
sionally attack the party leadership and particularly the prime minister and his gov
ernment, but biting too often is penalized. Even in those parliamentary systems 
that retain the principle of freedom of conscience of the MP, members who change 
party are a small minority, quite in contrast to the recent Brazilian experience (see 
chapter 8).56 Although the traitors are welcomed in another party they are dis
trusted and unlikely to make successful political careers, including, with a few no
table exceptions, those who contributed to the disintegration of the UCD in Spain. 
While the incentive structure in parliamentary systems encourages party discipline 
and therefore consolidation of party organizations, presidential systems have no 
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such incentives for party loyalty (except where there are well-structured ideologi
cal parties). The president can provide personalized incentives to potential sup
porters, and the success of an individual legislator depends less on the performance 
of his party in power than on the strength of his more or less clientelistic ties with 
his constituency. That is why the United States Congress is today still one of the 
strongest legislatures and one in which individual members have great indepen
dence, although other factors, such as the sizable staff and resources that Congress 
provides to its members and the ideological diversity within the parties, contribute 
to the same effect. 

Presidential systems can have strong parties, but the parties are likely to be ide
ological rather than government oriented. More often than not presidentialism is 
associated with weak, fractioned, and clientelistic or personalistic parties. We have 
only to think of the parties in Brazil, in the Philippines, and more recently in South 
Korea. Presidentialism might lead to the emergence of leaders, but it is unlikely to 
lead to party leaders able to govern with sufficient support in the congress, and very 
often those leaders will turn to nonparty cabinets of experts whose careers depend 
fully on their competence. In this context, I wonder to what extent the Peronist 
party can be happy with a cabinet of experts. Those who complain about the weak
ness of political parties and the poor quality of legislative leadership in some Latin 
American countries should perhaps look more seriously into the relationship be
tween those conditions and the presidential system. 

Presidentialism, Federalism, and Multiethnic Societies 

It is sometimes argued that presidentialism is particularly appropriate for fed
eral republics because the presidency can serve as a unifying symbol, especially in 
the absence of a monarchy, and can represent the nation as a totality in a way a par
liament cannot. This argument might sound plausible, and the powerful example 
of the United States, which combines federalism reflected in an influential senate 
and a presidency, seems to support it. However, we should not forget the large 
number of democracies with a federal or quasi-federal structure that have parlia
mentary government, beginning with a country of the enormous social and cul
tural heterogeneity and extension oflndia. The Federal Republic of Germany is an
other example of combined federalism and parliamentarism, and in fact the Lander 
and their prime ministers have provided an important pool of candidates to the 
chancellorship of the republic. Canada and Australia are two other vast federal 
countries with parliamentary governments. Divergent forms of government ac
count for some of the practical differences between the United States and Canada, 
particularly their respective party systems. 57 In spite of the strains between Quebec 
and English-speaking Canada, the parliamentary system probably has contributed 
to the unity of the country. Switzerland, which is probably the most federal coun
try, not to say confederal, in Europe, has opted for a system that cannot strictly be 
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called parliamentary, given its constitutional conventions, but that also is not pres
idential. Austria is another federal republic with a parliamentary system, although 
direct election of the president formally places it in the category of semi presiden
tial or semiparliamentary. In addition, a number of quasi-federal regimes like the 
Estado de las Autonomias in Spain, the regionalized state in Italy, and the growing 
federalism in Belgium have developed with parliamentary systems. Certainly in 
Spain and Belgium the monarchy has served some of the integrative functions at
tributed to a presidency, and the same can be said about the governor general in the 
dominions, but the indirectly elected presidents of the Federal Republic of Ger
many and Italy have often been able to fulfill that same function without the pow
ers normally attributed to a president in a presidential regime. 

In some Latin American countries the heavy demographic weight and even 
greater political weight of some large states with large metropolitan areas would 
mean that a directly elected president would not be as representative of the whole 
federation as one in a country whose states were more equilibrated in population 
and resources. Therefore it would be doubtful to say that presidential systems serve 
national integration better than parliamentary systems. 

One of the negative aspects of Latin American presidentialism has been the use 
of the power of intervention in the federal states, suspending or displacing author
ities and appointing an intervenor with full powers. This practice is not inherent to 
presidentialism but is rather the result of certain constitutional provisions and their 
interpretation. Undoubtedly a central government, either a presidential or a par
liamentary one, has to have some power to prevent actions by state authorities 
against the constitution or that represent a threat to public order. As the Argentine 
history shows, however, it seems dangerous to allow one person to make a deci
sion to intervene without the possibility (except impeachment) of being held ac
countable by some representative body. 58 This practice has contributed much to 
the weakness of federalism in a number of Latin American countries. A practice 
that has weakened federalism in Latin America even more is the appointment of 
governors by the president. This procedure contradicts any idea of federalism. 

The direct election of governors and their unipersonal authority is an indirect 
consequence, again not necessary but likely, of presidentialism. Such a system cre
ates an inequality of representation because, in the case of multiple competitors for 
the office, it may deprive the majority of citizens of any chance to participate in the 
executive of the State, and that executive is in no direct way accountable to the 
state legislature. 

A theme that will become more important in debates about democracy will be 
how democratic processes either help to solve ethnic, cultural, communal-reli
gious, and linguistic conflicts or exacerbate them. 59 This is not the place to deal se
riously with this enormously complex issue. Nor can we provide an answer to the 
question of presidentialism versus parliamentarism and these conflicts. We are 
handicapped because presidentialism has prevailed in societies that are relatively 
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integrated ethnically and in societies where the problems mentioned have not yet 
erupted. For the few cases in which presidentialism has been tried in multiethnic 
societies-Nigeria and Sri Lanka-the experience has been short lived. 

Advocates of presidentialism argue that a president who is elected by a 
statewide electorate can serve as a symbol of integration in spite of ethnic divi
sions. The success of such symbolism obviously depends very much on the 
method of election chosen. A simple plurality in a single election, which might as
sure hegemony to the largest ethnic group, certainly would not work. The Nigeri
ans have attempted to deal with the problem in their constitution by dividing the 
country into relatively large, ethnically homogeneous states and requiring that a 
presidential candidate gain at least 25 percent of the votes in two-thirds of the 
states of the Nigerian Federation to assure that he does not represent any particu
lar ethnic group or narrow coalition. The candidate must, therefore, seek support 
all over the country. A union of any two of the three largest groups behind a sin
gle candidate would not be sufficient support to reach the required threshold. The 
distribution formula assumes a territorial concentration of groups-that is, acer
tain level of homogeneity within areas but heterogeneity among areas. Horowitz 
discusses the uniqueness of the Nigerian situation and some of the difficulties in 
applying Nigeria's constitutional provisions elsewhere, specifically in South 
Africa, as well as the changes needed in the election of the legislature to compli
ment the election of the president. 

One might object that whatever procedure is used in the election, ultimately a 
unipersonal executive will have to come from one of the ethnic groups and will be 
perceived as identified with that group. In any conflict in which his group is in
volved it will be difficult to convince his opponents that he stands above ethnic in
terests ( or to forgo alleging such partisanship). Should this happen and should he 
fail to solve the problem, the rigidity of the fixed term of office makes it once more 
difficult to replace the president or to rearrange supporting coalitions. If a presi
dent, elected by whatever method, chooses to form a cabinet that neglects or is per
ceived as neglecting the interests of minorities, the situation cannot be changed 
(unless the system is premier-presidential or presidential-parliamentary, in which 
case there are the problems to be discussed). 

In a multiethnic society without an absolutely dominant group supporting one 
party and obtaining an absolute majority, a parliamentary system would offer the 
possibility of coalition formation and consociational type of agreements, which 
could provide a flexible response to ethnic conflict. Not only coalition governments 
but external support for minority prime ministers would provide incentives for ne
gotiation, compromise, and power sharing. Cooptation ofleaders of ethnic protest 
would be possible. Obviously if the political leadership is not committed to the sur
vival of a multiethnic state but to its breakup or to the hegemony of one group by 
any means, no democratic institutions will be able to function, neither parliamen
tary nor presidential. Votes then become irrelevant, and clubs rule. 

-
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Presidentialism and the Military 

One argument used sometimes in favor of presidentialism is that it provides the 
political system with a personalized leadership that the armed forces can identify 
with as their supreme commander; it would be more difficult to identify with a 
prime minister. Such a direct relationship has existed historically between the 
armed forces and the monarch, and we still find traces of it in European monar
chies even after democratization in Europe in the years between wars and today in 
Spain. Sometimes this relationship has been dangerous to democracy, as in the case 
of Greece, but when the monarch has been committed to it, as the Spanish king 
Juan Carlos has been, it can be favorable to the stability of a democracy. Presidents 
both in presidential and semipresidential systems have been conceived as continu
ators of the traditional relationship between heads of state and armed forces. This 
has sometimes meant a strong tendency to elect generals to the presidency, not only 
in Latin America but in some European countries in the interwaryears, such as Fin
land, Poland, the Weimar Republic with Hindenburg, and Portugal both before 
and after the Estado Novo. 

It is not always clear to what extent such a direct relationship of the armed forces 
to the president, particularly when he himself is an army officer, has contributed to 
a weakening of civilian political leadership and political parties. The political prac
tices of the Weimar Republic, in which the high command of the army had direct 
access to the president without mediation by the cabinet in a semipresidential, 
semiparliamentary regime, have not been seen by many scholars as contributing to 
the stability of German democracy. In Portugal similar practices led to a peculiar 
dyarchy of the parliament and the military, which grew out of a pact between the 
parties and the MFA (Armed Forces Movement). The initial constitution-making 
process, which limited the powers of the parliament, and the role of the moderate 
military in breaking with revolutionary threats gave the armed forces a place not re
served to them in most democratic constitutions. This situation has changed only 
with recent constitutional reforms. In that context, the directly elected president, 
himself a military man, had to play an important role.60 However, it is not assured 
that a civilian president in a presidential system can play the role of head of the 
armed forces better than the heads of the military hierarchy subordinated to the 
minister of defense and through him to the cabinet and the prime minister, as is 
the case in most democracies. 

Undoubtedly, the personalization for a period of time of authority in a president 
who is both the head of government and the head of state-a symbolic point of ref
erence for the nation when he enjoys widespread legitimacy and support-might 
be congruent with the value system of a military organization. But in the case of 
delegitimation and controversy surrounding the president, such a personalized re
lationship might prompt the military to take unconstitutional actions against the 
president. A less drastic response would be likely in the case of a less personalized 
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direct and permanent relationship, as in a parliamentary system, where a minister 
of defense mediates between a prime minister and the armed forces. 

The Head of State in Parliamentary Regimes 

In analyzing parliamentary regimes-except in biographical and sometimes 
journalistic writings-political scientists tend to neglect the role of the head of 
state: monarch, governor general in the British Commonwealth countries, and 
president in the republics. 61 The role of heads of state is not irrelevant to our main 
theme because in presidential democracies this role and that of chief executive are 
not separated. Only if the head of state in parliamentary regimes is assumed to be a 
decorative figure would the absence of division between these roles in presidential
ism be irrelevant. We have already noted some of the tensions generated by confu
sion of the roles of head of state-the dignified part of the presidential role-and 
chief executive and often party leader-the object of legitimate controversy and of 
attack by the opposition. 

Without falling into a functionalist teleology-the notion that everything has 
to have a function, that monarchs and their "successors," the presidents in parlia
mentary republics, cannot be simply survivals of times past-it seems justified to 
enquire into these roles. There is evidence that on occasion a king can play an im
portant, perhaps decisive, role, such as that played by King Juan Carlos of Spain at 
the time of the February 23, 1981, coup attempt. One might object that the king was 
important on that occasion only because Spanish democracy was not consolidated 
and the monarchy represented a "backward legitimation" derived from the Franco 
legacy, but I surmise that something more was at stake. We should not forget that 
many of the constitutional parliamentary monarchies of Europe survived the crisis 
of democracy in the twenties and thirties. And if presidents in pure parliamentary 
republics were irrelevant, it would not make sense for politicians to put so much ef
fort into electing their preferred candidate to the office. 

This is not the place to develop a detailed analysis of the roles of heads of state, 
but we might suggest a few ranging from the apparently trivial to the politically im
portant. A trivial one is the assumption of a large number of "representative" and 
ceremonial functions in the life of modern states, from receiving credentials of am
bassadors to visiting foreign countries to inaugurating meetings and buildings. 
These activities consume time that, in the case of presidents, is subtracted from 
governing. Travel abroad for a number of purposes, for which Latin American pres
idents usually require congressional authorization, is also time consuming. Cere
monial activities of a king or head of state outside of the daily political battles can 
link the regime to groups that might feel flattered and otherwise alienated, such as 
intellectuals, artists, and last but not least the military. One advantage is that a non
partisan figure, ifhe or she is respected, makes it more difficult for public events to 
become occasions for delegitimizing protest. 
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Heads of state, perhaps because they are not pressed by daily business, can also 
keep informed, maintain contact with a wide range of persons, including the lead
ing politicians, and convey their views privately but with some authority to prime 
ministers. In fact we know, from the example of Theodor Heuss and Chancellor 
Adenauer, how such a relationship can develop into one of trust and counsel. 62 No 
one in a presidential system is institutionally entitled to such a role. 

The head of state can play the role of adviser or arbiter by bringing party leaders 
together and facilitating the flow of information among them. He also can serve as 
a symbol of national unity in ethnically or culturally divided states; ifhe had exec
utive functions, this would be difficult to do. This role is one of the important func
tions of the monarchy in Belgium. 

The combination between neutral friend to the parties and their leaders com
peting for power and dispenser of information and advice is not easy to maintain, 
and not all heads of state are up to the task. We know little about how that role is 
performed since discretion surrounds the activities of monarchs and presidents of 
parliamentary republics. However, differentiating between the roles of head of state 
and prime minister can be an element favoring compromise, negotiation, and 
moderation. 63 

Responses to the Critique of Presidentialism 

Responses to the implicit critique of presidentialism in my writings have taken 
four basic directions: (1) admitting the arguments but citing the political culture of 
Latin America and the weight of tradition; (2) focusing on particular aspects of 
presidentialism that are not essential to it and are susceptible to reform; (3) favor
ing semi presidential, semiparliamentary systems; and (4) searching for innovative 
solutions. 

There can be no question of the strength of the presidential tradition in Latin 
America, but to appeal to tradition could make any innovation impossible. In ad
dition, in many countries the periods of democratic rather than authoritarian pres
identialism have been short. Most presidents have been de facto governors deriving 
power from a coup rather than an election, or from a dubious election. The masses 
of people by themselves prefer a system they know to something unknown and not 
understood. It is the task of the elites to explain the earlier failures of presidential
ism and their reasons for preferring another system. Even when people acknowl
edge the failure of presidentialism, as large numbers of Brazilians today do, they will 
not tend to choose parliamentarism (as Brazilians will be able to do in the 1993 

plebiscite) unless their political leaders choose it and advocate it publicly. 
The second type of response has much advanced our understanding of presi

dential systems. There can be no question that specific constitutional or legal re
forms (particularly of electoral laws) might improve presidential systems and facil
itate governability. I agree with many of them, particularly those related to the 
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impact of the electoral cycle in presidential systems. Others, like a runoff election 
to avoid, in my view largely mechanically, a president with only minority support, 

seem more debatable. 
The next section discusses, critically, the semipresidential, semiparliamentary 

regimes. 
As to innovative solutions to the problems of presidentialism, I am not enthusi-

astic, although I confess I have tried to formulate some. 

Semipresidential or Semiparliamentary Systems or Bipolar Executive 

The success of the Fifth Republic in France has attracted the attention of schol
ars and politicians and has led to consideration of similar systems as an alternative 
to both presidentialism and parliamentarism. 64 Such a system has been described 
in the literature as a bipolar executive, a divided executive, a parliamentary presi
dential republic, a quasi-parliamentary anq a semipresidential government, and 
most recently by Shugart and Carey as a premier-presidential system, indicating 
how different those systems can be both in theory and practice. 65 The list of coun
tries that have experimented with or instituted such regimes is fairly long, and all 
those who write about the regimes, particularly Maurice Duverger, agree that they 
function very differently.66 In fact, Arend Lijphart has argued that these systems are 
not syntheses of parliamentary and presidential systems but rather systems that al
ternate between presidential and parliamentary phases. 67 

Basically, dual executive systems have a president who is elected by the people ei
ther directly or indirectly, rather than nominated by the parliament, and a prime 
minister who needs the confidence of parliament. Other characteristics not always 
found but often associated with dual executive systems are: the president appoints 
the prime minister, although he needs the support of the parliament, and the pres
ident can dissolve the parliament. This is a significant break with the principle of 
separation of powers. In presidential systems we find this power only in the 1980 

Pinochet constitution of Chile, in Paraguay (which has no history of democratic 
government), in Uruguay (where it exists only in very special cases and has never 
been invoked), and in the 1979 Peruvian pseudoparliamentary constitution. In dual 
executive systems, to dissolve the parliament the president needs the agreement
the countersignature-of the prime minister, but since the president names the 
prime minister, he is likely to find someone who will support dissolution. It was 
this combination of presidential power to dissolve the Reichstag and freedom to 
appoint a chancellor who would countersign the dissolution that led, at the end of 
the Weimar Republic, to the fateful elections in which the Nazis gained strength 
and finally, in the semifree March 1933 election, a majority. Sometimes the presi
dent can bypass parliament by claiming emergency powers and calling for a refer
endum. Powers assigned to the president and the prime minister vary appreciably, 
both legally and even more in practice, but in contrast to the monarch or the pres-
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ident in parliamentary systems, the president in these systems is not a symbolic fig
ure but enjoys potential if not actual power to affect policies and the governmental 
process. 

These systems have emerged under very special and unique circumstances in 
quite different countries. 68 Attention is mainly focused on the Fifth Republic, and 
it is often forgotten that one of the first democracies that experimented with this 
model was the Weimar Republic. It is surprising to find little attention paid to the 
way that democracy operated when dual executive systems are discussed today. Ar
guments for the introduction of such a system were first formulated by Max Weber. 
Hugo Preuss, the drafter of the Weimar constitution, followed Weber, with some 
differences in emphasis. Dual executive systems used today are not very different 
from those formulated in Weimar Germany. 69 Another outstanding example of 
such a regime is that of Finland, while three other cases-Austria after 1929, Ice
land, and Ireland-have worked fundamentally as parliamentary systems even 
though they have some of the characteristics of semipresidential systems, by my 
definition.7° More recently Portugal, influenced by the French model, has at
tempted to introduce such a system,71 and semipresidential systems have been dis
cussed in Latin America in the course of recent transitions, although they have not 
been institutionalized in constitutional reforms. 72 Some elements of the Weimar 
experience were also influential in shaping the Spanish constitution of 1931. The 
contrast between Weimar and the Fifth Republic already tells us that the relation
ship between this type of system and the stability of democracy is not unambigu
ous. In all cases in which such a system has been introduced, particular historical 
circumstances contributed decisively to its enactment. It should not be forgotten 
that all European democracies in 1918 were constitutional monarchies, with the ex
ception of Switzerland and France. At that point, the French Third Republic with 
its regime d'assemblee was not an attractive model, and therefore Germany, after 
abolishing the monarchy, turned to political innovation. Originally the aim of Max 
Weber and others was to establish a parliamentary monarchy after the British 
model. The impossibility of doing so and certain characteristics of the German 
party system, the federal character of the state, and concerns about leadership in 
Germany's difficult international position led to a directly elected president with
out abandoning the parliamentary tradition already established. A strong leader 
was wanted for the new democracy, but full presidentialism with separation of 
powers, as in the United States, was not considered. 

The 1919 German constitution, approved in Weimar, established a semipresi
dential, semiparliamentary system. The president was popularly elected for a seven
year term and could be reelected. He appointed and dismissed the chancellor, who 
selected the cabinet, although the Kanzler needed the confidence of parliament. 
With the signature of the chancellor, the president could dissolve the Reichstag. 
Should the chancellor refuse, the president could dismiss him and appoint another 
who would dissolve the Reichstag and call a new election, governing in the interim. 
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Naturally as long as the Reichstag was able to produce a majority supporting a gov
ernment, it was not dissolved, but without a majority there was the possibility of 
presidential cabinets and short-lived governments, leading to repeated elections in 
the hope of producing a Reichstag majority. In addition the president had direct 
command of the armed forces and was able to give "unmittelbare Befehle." He also 
had the wide powers of article 48 in emergency situations. All these powers played 
an important role in the demise of the Weimar democracy. 

In Finland, where many on the right wanted to establish a constitutional monar
chy, the impossibility of doing so and the fear of hegemony of the left, which was 
distrusted, led to the peculiar compromise that has lasted until today. 73 

In many cases, as in France in 1958-62, a major factor in introducing a dual ex
ecutive government was distrust of political parties, although the functioning of 
such a system ultimately depends on parties and the relationship between the pres
ident and the parties and the party system. The idea of a neutral power arbitrating 
between the parties or above them was very appealing in countries where polariza
tion between parties made parliamentarism difficult, as was the case in Austria's 
constitutional reform of 1929, which was practically abandoned in 1931. 

As Bartolini 74 has shown in great detail, dual executive systems have been intro
duced in countries that achieved their independence from another country or from 
a dominating power and sought a symbol of the new nation. This was to some ex
tent the case in Finland but more particularly in Ireland and Iceland after indepen
dence. Popular legitimation was wanted to give the president in a new democracy 
or new state some of the dignity of the disappeared monarch. 

The circumstances that led to a dual executive system in Portugal are more com
plex because of the uncertainties of a transition to democracy via military coup. 
The possibility of having a general as president to arbitrate between the legislature, 
representing political parties, and the Council of the Revolution, representing first 
the Movement of Armed Forces (MFA) and later the armed forces, is a feature of 
the Portuguese system that imitates the French model. Later constitutional reforms 
(1982) and a change in the party system (particularly when the government has ma
jority support) has led to an increased parliamentarization of the system.75 

The particular crisis of the Fourth Republic, brought to a head by the Algerian 
war and the coup of May 13, 1953, as well as the unique historical role of Charles de 
Gaulle led to the Fifth Republic. It could even be argued that in France and in Por
tugal one of the considerations for introducing a bipolar system was to assure sub
ordination of the army to a president who had particular legitimacy with the armed 
forces, as was the case with Charles de Gaulle and with President Eanes.76 

A formalistic legal and constitutional analysis of these regimes in our view does 
not reveal the entire truth and is even misleading. Even an analysis of actual party 
constellations in the assembly and of the president's support is not sufficient. The 
underlying and conflicting conceptions of the political system that often have led 
to the introduction of bipolar regimes, and the ambiguities and compromises re-
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suiting from them, explain the lack of consensus in the interpretation of constitu
tional roles and the partisan alignments supporting the powers of the president or 
the assembly and the prime minister that are reflected in the debates of constitu
tional lawyers and that can become critically important in a crisis of the regime. 
Advocates of bipolar regimes should give more serious attention to the complex 
(and well-studied) Weimar experience. 

The systems that can broadly be classified as dual executive show many signifi
cant differences in powers attributed to the president by the constitution. These 
powers do not always coincide with actual powers exercised at least at some stages. 
As Duverger 77 notes in his discussion of seven cases, in three of them the president 
plays an important role, in the fourth he could play an important role, and in the 
other three his role is weak; in none of the cases is the strength of the presidency a 
reflection of the formal constitutional powers given it. In addition, analysis of 
Weimar by Kaltefleiter78 and others shows how the same institution worked very 
differently under different circumstances and more specifically different relation
ships between the president and the party system. The same can be said for the 
Fifth Republic, although the fact that the president has lacked a majority in the par
liament for only a short period (1986-88) makes the pattern more consistent. 

As with all political institutions, it is impossible to analyze the performance of a 
bipolar regime independently of the larger political system, most specifically the 
party system and the complex historical situation. In fact, I suspect that this is truer 
of bipolar regimes than of other types of government. It would be a simplification 
to attribute the stability of the Fifth Republic in France to the introduction of a new 
constitution because simultaneously an important change was introduced in the 
electoral system with a shift from proportional representation to a two-round ma
jority system (1958-86). After the return to proportional representation in 1986, a 
threshold for representation was introduced. The strong electoral system, to use the 
terminology of Sartori, combined with a presidential system and its institutional
ization under the very personal leadership of de Gaulle, produced a fundamental 
change in the party system and with it the political system. It is impossible to sep
arate the impact of the constitutional change from the impact of the change in elec
toral system, but let us not forget that Michel Debn\ the mastermind of the Fifth 
Republic's constitution, had written that "the electoral procedure is a more serious 
question than the separation of powers" and that, in contrast to Weimar, Finland, 
and Austria, France initially abandoned proportional representation. 

We should not forget either that the final consolidation of the Fifth Republic co
incided with the historic crisis of communism, the minor ally and potential com
petitor with the Socialist party. In addition, once France overcame the final decol
onization crisis under the leadership of de Gaulle, the republic has faced no 
comparable crisis. In comparing the Fourth and Fifth Republics it is only fair to re
member these facts and the European context after World War II, with the threat of 
a potentially disloyal communist opposition and the principled opposition of the 
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Gaullist RPF ( Rassemblement du Peuple Frarn;:ais) to the institutions of the Fourth 

Republic. 
The literature on these regimes leads to the conclusion that the system can work 

approximating either a presidential model or a parliamentary one with a president 
who exercises influence but not power. This depends only in part on the institu
tional design and the intention of those introducing the system and much more on 
the party constellation in each situation. Raymond Aron in 1981 wrote, "The pres
ident of the republic is the supreme authority as long as he has a majority in the na
tional assembly, but must abandon the reality of power to the prime minister if ever 
a party other than his own has a majority in the assembly".79 This is what happened 
in France in 1986, in Portugal after 1982, and for significant periods in Finland. In 
no case has the system worked as half-presidential and half-parliamentary, with the 
president and the prime minister jointly heading the government. The Fifth Re
public instead of semipresidential has most often been presidential and only occa
sionally parliamentary. Duverger reaches the same conclusion: that the Fifth Re
public is not a synthesis of parliamentary and presidential systems but an 
alternation between presidential and parliamentary phases. Those who defend the 
distinctiveness of the two types of regime can argue, however, that the parliamen
tary mode of a bipolar system ( the majority supporting the prime minister is dif
ferent from the majority that elected the president) does not work fully like a par
liamentary system because constitutionally the president has powers that are 
specific to him and because tasks may be functionally divided. 

Sartori criticizes Duverger, noting that in the case of cohabitation the system 
does not turn strictly parliamentary because a popularly elected president retains 
certain powers and an autonomous legitimacy. The presidency adapts to the cir
cumstances but does not transform itself. The problem is: will it adapt itself or em
bark on a conflictual course, particularly if a dissolution and new elections confirm 
the duality?80 

It could be argued that the system can work as a purely presidential system with 
the parliament totally secondary. This would be the case when a fractionalized and 
ineffective parliament is incapable of supporting a prime minister. In such a situa
tion, the prime minister would be only an alter ego of the president tolerated by the 
parliament. To some extent that was the situation of Bruning. As that example 
shows, the system then would depend on the absence of strain between the prime 
minister and the president, something unlikely when the president and his en
tourage, as in the case of Hindenburg, have an agenda that is in conflict with that of 
the prime minister. The system in that case does not assure government stability. 

I would argue that as much or more than a pure presidential system, a dual ex
ecutive system depends on the personality and abilities of the president. At the 
same time, the responsibility becomes diffuse and additional conflicts are possible 
and even likely, creating situations in which a fixed term of office compounds the 

problem. 
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It is important to analyze in some detail the situations in which the system has 
worked well to a considerable extent independently of the personality of the presi
dent. Kaltefleiter in his detailed analysis of the presidencies of Ebert and of Hin
denburg in his first term and the commentators on the Fifth Republic have high
lighted the conditions under which this has been the case. Incidentally, it is 
important to remember that neither Ebert nor de Gaulle were popularly elected 
when they first assumed their presidencies. Ebert was chosen by the legislature in 
an indirect election. Their initial success therefore was not due to a plebiscitary 
popular election that produced the leadership that Max Weber had in mind. Kalte
fleiter's conclusion is that the influence of the president is primarily the conse
quence of support by his party and not of his office. The system does not eliminate 
the problems of the party system; on the contrary the party system controls the suc
cess of the system. Optimally, the president is also the leader of his party and that 
party has a majority in the parliament. This has been the fortunate circumstance in 
which de Gaulle, Pompidou, and to a lesser extent Scharf in Austria and more re
cently Mitterand have found themselves. One could argue that President de Gaulle 
was able to generate that kind of party support, but it is doubtful whether his suc
cess was due to his personal appeal in a crisis situation or to the office he held, and 
how much it has to be attributed to the change in the electoral system. Bipolar sys
tems have also worked well with a president who has considerable influence on his 
party, as was the case with Scharf in Austria, and with a president who does not 
have great influence on the parties, but a structured party system is able to provide 
a parliament that supports the government, as has been the case with other presi
dents in Austria. 

The situation is very different with unstructured party systems, polarized mul
tipartism, and great party fractionalization. In such a context, a president who is 
also the leader of an important party, such as Ebert in his first presidency and 
Kekkonen in Finland, can use his position to bring the party to work with others 
and provide relatively stable government. However, the case of Ebert shows that 
such a policy is likely to erode the power of the president within his party, since in
evitably his positions will not be those of a party leader. He might still exercise con
siderable influence on his party, as Ebert did during his second presidency and as 
most Finish presidents have; in this case he might govern jointly with a prime min
ister. The situation becomes much more difficult for a president who has no great 
influence in his party or any party and has to support policies with which he dis
agrees or else undermine the parliamentary government. In such situations when 
the party system is weak, even expressing an opinion that coincides with the oppo
sition contributes to a growing crisis. The case of Alcala-Zamora in Spain in the 
thirties illustrates these problems well. Presumably such a situation could be re
solved by dissolving the parliament, as the constitution theoretically permits, in 
order to produce a majority supporting a prime minister compatible with the pres
ident. However that solution would not work if the electorate returned to power 
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the party or coalition supporting the prime minister. In that case, the president 
might very well be forced to resign or grudgingly abdicate power. The incompati
bility between the president with considerable powers and a parliament in which a 
party or parties not acceptable to him are in the majority can lead to a serious im
passe generating a crisis of the political system. 

Kaltefleiter refers to the situation of a stalemated, fractionalized party system 
that is unable to produce a government, in which case the reserve powers of the 
president become decisive. But the system does not become purely presidential; at 
most it is a constitutional dictatorship using emergency powers. Such a situation, 
as the second presidency of Hindenburg shows, has built-in elements of extraordi
nary instability because there is no real division of powers and the president cannot 
govern without the support of a legislature, which, however, is unable to provide 
support for him. The situation ends up being similar to the worst of the true pres
idential systems with an ineffective and rebellious congress. 

In the case of Weimar, the possibility of relying on the powers of the president 
contributed to a disastrous outcome. It made it easier for the parties to abdicate 
their responsibility to provide a parliamentary government and led to the parlia
ment's toleration ofBriining, to the successive presidential cabinets when Hinden
burg withdrew support from Brtining, and then to the constant search for a major
ity for the presidentially appointed chancellors. Successive elections in a period of 
economic and political crisis allowed the Nazis to become the strongest party in the 
parliament and finally led Hindenburg to appoint Hitler chancellor in the hope that 
he and his allies would be able to obtain a majority, which they finally got in the 
semifree election of March 1933.81 

It would require a careful analysis to discover advantages of a bipolar system 
under the most favorable conditions, which as I have said are that (1) the president 
is the leader of, or a highly influential figure in, one of the major parties and (2) the 
party can form a coalition with an absolute majority in a parliamentary govern
ment that is able to work with the president. What are the advantages over a purely 
parliamentary government? They are difficult to define without entering into more 
details than space permits here, but presumably a bipolar system allows the presi
dent to change the prime minister and to change policies without creating a crisis 
in the system or even within the party that forms the government. This has been 
the case of Mitterand with changes in the direction of a socialist party in the par
liament from interventionism to a more liberal policy. It is hard to say if such a 
change could have been generated within the party in the parliament in the absence 
of a president and therefore of the party's interest in holding together for the pur
pose of winning the presidency again. Some would argue that another advantage of 
a bipolar system is that responsibility for failure can be pushed onto the prime min
ister, leaving the president untouched. However, this possibility does not con
tribute to the emergence of responsible and cohesive parties. Some proponents em
phasize that a dual executive allows the prime minister to assume a more powerful 
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role whenever the president is unable to exercise his role effectively. This idea as
sumes that the president does not cling to his power and that he has no right of dis
solution to use against a prime minister supported by the party that has withdrawn 

confidence from him. 
Suleiman, in chapter 5 herein, notes that instability and inefficiency develop 

even when the president and the prime minister are supported by the same party or 
party coalition. Inevitably the president has his own staff and can develop polici~s 
that are at odds with those of his prime minister. Moreover, members of the cabi
net with direct access to the president might bypass the prime minister and turn to 
the president to overrule the decisions of the prime minister, who then is in an em
barrassing situation. The result inevitably is a lot of politicking and intrigues that 
may delay decision making and lead to contradictory policies due to the struggle 
between the president and the prime minister. The French experience under Mit
terand shows that the system does not assure maximal efficacy. 

In conclusion, it can be argued that a bipolar system might work, but not neces
sarily as its promoters intended. It can work when it becomes de facto a parliamen
tary system, as it has done in Ireland, Iceland, and Austria in the Second Republic, 
or when the party or parties supporting the president and those with a majority in 
the chamber are the same, and exceptionally when a very adroit politician realizes 
that he must permit a prime minister with majority support in the parliament to 
exercise power. However, bipolarity is probably not an effective system for over
coming the problems of a polarized or fractionalized party system, unless it is com
bined with other important circumstances, such as the electoral changes under the 
Fifth Republic, the historical crisis of the French Communist party, or the excep
tional leadership qualities of Charles de Gaulle in the first years of the Fifth Repub
lic. In the face of a weak or ineffective party system, contrary to what some of its 
proponents hoped, it is only an apparent therapy, to use the expression of Kalte
fleiter.82 It cannot overcome the weaknesses of a party system. 

The other implicit danger of an authoritarian interpretation of the powers of the 
president is exemplified by the way in which Carl Schmitt shifted the interpretation 
of the Weimar constitution. He used his notion of the Huter der Verfassung (the 
guardian of the constitution) 83 to create the image of a leader who was above and 
against the parties, which ultimately led to the Fuhrerstaat's breaking with t_he de
mocratic liberal tradition. Such a danger cannot be excluded when the presidency 
is occupied by a populist leader who personalizes power or by a military man who 
can use his military constituency to consolidate his power against the legislature. 

In view of some of the experiences with this type of system it seems dubious to 
argue that in and by itself it can generate democratic stability.84 Some of the condi
tions favorable to the success of a bipolar system are to some extent the same as 
those that assure stable parliamentary government, namely, a parliament in which 
the parties are able to give support to a prime minister but with the additional con
dition that the prime minister can work well with the president. 
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EXCURSUS: THE PRESIDENT IN THE SPANISH REPUBLIC, 1931-1936 

The Spanish Republic (1931-36) has not been included in the analysis of semi
presidential, semiparliamentary regimes for the obvious reason that the president 
was not popularly elected but indirectly elected by the parliament and elected 
members of an electoral college. However title V of the 1931 constitution granted 
him powers that exceeded those of presidents in parliamentary democracies. 85 

The most important was that the prime minister had to have the double confidence 
of the president and the unicameral chamber. The presidential confidence was 
strengthened by the fact that non confidence motions required an absolute major
ity of the chamber. Only the president could appoint and dismiss the prime min
ister, which meant that he could veto political leaders he considered unsuitable re
gardless of their strength in the chamber, but the parliament also had the power to 
deny its support to the president's appointee. In addition, the president had the 
power to dissolve the legislature twice during his mandate and to call for new elec
tions, a faculty of which Niceto Alcala-Zamora made use in 1933 and 1936. He also 
presided over cabinet meetings and intervened in them. On the other hand, the 
parliament convened after the second dissolution could decide whether the disso
lution was necessary, and a negative vote by a majority of the legislature would 
lead to the president's removal (article 81). This article was applied in 1936 al
though the dissolution of the rightist legislature led to one dominated by the Pop
ular Front. 

It would be too complex and long to discuss the way in which President Alcala
Zamora conceived his office, the ambiguities of the constitution, the decisions 
Alcala-Zamora made, his clashes with the main party leaders, his conflicts with 
Prime Minister Lerroux, the presidential veto of Gil Robles ( the leader of the CEDA 
[ Confederaci6n Espanola de Derechas Aut6nomas], the largest party in the 1933-36 
legislature), the presidential government of1935 that dissolved the Cortes, the at
tempt to form a center bloc led by Alcala-Zamora in the February 1936 election, and 
his ouster by the Popular Front-dominated parliament on April 3, 1936. Although 
there is considerable debate 86 on how much the presidential component of the 
constitution and the personality of Alcala-Zamora contributed to the crisis of the 
republic and ultimately to the civil war, there can be no doubt that the double con
fidence model contributed to the instability of the republic. To the extent that it fits 
into the model of premier-presidentialism, the Spanish system of these years does 
not support the hopes some scholars and politicians have for that type of regime. 87 

It at least shows that such a model depends enormously on the personality of the 
incumbent (an unpredictable factor) and that it cannot serve to overcome the 
problems derived from a polarized multiparty situation. Significantly the immov
ability of a president who exercised the power to veto possible parliamentary gov
ernments and who might dissolve parliament led to discussion among the military 
(at the end ofi935) of intervention, and Gil Robles, the leader of the CEDA, might 
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have acquiesced in such plans if there had been consensus, particularly if Franco, 
the most prestigious general, had been ready to support them. 

Alcala-Zamora during the Constituent Assembly debates already noted the am
biguities of the text. He asked: shall the president use the Gaceta (publication con
taining laws and decrees) or just wear a tailcoat? Shall he lay cornerstones or be 
stoned? 88 

The Dual Executive and the Military 

A constitutional and political problem connected with the dual executive model 
that deserves considerable attention is the question of who has authority over the 
armed forces, the president or his prime minister. The question is particularly rel
evant because most democratic constitutions, even in parliamentary systems, in 
continuity with the traditional conception of the monarch as supreme commander 
of the armed forces view the president as the symbolic head of the military. There 
can be no question that an elected president in a pure presidential system is the 
head of the armed forces, even though the actual military policy making is dele
gated to the secretary of defense, who might or might not be a civilian and whom 
the president appoints freely. In a pure parliamentary system, the appointment of 
the defense minister or the ministers of the armed forces falls to the prime minis
ter, who forms the entire cabinet. In fact, the exigencies of modern warfare have led 
to the appointment of a minister of defense rather than ministers of the three 
branches of the armed forces in order to assure better coordination among them. 
This innovation has been desired not only by civilians but by the most competent 
military professionals to reduce interservice rivalries and lack of coordination. One 
of the symbols of the supremacy of the constitutionally legitimated political au
thority in many democracies has been selection of a civilian minister of defense 
from the political leadership. This solution has not always been considered unde
sirable by the military because a politician can more efficiently represent the inter
ests of the armed forces to the political leadership than one of their peers with less 
political skill. 

A dual executive system is likely to have at least three major actors and very often 
four: the president, the prime minister, the minister of defense, and generally a joint 
chief of staff who has the immediate command of the forces. The hierarchical line 
that is so central to military thinking acquires a new complexity. Will the president 
act through the minister of defense? Or will the minister of defense establish a direct 
relationship with the president bypassing the prime minister and reporting directly 
to the president, who makes decisions without necessarily informing and obtaining 
the consent of the prime minister? 

Such a direct, simple hierarchical relationship would be welcomed by the mili
tary. It would symbolize the distinctiveness of the military sphere and the with
drawal of military politics from broader political considerations and control by the 
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parliament. Such a pattern would be even more likely if the minister of defense were 
a military person whose loyalty would not be to a political team at the head of the 
government but to a president-commander in chief "above par~ies:" A presi?ent 
who sees himself as a representative of the nation and above parties is not unlikely 
to find a personal relationship with his minister of defense and through_ him w~t? 
the armed forces, and to some extent to realize his function of moderatmg politi
cal conflicts and thereby consolidating the regime. In so doing, he, unwittingly per-

haps, exempts the military from civilian political control. . . 
Such a pattern is likely to lead to greater stabi!ity in the o~ce of ~he ~mmster ~f 

defense ifhe has the support of the armed forces top leadership, while, m turn, his 
position in the cabinet might be reinforced by the trust of the_ presiden~ and the 
head of the military establishment. It was not an accident that m the Weimar Re
public between 1919 and 1933 there were twenty cabinets and only four m~nisters of 
defense.s9 Once a personal relationship is established between the presid~nt an? 
the minister of defense and the heads of the military establishment, the president is 
likely to see any interference in that relationship by the prime minister as undesir
able and to jealously guard the autonomy of the military establishment. Such pat
terns would be especially congenial to a president with a military background. Such 
presidents have sometimes been elected in democracies where su?ordination of the 
military was a major issue or where the military could represent its:lf as above par
ties, as in the case of Hindenburg, Mannerheim in Finland, Eanes 111 Portugal, and 
last but not least de Gaulle. All of those presidents in dual executive systems enjoyed 

a special relationship with the armed forces. . 
Let us assume a situation in which the prime minister represents a different 

party or party coalition than the president and is able to impose his choice for the 
ministry of defense over the preferences of the president. Suppose that the de_fense 
minister enters into conflict with the high command of the armed forces. Is it not 
likely in such a situation that the top levels of the military establishment, fi_nding 
the president more sympathetic to their point of view, would make use of the1r spe
cial relationship with the president to approach him in his capacity as com:11an?er 
in chief, bypassing the prime minister and the minister of defense? Sue~ a situatio~ 
would place the prime minister and his minister of defense in a very difficult po~i
tion should the president attempt to use his reserve powers to propose or veto mil-

itary policies and appointments. 90 . . .. 
The system, therefore, involves a latent political and even constitutional cnsis. 

Let me note that even in a constitutional monarchy like Spain, where the powers of 
the king are very well defined and the political responsibility for leading the coun
try is clearly in the hands of the prime minister and his cabinet,_includin~ ~he min
ister of defense, this issue has been quite delicate. At some pomt the military has 
turned to the king directly, bypassing the political leadership. How much more 
would this be the case in the situation of a dual executive? The constitution for such 
a regime should define clearly the legal status of each executive so that their posi-

Presidential or Parliamentary Democracy 59 

tions would not have to be resolved in a crisis situation by their respective power 
bases, leaving it to the military establishment to choose which of the two democrat
ically legitimated authorities is most favorable to its interests. The dual executive 
model has room for constitutional ambiguities regarding one of the central issues 
of many democracies: the subordination of the military to the democratically 
elected authorities and hopefully to civilian supremacy. 

Why Are Semipresidential, Semiparliamentary Solutions Attractive? 

In view of these considerations we might ask ourselves why this system of dual ex
ecutive, semipresidential or semiparliamentary government, or premier-presiden
tialism is attractive to many democrats confronted with the crisis and failures of 
presidentialism and unwilling to consider parliamentarism. 91 Undoubtedly, the ap
parent success of the Fifth Republic has generated much of the interest in this type 
of system, but some other cases, particularly the Weimar Republic and the elements 
of a mixed system, though not strictly speaking semipresidential, of the Spanish Re
public in 1931-36, have been insufficiently considered. In the Latin American con
text, with its strong tradition of presidentialism, the introduction of a mixed system 
is perhaps to many an indirect, even surreptitious, way to move toward parliamen
tarism, assuming that parliamentary practices could be introduced while retaining 
the symbols of presidentialism. The mixed system is, therefore, the result of an un
willingness to dare to make a radical change in constitutional tradition. My own 
opinion is that the negative experience that many countries have had with presiden
tial regimes offers an extraordinary opportunity for constitutional innovation, but 
this is not the consensus of politicians and constitutionalists in Latin America, al
though some voices have come out clearly in favor of parliamentarism. 

To know better the difficulties and weaknesses of the dual executive model, let 
us look a little bit closer at the conditions under which such a system can be trans
formed into a parliamentary system, which is the aim of some of those advocating 
it, even when they might not confess it publicly. After all, the examples of Ireland, 
Iceland, and Austria show that such a development can take place. I have to confess 
that I do not see this as an easy political development, but I would not exclude the 
possibility of using the dual executive model as a transitional system that ultimately 
would become a parliamentary system. Such a process would require a number of 
conditions that, while not impossible, in my view are somewhat unlikely. They are 
the following: the major parties would agree on electing the president by consen
sus, and the president would not be strongly identified with any party and would 
not be eager to exercise his powers. Essentially it would involve the choice of a per
sonality with high prestige who would be acceptable to almost everybody except 
those on the extremes of the political spectrum and who would be ready to act as a 
neutral arbitrator under extreme circumstances but who would have no ambition 
to exercise power. I do not think it is always easy to find a person satisfying these re-
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quirements. Besides, such an agreement or tacit understanding among the parties 
would not be enforceable; a major party could break it by supporting a strong can
didate. With such an understanding, all the leaders of major parties, the men and 
women with ambition to govern the country, would run for seats in the congress 
and be ready to search for a majority in the legislature in order to form a govern
ment in which they could act as powerful parliamentary prime ministers, respect
ing the symbolic status and the influence of the president. This would be a true 
semiparliamentary system under the cover of a semipresidential constitution. I 
wonder if in Latin America the parties and the leaders with ambition to govern 
would be willing to forsake a competition for the presidency and to compete for 
power in parliament in order to gain a vote of confidence. 

Even if such a "gentlemen's" agreement is reached, no one can assume that it 
would become an unwritten rule. Besides, an outsider, a populist candidate, could 
always denounce such a pact. Perhaps a suggestion of a Bolivian politician could 
initiate the change: require that a presidential candidate "above parties" be nomi
nated by two-thirds of the members of the congress. Such a majority would not 
agree to nominate anyone with ambition to govern. But the voters would still have 
to legitimize that choice. 

If the presidency is occupied by a powerful personality, a leader of a major party, 
the system is not likely to move into the parliamentary mold. If the president has 
support in the congress, the system is likely to remain presidential, that is, a system 
with implications already discussed. 

Presidentialism with the "Cover" of a Presidential Prime Minister 

In view of some discussions about introducing parliamentary components in 
presidential systems in Latin America, it is important to stress that a prime minis
ter who heads a cabinet and directs an administration, is freely appointed and dis
missed by the president, and does not need the confidence of parliament is not to 
be confused with the semipresidential, semiparliamentary constitutional model. 
Creating such an office is only a form of delegating presidential powers, which 
might allow the president to avoid some criticism and to displace it onto the prime 
minister. However, the powers of such a prime minister and his ministers would not 
be very different from those of secretaries in the cabinets of presidential regimes, 
who are given considerable autonomy to run their departments, or from the au
tonomy of a national security adviser who makes important decisions that are pre
sumably reviewed by the president. In such a system, the president continues to be 
the only and ultimate decision maker and legitimator of decisions made by others. 

The possibility that such a prime minister and his ministers might be members 
of the legislature does not change the situation. In fact, in some parliamentary sys
tems ministerial office is incompatible with membership in parliament. The possi
bility that these officers might be subject to questions or interpellations by the par-

Presidential or Parliamentary Democracy 61 

liament does not change the matter either, although it gives more power to the leg
islature. After all, the members of the United States Cabinet constantly appear be
fore Congress. Only the possibility of a vote of censure obliging the president to dis
miss a minister represents a true shift of power to parliament. However, as long as 
the president is free to appoint a successor to a dismissed minister who does not 
need the confidence of the chamber, the system is still basically presidential. It 
would be a system, however, in which the legislative majority would have the ca
pacity to frustrate presidential policy, indirectly to veto his decisions without mak
ing the chamber and the parties of the majority responsible, particularly when the 
president has no power of dissolution. 

The presidential power of dissolution would violate the assumptions of the sep
aration of powers and further encourage presidential absolutism because the pres
ident's mandate would not be affected by the adverse response of the electorate 
until the next presidential election. 92 In fact, if the electorate were to give its sup
port to the same party or party constellation, the president would be seriously 
weakened and the conflict between the president and the legislature would become 
even more visible and acute. Only if the president then allows the prime minister to 
govern will the system become semi parliamentary. His refusal to do so would prob
ably create a serious constitutional crisis. 

A presidential cabinet that might be overthrown by the legislature, without the 
capacity to impose its own choice as prime minister, combined with a president 
who lacks the power of dissolution, would be an unviable solution and less stable 
than separation of powers in a presidential system or the model of dual confidence 
of most semi presidential, semiparliamentary systems. 

Such an institutional arrangement is a formula for permanent, sometimes cumu
lative conflict between the two powers, with no resolution. The president survives 
but is frustrated and sometimes increasingly stalemated, but the legislature cannot 
change the president's political course if he is not ready to seek a compromise. 

One example of pseudoparliamentarism is provided by the Peruvian constitu
tion of 1979. The president names the prime minister to head the cabinet, and both 
jointly name the ministers, but the parliament can censure the cabinet or individ
ual ministers by simple majority vote. If the chamber votes no confidence in three 
cabinets, the president can dissolve the chamber, although only once per term and 
not during the last year of a term. The president can be weakened, and a process of 
confrontation put into motion, but the president remains in office for his fixed 
term and can continue to appoint ministers. 

One of the ways in which the congress can weaken or frustrate a president with
out assuming responsibility for making policy (except negatively) is by censuring 
members of presidential cabinets and forcing their dismissal. Some legislatures 
have this power. The regime continues being presidential (contrary to the opinion 
of Shugart and Carey) because the president appoints successors to the dismissed 
ministers, but he cannot threaten the legislature with dissolution. This is a formula 
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for permanent, sometimes cumulative, conflict between the two powers with no 
resolution. The president survives but is frustrated, and the same is true for the op
position majority in the legislature, which cannot change his political course if he 
is not ready to seek a compromise. 

Presidentialism, Parliamentarism, and Democratic Stability 

My analysis of the problematic implications of presidentialism for democracy 
should not be read as implying that no presidential democracy can be stable. But 
the odds in many societies are not favorable. It should not be read either as arguing 
that parliamentary democracies always assure stability, but they provide greater 
flexibility in the process of transition to and consolidation of democracy. Nor does 
this analysis indicate that any type of parliamentary regime will do. In fact, the 
analysis is incomplete without a discussion of the type of parliamentary regime and 
its particular institutional arrangements, including electoral laws, that could best 
achieve democratic stability. 

All regimes depend, however, on the willingness of society and all major social 
forces and institutions to contribute to their stability. They depend also on the con
sensus to give legitimacy to authority acquired by democratic processes, at least for 
the time between elections and within the limits of the constitution. Ultimately, all 
regimes depend on the capacity of political leaders to govern, to inspire trust, to 
have a sense of the limits of their power, and to achieve a minimum of consensus. 
Our argument has been that these qualities are even more important in a presiden
tial regime, where they are more difficult to achieve in such circumstances. A de
pendency on the qualities of a political leader, which the leader at any particular 
moment might or might not have, involves greater risks. My aim here has been to 
revive a debate on the role of alternative democratic institutions in building stable 
democracies. 

Parliamentarism and Party System 

One of the main arguments made against parliamentary systems is that they re
quire relatively disciplined parties, a level of party loyalty, a capacity of parties to 
work together, and the absence or isolation of antisystem parties. There can be no 
question that political parties play a central role in a parliamentary system, while in 
a presidential system the personal leadership and charisma of a presidential candi
date can presumably overcome or ignore a fractionalized and unstructured party 
system.93 Let us say that party systems in parliamentary regimes have been ex
tremely varied, ranging from two-party systems to polarized multiparty systems, 
and that probably the type of party system is related more to the electoral law than 
to whether the regime is parliamentary or presidential. It is argued that a presiden
tial system tends toward a two-party system, but the evidence is inconclusive, par-
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ticularly when we think of the case of Chile and the multiparty system in Finland, 
and even in France today. South Korea after its return to democracy might also be 
cited, although the fusion of parties could be seen as a move toward a two-party for
mat (if it were not a search for hegemony). Although the March 1992 congressional 
elections confirmed the multiparty system, the presidential election of December 
18, 1992, in which Kim Young Sam received 42 percent of the vote, his opponent 
Kim Dae Jung, 34 percent, and the outsider (the president of Hyundai), 16 percent 
seems to conform to the two-party format that is congenial to presidentialism. 

Given the congruence of two-party systems with presidentialism, one would as
sume that in countries with a two-party tradition the restoration of democracy or 
the continuity of democratic politics should have consolidated bipartism. This, 
however, is not always the case: in Colombia the leftist Alianza Democratica M-19 
could obtain 12.5 percent of the vote in the April 1990 presidential election and 26.8 
percent of the vote in the December 1990 election to the constituent assembly. In 
Uruguay the recent gains by the Frente Amplio, including the mayoralty of Monte
video, have broken the two-party format. In addition party fragmentation in Brazil 
and Peru is greater than in the past. Multipartism is probably here to stay in Latin 
America, with the exceptions of Costa Rica, Venezuela, and Argentina. In cases 
such as Chile it is well structured and institutionalized; in others, such as Brazil, it 
is highly unorganized and volatile. There is no sign that the party systems are ac
commodating to a presidential institutional format. 

The argument is made that the absence of disciplined parties, the narrow, local
ist interests represented by the parties or by individual deputies, and the instability 
of party loyalties in many Latin American countries are obstacles to the introduc
tion of parliamentarism. The question is to what extent this kind of party system 
and type of parties in Latin American congresses are results of a presidential system 
with a weak congress, sometimes reinforced by proportional representation elec
toral systems. I would argue that since parties are not responsible and accountable 
for government stability and policy, because those are the tasks of the president, 
they are likely to concentrate their efforts on opposing, criticizing, and perhaps fis
calizing the executive, but not to give it support, respond to its policy initiatives, or 
assume responsibility for them. It is only natural that once a president is elected, 
parties are likely to turn to their distinctive partisan agendas in the congressional 
elections and, even if they were part of the president's electoral coalition, assert 
their distinctiveness by criticizing the president. It is also natural that, not having 
responsibility for national policy, they would turn to the representation of special 
interests, localized interests, and clientelistic networks in their constituencies. 
There is no reason for them to care about the success of a president from a differ
ent party or to support unpopular policies because there is no reward for doing so 
and, in fact, a great likelihood of being penalized. There are no incentives for party 
responsibility and party discipline. In fact, often a president has to turn to pork bar
rel and clientelistic policies to neutralize the opposition. 
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I would therefore argue that some of the negative characteristics of parties in 
some Latin American countries, both their unstructured and their undisciplined 
character as well as their ideological rigidity in such cases as Chile, have been rein
forced by the presidential system. On the other hand, I believe, parliamentarism 
could change these characteristics, although perhaps not without other institu
tional changes. New and different incentives for parties and their leaders would, 
naturally, not produce change in political practices overnight. 

Governing in Parliamentary Regimes 

Institutions lead the same actors to behave differently; they provide incentives 
or disincentives for certain behavioral patterns. My assumption is that parliamen
tarism would impose on parties and leaders patterns encouraging greater respon
sibility for governance, greater accountability ( except under conditions of extreme 
fractionalization), and at the same time the need to cooperate and compromise 
(except when one party gains an absolute majority). Parliamentarism also allows 
changes in leadership without a regime crisis and continuity without the fears as
sociated with continuismo in presidential systems. 

In parliamentary systems governments can demand from parties (either their 
own if it had a majority or those in a coalition) support in votes of confidence, 
threatening them otherwise with resignation in the case oflack of support and ulti
mately with dissolution of the legislature. The role of each party and even of each 
deputy would be clear to the voters, who are unlikely to sanction destructive actions 
by parties. The party that fails to support its prime minister would have to pay a 
price. In the Spanish experience in recent years, an undisciplined, faction-ridden 
party (the UCD) was severely punished by the electorate. In fact, one of the main 
reasons for the UCD's and the Communists' loss of support in 1982 was the internal 
squabbling perceived by the electorate, while the fact that the PSOE was able to over
come its internal tensions and to appear as a united party capable of governing gave 
it its victory in 1982, 1986, and 1989.94 Logically the self-interest of parties and legis
lators in the majority is to assure their leader or leaders in a coalition success and sta
bility in power. They do not always do so, but they are likely to pay a price, except 
perhaps where the alternative is antisystem parties or parties perceived as antisys
tem, as was the case in the Fourth Republic and in Italy after World War II. I would 
argue that there are even some dangers in party cohesion and discipline, particularly 
when a single party has an absolute majority. Unity might stifle internal democracy 
and debate, as has been the case in majority parties like the PSOE in Spain, PASOK in 
Greece, and the British Conservatives under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher. 

Even though the self-interest of parties and their parliamentary members may 
be a major factor in assuring that parties perform their main function in a parlia
mentary democracy, modern parliamentary systems have introduced additional 
mechanisms to reduce the dangers of party fractionalization and government in
stability, which critics sometimes associate with parliamentarism. 
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Fractionalization of the party system is largely a function of the social structure, 
but a strong electoral system can reduce it considerably. Undoubtedly, single-mem
ber constituencies, in which a plurality of votes assures election, are likely to reduce 
the number of parties represented in the parliament, except where ethnic or lin
guistic minorities have an assured representation in areas in which they are nu
merically dominant. Such a system, however, might have the danger of polarization 
in societies deeply divided between Left and Right. When coalitions are allowed, 
the premium won by the largest plurality in polarized societies can lead to coali
tions in which extremist parties condition and weaken more moderate parties. The 
system also might exclude from representation the minorities in ethnic linguistic 
areas, giving an impression of total consensus on nationalist separatist tendencies. 
It is no accident, therefore, that a number of Western democracies turned to pro
portional representation after World War I. 

Proportional representation, however, does not need to be a totally weak elec
toral system that assures seats to minority ideological or interest-group parties and 
thus contributes to government instability, as in the Weimar Republic. Some sys
tems of proportional representation and electoral devices can reduce fractionaliza
tion. Proportional representation does not have to lead to situations like those in 
the Netherlands and Israel, where 1 percent of the vote assures one seat. A number 
of parliamentary democracies have introduced a minimum threshold for represen
tation: a certain percentage of votes, as in the Federal Republic of Germany, or a 
certain number of districts won, or a combination. That device presents some dif
ficulties in multiethnic, multilingual societies such as Spain and therefore cannot 
always be used. Sometimes it is even inequitable; the Fifth Republic requires a 12 

percent threshold. Some proportional representation systems, such as the d'Hondt 
system used in Spain, Greece, and Chile (1925-73), particularly in districts with few 
members assure a disproportionate representation to major parties and contribute 
to what in Spain is called the voto util, that is, the tendency of voters to support par
ties that have a prospect of providing the government with a leader. 

The argument is made that in parliamentary systems very often coalition gov
ernments are needed because no party is likely to have an absolute majority. It 
should be clear from the European experience that coalition governments can be 
stable and that, once party discipline is strongly enforced, they might allow for 
more democratic representation and debate than some majority governments. 
They may also facilitate alternation when two major parties have large and stable 
electorates, as is the case in Germany, where the FDP acts as a balance wheel be
tween the Social Democrats and the Christian Democrats. However, I have to 
admit that government instability has been one of the strong arguments against 
parliamentarism and in favor of presidentialism. In making that argument, it has 
been forgotten that there is considerable cabinet instability in presidential systems 
and that in multiparty systems presidential cabinets are very often also coalition 
governments, although they have the disadvantage that the ministers are selected as 
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individuals who do not necessarily commit their parties to support their policies. 
The image of assembly government overthrowing at whim governments associated 
with the Third and Fourth Republics and with Italian democracy in recent decades 
is not the rule in parliamentary systems, even in Latin countries. Since 1977 Spain 
has had only three prime ministers, in spite of considerable cabinet instability 
under Suarez during the period that preceded his fall. Besides, the negative image 
associated with cabinet instability should be corrected; it has been argued that 
under the Fourth Republic cabinet instability contributed indirectly to the capac
ity of the system to make some major decisions. 95 On the other hand, instability is 
often more apparent than real because the same persons occupy the prime minis
tership for a long time, although discontinuously, and many of the ministers stay in 
office after cabinet changes; even the parties occupying certain ministries are the 
same over a prolonged period. There is much more continuity than is apparent 
when we look at figures on the duration of cabinets and frequency of crises. 

The experience of government instability in the Weimar Republic led the Bonn 
lawmakers to introduce an important constitutional innovation: the constructive 
vote of nonconfidence of article 67, which was repeated in article 113 of the Spanish 
constitution of 1978. This innovation has been discussed in proposals of constitu
tional reform in Portugal. 96 Let me quote the German Grundgesetz: 

ARTICLE 67 

1. The Bundestag can express its lack of confidence in the Federal Chancellor 
only by electing a successor with a majority of its members and by requesting the 
Federal President to dismiss the Federal Chancellor. The Federal President must 
comply with the request and appoint the person elected. 

2. Forty-eight hours must elapse between the motion and the election. 

ARTICLE 68 

If a motion of the Federal Chancellor for a vote of confidence is not assented to 
by the majority of members of the Bundestag, the Federal President may, upon 
the proposal of the Federal Chancellor dissolve the Bundestag within 21 days. 
The right to dissolve shall lapse as soon as the Bundestag with the majority of its 
members elects another federal chancellor. 

This constitutional device gives the prime minister in parliamentary systems a 
strong position; he or she cannot be overthrown by a purely negative majority, as 
happened in the Weimar Republic when Nazis and Communists made stable gov
ernment impossible but were unable to provide an alternative one. In fact, the de
vice has been criticized for the rigidity it introduces by making alternation in gov
ernment more difficult. 

It should be clear by now that the combination of some electoral law reforms 
modifying extreme proportional representation and the device of the constructive 
vote of nonconfidence can very much reduce government instability in parliamen
tary systems. It allows at the same time, a change of prime ministers without pro-
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voking a constitutional crisis or turning to such extreme measures as impeachment 
of a president. In parliamentary democracies, leadership crises lead to government 
crises and not, as in presidential systems, to regime crises.97 

One possible advantage of parliamentarism is that the leaders of the parties who 
aspire to govern have an opportunity to become familiar with the issues in com
mittees and in the major debates and to interact with each other. It has become im
possible to aspire to govern a country without having been involved in the day-to
day business of politics, of legislating, debating the budget, confronting the 
government or the opposition. In that process leaders can emerge in the parties, a 
shadow cabinet might develop, and the public can slowly become familiar with the 
leader of the opposition before the electoral period when that leader makes a bid 
for the support of a party in order to gain the prime ministership. Although some 
people might dislike professional politicians, modern states are too complex to be 
governed by amateurs. The parliament can be a school, a nursery, for leaders. 
Members of parliament share a great deal of experiences, personal relations, and 
party links that can make negotiation, consensus, and accommodation between 
government and opposition possible when their roles are reversed. 

Parliamentary Government: Prime Ministerial Government 

One is tempted to characterize some of the modern parliamentary systems as 
prime ministerial or chancellor (Kanzler) regimes. 98 As opposed to the classical 
regime d'assemblee of the Third and even the Fourth French Republics, they are 
based on granting the prime minister the power to "determine and be responsible 
for general policy guidelines" (to use the words of article 65 of the German 
Grundgesetz). The chancellor in addition is given the power to appoint and dismiss 
the ministers, who conduct the affairs of their departments within the chancellor's 
policy guidelines. The position of the chancellor depends on the strength of the 
parties-his own and those entering into the governing coalition-but in princi
ple he is more than a primus inter pares. In addition, he has a direct relationship to 
the electorate because the parties enter the campaign under a leader whom they 
propose to make a prime minister and ask for support to achieve that goal. The 
chancellor, as leader of the winning party, personalizes the campaign. This is not 
true, however, in all parliamentary systems. 

Some analysts have suggested that the "prime minister" or "presidente de go
bierno" in Kanzler democracy represents a certain convergence with the personal
ization of powers in presidentialism. This is only partly true, because ultimately the 
prime minister needs the confidence and support of his or her party (if it has a ma
jority in the parliament) and, in the case of a coalition government, of his or her 
coalition partners. In the case of minority governments, the prime minister needs 
the support of parties that, without being in the government, support its policies 
or tolerate it. Even in the privileged position of the prime ministership, continuous 
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attention is necessary to maintain that support, and therefore we can still speak of 
parliamentary government, or perhaps, to be more exact, of party-parliamentary 

government. 

The Difficult Transition from Presidentialism to Parliamentarism 

In the process of constitutional innovation in countries that traditionally have 
had a presidential constitution, or where an authoritarian regime enacted such a 
constitution, the transition to democracy takes place through the free election of a 
new president, presumably under the old constitution, for either a normal or a re
duced mandate. This situation differs fundamentally from the one in which many 
Western European democracies found themselves at the moment of transition. In 
Western Europe, the first election after a dictatorship was for a legislature, whether 
constituent or not, that was free to create the new institutions without having to 
delegitimize a democratically elected president. The Spanish Cortes elected in 1977 

as the result of the Law for Political Reform, which facilitated the transition, was in 
principle free to discuss any constitutional form. It even debated for symbolic rea
sons, though without any viability or meaning for the political process, whether 
Spain should be a monarchy (as the popular referendum on the Law for Political 
Reform had already decided in December 1976). 

It is debatable if a constituent assembly or a legislature that, without being 
elected for that purpose, undertakes the task of making new constitutional laws or 
amendments can ignore the existence of a democratically elected president. This 
imposes a new and complex issue, the collaboration between the congress and the 
president. However, it seems reasonable to think that a president who has been 
elected as a symbol of democratic renewal will collaborate with the congress in 
making the new political institutions and will put his weight and prestige behind a 
new constitution (particularly ifhe cannot be reelected). The new president would 
not be required to relinquish power until after the approval of the new constitution 
according to proper procedures. And if the president makes a commitment to de
fend the new constitution, he or she would not be required to relinquish office until 
the end of a term. Let us not forget that parliamentary systems have as head of state 
either a monarch or a president who, generally, is elected not by the people but by 
a representative electoral college. A popularly elected president in such a situation, 
as defender and supporter of the new constitution, would be fully entitled to ex
haust his or her mandate to perform the functions assigned to the presidency in the 
new constitution. This would be particularly true for a president elected with the 
support of all those wishing a transition to a fully democratic political system. Such 
a solution would also have the advantage of assuring a formal and symbolic conti
nuity with past legality, while breaking with the authoritarian legacy in what is in
compatible with a new democratic regime. It could then be a valuable component 
of what in Spain was the reforma-pactada ruptura-pactada. The president elected 
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according to the existing constitutional norms before democracy would be part of 
the process of reforma, and the new constitution and the new parliamentarily sup
ported government, part of the ruptura with a past that contributed to the break
down or was the product of authoritarian imposition, as in Chile. 

Conclusion 

This analysis has focused on some of the structural problems inherent in presi
dentialism: the simultaneous democratic legitimacy of president and congress, the 
likelihood of conflict, the absence of obvious mechanisms to resolve it, the zero
sum character of presidential elections, the majoritarian implication that can lead 
to a disproportionality leaving more than 60 percent of voters without representa
tion, the potential polarization, the rigidity of fixed terms and no-reelection rules 
normally associated with presidentialism, among others. It also has discussed some 
of the implications of presidentialism for the political culture, the party system, and 
the recruitment of congressional elites. Let me stress that not all of these conse
quences obtain in each and every case. I only argue that they are likely. Much more 
research is needed to prove them systematically, even though examples of these pat
terns come easily to mind and are documented in some of the contributions to this 
volume. In fact, Alfred Stepan and Cindy Skach in chapter 4 carry out the counter
factual analysis, with all of its difficulties, of what would have happened if a number 
of democracies had been parliamentary rather than presidential in serious crises and 
(as I have already done for Spain in 1977) what might have happened to some of the 
parliamentary democracies should they have had presidential constitutions. 

I have also discussed the great variety and ambiguous character of the so-called 
semipresidential or semiparliamentary systems of dual executive, which have also 
been called premier parliamentarism and presidential parliamentarism. Those sys
tems, as commentators have noted often, function either as presidential or as par
liamentary, and can lead to conflict situations or stalemate unless the president 
shows extraordinary political skills and savoir faire in the case of a parliamentary 
majority different from the one that sustained him in his election. In fact, in the case 
of the Weimar Republic and the Spanish Republic in the thirties, the dual executive 
system led to solutions of dubious constitutionality and contributed decisively to 
undermining democratic institutions. I have also highlighted the particularly dis
quieting consequences of these systems for the relationship with the armed forces. 

Finally, I have analyzed briefly some of the main objections to parliamentarism, 
noting how under certain circumstances they might be justified 99 but also how 
contemporary parliamentary democracies have overcome some of the dysfunc
tional consequences of extreme parliamentarism and its fractionalized party sys
tems. I have also discussed at some length how parliamentary systems in contem
porary politics can lead to the emergence of strong national and party leadership 
capable of governing with sufficient support under critical conditions. 
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There can be no question that neither parliamentarism nor presidentialism, nor 
a mixed system, is able to handle successfully intractable problems such as those 
faced today by Lebanon, Cyprus, and probably societies involved in civil war or in 
the problems of some African countries. Nor would I question that there are de
generate forms ofboth presidentialism and parliamentarism; some cases come eas
ily to mind. I only argue that presidentialism seems to involve greater risk for sta
ble democratic politics than contemporary parliamentarism. 

Political engineers, like engineers who build bridges, should plan for the most 
unfavorable conditions, although we might hope they will never materialize. Doing 
so may be considered wasteful when the additional costs are counted, which in the 
case of political institution building are the costs of innovation, of challenging tra
dition. As the builders of bridges can never assure that the bridges will not collapse 
under some extreme circumstance, no constitution maker can assure that the in
stitutions he creates will survive all challenges and dangers and assure a consoli
dated democracy. However, the accumulated evidence of the past in presidential 
systems, particularly in Latin America and Asia, and the success of contemporary 
parliamentary democracies in Western Europe show odds that seem to favor par
liamentary institutions. 

Innovation is not necessarily good, but to cling to the institutions of the past 
when they have failed too often and to choose not to innovate is to miss a histori
cal opportunity. Perhaps as a citizen of Spain, where political leaders could reach a 
consensus to dare to create new institutions that have led to a consolidated demo
cratic parliamentary regime, I am biased in my preferences. I think, however, that 
the intelligent use of historical opportunity after many failures and dictatorships is 
evidence that innovation is possible and can be successful. No one in Spain be
tween 1975 and 1978 could have been sure that the experiment would be successful. 
However, the experience of Spain and other European democracies, particularly 
the German Republic, shows that innovative leadership and thoughtful constitu
tion making can greatly help to generate the conditions for a stable democracy. 

In the early stages of the Spanish transition to democracy, Adolfo Suarez, who 
was not yet the prime minister who would lead it, in a speech conveying openness 
to change, quoted a poem by a "great Spanish writer." Let me also close with the 
lines of Antonio Machado: 

jQue importa un dia! Esta el ayer alerto 
al mafiana, mafiana al infinito 
hombres de Espana, ni el pasado ha muerto 
ni esta el mafiana-ni el ayer-escrito. 

[What does one day matter! Yesterday is alert to tomorrow, tomorrow to infinity. 
People of Spain, neither has the past died nor is tomorrow-or yesterday-writ
ten.-My translation] 
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Some Considerations on Quantitative Analyses of the Stability of 
Parliamentary and Presidential Democracies 
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Although my analysis of the difference for democratic consolidation, institu
tionalization, and performance between presidentialism and parliamentarism was 
not originally based on a systematic comparison of the records of countries with 
one or another type of regime, several authors have provided evidence for the 
greater or lesser likelihood of stability and breakdown in both types. A systematic 
and quantitative comparison, given the problem of defining the historical period to 
be covered, the countries to be included, and the large number of variables that 
might or might not be held constant, presents enormous methodological problems. 

Scott Mainwaring and Matthew Shugart 100 list 24 countries with 30 years of un
interrupted democracy between 1959 and 1989 (including India, despite the period 
of emergency powers). Of those 24 countries, 18 have parliamentary regimes, 3 are 
presidential (the United States, Costa Rica, and Venezuela), 2 are semipresidential 
(Finland and France), and 1 has a unique form of government (Switzerland). 

Alfred Stepan and Cindy Ska ch 101 have focused on the 86 countries that became 
independent between 1945 and 1979. Among them 15 were democratic for 10 con
secutive years. Stepan and Skach count 32 countries that were parliamentary the 
first year of independence, of which 15 were continuous democracies between 1980 

and 1989. The exclusion of microstates would reduce the number of dem9cracies 
(Dominica, Kiribati, Nauru, St. Lucia, and St. Vincent) but also the number of 
nondemocratic states (Gambia, Grenada, Mauritius, Seychelles, Tuvalu). This 
would mean that of 22 remaining newly independent states with a parliamentary 
government the first year, 10 would be continuous democracies between 1980 and 
1989, and none with another type of regime in the first year. 

Matthew Shugart and John M. Carey102 have taken a different approach by list
ing 48 countries that had by 1990 held at least two democratic elections without 
breakdown. Among them they list 27 pure parliamentary democracies (strangely 
they do not include India), 12 presidential regimes, and 9 other types (5 premier
presidential, 2 president-parliamentary, and 2 assembly independent, using their 
typology of regimes). Since they classify, formally correctly, Austria and Iceland as 
premier-presidential, but these states function in fact as parliamentary, I would 
count them as parliamentary, increasing the number of parliamentary democracies 
to 29 and decreasing premier-presidential regimes to 3. If we isolate their 23 "third 
world countries" ( among them Argentina, Uruguay, Turkey, together with Senegal, 
Botswana, and Papua New Guinea), 9 are parliamentary, 11 presidential (all Latin 
American except Senegal), and 3 "other" types. 

Their inclusion of the "not newly independent countries," particularly the pres
idential or modified presidential regimes in Latin America, reduces the difference 
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found in the Stepan-Skach analysis. The fact that fewer of the microstates (which 
were disproportionately democratic) are not included also affects the comparison. 

Shugart and Carey rightly point out that by 1991, 11 "third world countries" with 
presidential regimes by their criterion were "democratic," to which one could add 
3 with modified presidential systems, compared to 9 parliamentary (10 if we add 
India). The recent return to democracy of Latin American countries (including the 
somewhat dubious cases of El Salvador, Guatemala, and perhaps Honduras) ex
plains the difference between the 9 or 10 parliamentary democracies (with at least 
two democratic elections without breakdown) and the 14 "presidential" democra
cies among the 48 countries (49 with India) considered. 

However, Shugart and Carey's questioning of a relationship between regime 
type and democratic stability is based on an analysis of the breakdowns of demo
cratic regimes in the twentieth century. They list a total of 40 cases ofbreakdown
some countries experiencing more than one-22 of parliamentary systems, 12 of 
presidential systems, and 6 of"other types" (1 premier-presidential [Austria] and 5 
presidential-parliamentary, among which they include the Weimar Republic, 
Ecuador [1962], Peru [1968], Korea [1961], and Sri Lanka [1982]). 

According to their data, breakdowns affected 7 parliamentary democracies ( all in 
Europe) before World War II, 2 mixed systems (Germany and Austria), and only 
1 presidential democracy (Argentina). The breakdown of European democracies is 
well documented, but there is considerable ambiguity about when and for how long 
Latin American countries could or could not be considered democratic and if and 
when they broke down. This explains why only Argentina is included in that period. 

If we consider the period after World War II, Shugart and Carey list 14 cases of 
breakdown of parliamentary democracies, rightly excluding the transition from 
the Fourth to the Fifth Republic as a case of reequilibration and cases in which no 
consecutive elections were held before the breakdown, in order to eliminate newly 
independent countries that held a first election under the watchful eye of a depart
ing colonial power or as a demonstration for foreign consumption. Only 1 of these 
14 breakdowns happened in Europe ( in Greece). The 14 breakdowns of parliamen
tary regimes contrast with 12 breakdowns of presidential systems and 4 of systems 
they call "presidential parliamentary." (The listing however omits multiple break
downs in the same country; to have included these might have increased the num
ber ofLatin American breakdowns). 

These figures would support the thesis that the type of regime makes little dif
ference, or even that parliamentary regimes are more vulnerable than pure presi
dential ones. However, more information is needed either to prove or disprove such 
a conclusion. To begin with, how many democracies, parliamentary and presiden
tial, were there before World War II? Latin America included 17 countries, all of 
them presidential-except for short interludes-before 1945. How many were by 
any reasonable standard democracies? How many, besides Argentina, experienced 

a breakdown? 
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When we turn to interwar Europe 103 we are dealing overwhelmingly with par
liamentary democracies, except for a few semipresidential regimes: Germany and 
Finland and, depending on the criteria used, Austria, Ireland, and even the Spanish 
Republic. Of a total of 28 countries (including Turkey and Russia), 25 (or at least 22) 
were parliamentary. The total included 12 stable democracies and 1 countries that 
experienced a breakdown or a failure of democratic consolidation. Of the 2 truly 
semipresidential regimes, 1, the Weimar Republic, experienced a breakdown. 

In that context of 15 "old states" (excluding empires) that did not experience 
major border changes, 9 were stable parliamentary democracies. Of the 8 new 
states, 5 suffered a breakdown. Democracy did not consolidate or survive in the 5 
defeated empires-Russia, Turkey, Austria, Hungary, and Germany-irrespective 
of regime type. 

Parliamentarism in interwar Europe, in contrast to postwar Europe (with the 
exception of Greece), did not assure democratic development or stability. Perhaps, 
among other factors, a learning process took place in a number of countries, and 
the constitutions introduced innovations contributing to postwar stability. After 
the war, of 14 European democracies, only 1 experienced a breakdown. I am obvi
ously not counting countries in the Soviet orbit like Czechoslovakia (1948) or 
Hungary. 

In that same period, of the democratic presidential regimes in states that had 
gained independence before 1945-whose number is more difficult to ascertain
only the United States and Costa Rica did not experience a breakdown. The num
ber of breakdowns is certainly more than 1 if we count only Argentina, Chile, Brazil, 
Uruguay, Peru, Colombia, and Venezuela, leaving out more dubious presidential 
democracies. 

The post-World War II weak parliamentary regimes, according to Shugart and 
Carey, are, in Asia: Burma, Pakistan (1954-77); Singapore (1972); Thailand (1976); 
Turkey (1980); and Sri Lanka (1970s). There are also 1 in Oceania ( Fiji, 1988); 4 in 
Africa: Kenya (1969); Nigeria (1966); Sierra Leone (1967); and Somalia (1969); and 2 
in America: Guyana (1974-78) and Surinam (1975). That makes weak parliamentary 
regimes in 12 countries. If we add Greece to them we have a total of 13 breakdowns 
and 13 (ifwe count Malta) stable European and 13 stable non-European (including 
Commonwealth countries but no microstates) parliamentary democracies. There
fore we have 13 breakdowns compared to 26 more or less stable, strictly speaking 
parliamentary democracies (not counting the Fourth Republic in France). This 
means 13 breakdowns in 39 countries. 

Of the total of presidential regimes in the same period we have the United States, 
Costa Rica (since 1953), and Venezuela (since 1958) that have not experienced a 
breakdown. But at least 10 other countries (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, 
Colombia, and Uruguay, plus Ecuador and Peru, both classified by Shugart and 
Carey as presidential-parliamentary) experienced the demise of democracy. And 
that is to ignore the more dubiously democratic presidential regimes in Latin 



I 

74 Juan]. Linz 

America and the Philippines (1972); Korea (1972); and 2 presidential-parliamentary 
regimes (Korea, 1961, and Sri Lanka, 1982). This means that in a minimum of 11 

countries (ignoring repeated breakdowns and the type of presidentialism) democ
racy broke down, compared to 3 fully stable presidential republics. 

In summary, we have in post-World War II 13 breakdowns in 39 parliamentary 
democracies (defined by the criteria of Shugart and Carey, plus India); and at least 
10 breakdowns among 13 presidential democracies (with some dubious cases delib
erately excluded ).104 

The fact that, of those 10 countries experiencing breakdowns since 1945, at the 
time of writing 9 are democracies shows that democratization is possible in coun
tries with a presidential tradition and that these 9 countries are presidential democ
racies. Perhaps the societies and their leadership in those presidential democracies 
have learned from past failures, and we might find in the future presidential systems 
as stable as parliamentary democracies are in Europe. However, some of the trou
bles in several presidential democracies in recent times-Peru, Philippines, 
Venezuela, Haiti, Brazil-do not argue well for those democracies. Certainly fac
tors other than the type of regime account for difficulties, but it is not unreasonable 
to argue that presidentialism compounds the difficulties for reasons that are con
gruent with our analysis. 

Notes 

In making final revisions of this chapter for publication I find myself in a difficult and 
even embarrassing situation. My essay has been circulating in different versions since 1984, 
translated in Argentina, Chile, Brazil, and Italy, and widely discussed, especially in Poland. 
I published a shortened version, translated into Hungarian and Mongolian, in the Journal of 
Democracy. Circulation has led to a number of critical comments, a debate with my critics, 
and frequent friendly exchanges with colleagues. Scholars agreeing with my arguments have 
developed them further and provided empirical proof of them. Discussions of constitu
tional reform ( in some of which I have participated) have taken the issues raised by my essay 
into account. 

The question is: how much should I take all this discussion into account here? My incli
nation is not to enter into a careful analysis of all the arguments and evidence presented. I 
feel that it would not be fully fair to my critics not to publish the original text to which they 
responded, but at some points I refer to their critiques to clarify my own argument and in 
footnotes to some of the contributions to the debate. I also include additional sections not 
part of the original paper. 

I want to thank the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin, whose fellowship (1990-91) made 
possible work on this essay, and Rocio de Teran for her continuous assistance, Terry Schutz 
for her careful editing, and Terry Miller for typing and retyping of the manuscript. 

1. My approach would be misunderstood if it were read as strictly institutional and even 
more as a legal-constitutionalist perspective. I take into account those aspects, although 
perhaps less than other recent writings such as Matthew So berg Shugart and John M. Carey, 
Presidents and Assemblies: Constitutional Design and Electoral Dynamics (Cambridge: Cam
bridge UP, 1992), which provides for a more systematic analysis of the powers of presidents. 
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My focus is on the political logic of presidential systems and some of its likely consequences 
on the selection ofleadership, popular expectations, style ofleadership, and articulation of 
conflicts. Some of the empirical evidence is found in the chapters of this volume, and it is 
our hope that our analysis will generate more and systematic evidence of those aspects that 
cannot be found in or directly derived from the institutional norms. 

2. F. A. Hermens, Democracy or Anarchy: A Study of Proportional Representation (Notre 
Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame UP, 1941); Maurice Duverger, Political Parties: Their Organization 
and Activity (1951; New York: Wiley, 1954); Stein Rokkan, "Elections: Electoral Systems," In
ternational Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences ( New York: Crowell-Collier-Macmillan, 1968 ); 
Dieter N ohlen, Wahlsysteme der Welt ( Munich: Piper, 1978 ); Douglas Rae, The Political Con
sequences of Electoral Laws (New Haven: Yale UP, 1967); R. S. Katz, A Theory of Parties and 
Electoral Systems (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1980); Rein Taagepera and Matthew Soberg 
Shugart, Seats and Votes: The Effects and Determinants of Electoral Systems (New Haven: Yale 
UP, 1989); B. Grofman and A. Lijphart, eds., Electoral Laws and Their Political Consequences 
(New York: Agathon, 1986); Arend Lijphart and B. Grofman, eds., Choosing an Electoral Sys
tem: Issues and Alternatives (New York: Praeger, 1984); and Giovanni Sartori, "The Influence 
of Electoral Systems: Faulty Laws or Faulty Method," in Grofman and Lijphart, Electoral 
Laws and Their Political Consequences, pp. 43-68. 

3. Werner Kaltefleiter, Die Funktionen des Staatsoberhauptes in der parlamentarischen 
T:~mokratie \Colo~ne: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1970); and Stefano Bartolini, "Sistema par
t1t1Co ed elez10ne d1retta <lei capo dello stato in Europa," Rivista italiana di scienza politica 2 

(1984):209-22. 

4. Shugart and Carey, Presidents and Assemblies; Waldino Cleto Suarez, "El poder ejecutivo 
en America Latina. Su capacidad operativa bajo regimen es presidencialistas de gobierno," Re
vista de estudios politicos (nueva epoca) 29 (Sept.-Oct. 1982): 109-44. Richard Moulin, Le 
presidentialisme et la classification des regimes politiques ( Paris: Librairie Generale de Droit et 
de Jurisprudence, 1978), is a work of scholarship in the classical legal tradition, rich in refer
ences to the constitutional texts and the academic commentaries with a wealth of informa
tion on the variety of presidential systems, the relations between executive and Jeaislature, the 
role of cabinets, impeachment, party systems and presidentialism, and so forth, i:1 the United 
States and other presidential regimes, particularly the constitutional history of Chile. It also 
includes an extensive bibliography. Only the equal treatment of the constitutions of democ
racies and nondemocratic regimes is disturbing. 

5. G. Bingham Powell, Jr., Contemporary Democracies: Participation, Stability, and Violence 
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1982), and Arend Lijphart, Democracies; Pattern of Majoritarian 
and Consensus Government in Twenty-one Countries ( New Haven: Yale UP, 1984). 

6. The neglect until very recently by social scientists of presidentialism outside the United 
States is reflected in the facts that the Presidential Studies Quarterly from 1977 to 1992 (vols. 
7 to 22) published only 3 articles on the subject; that the Legislative Studies Quarterly be
tween 1976 and 1992 published none; that International Political Science Abstracts between 
1975 and 1991 lists 141 articles on Latin America, 96 on countries outside the United States 
and Latin America, and 23 on general topics on the executive or the presidency. 

7. Scott Mainwaring, "Presidentialism in Latin America: A Review Essay," Latin American 
Research Review 25, no. 1 (1990): 157-79, is an excellent summary of the literature and debates 
in Latin America. See also Arturo Valenzuela, The Breakdown of Democratic Regimes: Chile 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1978). Another important survey article is: Mario D. Se
rrafero, "Presidencialismo y reforma politica en America Latina," Revista de/ Centro de Es
tudios Constitucionales, Madrid, Jan.-Apr. 1991, pp. 195-233. 
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8. Mainwaring, "Presidentialism in Latin America." 
9. Juan J. Linz, Crisis, Breakdown and Reequilibration, vol. 1 of The Breakdown of Demo

cratic Regimes, edited by J. Linz and Alfred Stepan (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1978); see 
"Excursus on Presidential and Parliamentary Democracies," pp. 71-74. It would be absurd to 
argue that presidents need to be elected on a first-past-the-post basis. I agree with Donald L. 
Horowitz, A Democratic South Africa? Constitutional Engineering in a Divided Society (Berke
ley: U California P, 1991), that this view is an "untenable assumption about the way presidents 
are inevitably elected" (p. 20). He attributes such an assumption to me, but all I have done is 
to discuss the way in which presidents have been and are most often elected-either by a plu
rality in one round or in a runoff election. He rightly points out that in Nigeria in 1979 and 
1983 and in Sri L<Jnka in 1978 and 1988 a different method of election was used, but it does not 
seem to me reasonable to base an analysis of presidential politics on those two cases (and a 
total of four elections at the time of his and my writings) rather than on the cumulative ex
perience in Latin American republics and a few other cases. 

10. The important essay by Anthony King, "Executives;' in Handbook of Political Science, 
edited by Fred I. Greenstein and Nelson Polsby, vol. 5 of Governmental Institutions and 
Processes ( Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1975), pp. 173-256, limits itself to a comparison 
of the United States and the United Kingdom, with no reference to presidentialism outside 
the United States. 

11. In view of the constant clamor for "strong" presidents, the popular hopes linked with 
"strong" presidents in many countries with presidental regimes, Shugart and Carey's find
ing that systems rating high in powers of the president in law making and cabinet formation 
have been more prone to crises is significant. 

Ultimately, from its historical origins on, a separation of powers has been conceived to 
generate "weak" government, "checks and balances" (which can turn into "stalemates," di
vided responsibility, distrust between powers), just the opposite of"strong" power and lead
ership. No surprise that the terms of presidents who wanted to be "strong"-Vargas, 
Allende, Marcos, Goulart, Alan Garcia, Aristide-ended in one or another kind of disaster. 
We know too little about the role of the presidency in Georgia to tell if Gamsakhurdia should 
be in that list, but it would not be surprising if some of the new presidents of former Soviet 
Union republics might not run the same fate. 

See the collection of essays by Carlos S. Nino, Gabriel Banzat, Marcelo Alegre and 
Marcela Rodriguez, Roberto Gargozelle, Silvino Alvarez and Robert Pablo-Saba, and Jorge 
Albert Barraguirre, Presidencialismo y estabilidad democratica en la Argentina ( Buenos Aires: 
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its lack of success. For a discussion of plural presidencies, see Shugart and Carey, Presidents 
and Assemblies, pp. 94-105. 

Advocates of collegial presidencies should keep in mind the experiences in Roman his
tory and the analysis of George Simm el on the size of groups and decision making in addi
tion to the contemporary failures. 

14. The majority runoff has been advocated to avoid election by a small plurality, which 
is possible in a multiparty election, and to assure election by a majority. The system, how
ever, as Shugart and Carey have noted, has several not so desirable consequences. First it en-
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courages a larger number of candidates in the first run, discouraging the coalescence of op
posing forces, so that those who place first and second can attract the support in the runoff 
of those who failed and those who failed can enhance their bargaining position with one of 
the two candidates in the runoff. The first candidates in this case obtain a lower percentage 
of votes compared to elections by pure plurality. The second consequence is that the out
come depends on first-round contingencies. Let us remember that in 1989 some Brazilians 
feared a runoff between Lula and Brizola, the two leftist candidates, if the Right had divided 
its vote more than it did. To these I would add that in the runoff, the winner might receive 
a vote out of proportion to his original electoral appeal that might not, however, represent 
real support for him but contribute to his sense of being "elected by the people." The presi
dential majority in this case is as or more "artificial" than a parliamentary majority for a 
prime minister heading a coalition, but it generates very different expectations. 
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tices," International Political Science Review 9, no. 4 (1988): 247-78, is an excellent analysis of 
"American exceptionalism." For European responses to American presidentialism, see Klaus 
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16. Committee on Political Parties of the American Political Science Association, Toward 
a More Responsible Two-Party System (New York: Rinehart, 1950). 

17. Shugart and Carey, Presidents and Assemblies, chap. 6, pp. 106-49. 
18. President Fernando Collor ofBrazil when, after introducing his stabilization plan on 

television without previous consultation, he encountered congressional resistance, he 
threatened congress with mobilizing the masses: "There is no doubt that I have an intimate 
deep relation with the poor masses" and that congress "must respect me because I am the 
center of power." Commenting on this, one ofhis strongest supporters, former finance min
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04), 3 May 1990, p. 6, and "Mounting Criticism of Authoritarian Governments Novo Brasil 
Plan," ibid. (RB-90-05), 7 June 1990, pp. 1-3, Campos quote on p. 31. 
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gress creditable in the way that Goulart (or Allende) could by mobilizing masses in the 
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demand for impeachment. Mrs. Peron's health was questioned in an effort to apply rules 
of incapacity. In February 1976 impeachment was again initiated and approved by the lower 
house but blocked in the senate. After another reorganization of the cabinet, a meeting of 
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Presidential or Parliamentary Democracy 79 

29. Juan J. Linz, "II fattore tempo nei mutamenti de regime," Teoria politica 2, no. 1 (1986): 

3-47. 
30. Albert 0. Hirschman, Journeys toward Progress: Studies of Economic Policy-Making 

in Latin America (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965), pp. 313-16 about "la rage de vouloir 
conclure." 

31. Daniel Levine, "Venezuela: The Nature, Sources and Prospects of Democracy," in 
Democracy in Developing Countries, pp. 247-89, esp. pp. 256-60; and Conflict and Political 
Change in Venezuela (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1973). See also Jonathan Hartlyn, The Poli
tics of Coalition Rule in Colombia (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988). 

32. It is significant that Robert A. Dahl, "A Bipartisan Administration," New York Times, 
14 Nov. 1973, suggested that, during the period between Nixon's resignation and the election 
of a new president, a coalition government including Democrats and Republicans be cre
ated. Cited by A. Lijphart, Democracy in Plural Societies (New Haven: Yale UP, 1977), 
pp. 28-29. 

33. On the method of presidential elections see Shugart and Carey, Presidents and As
semblies: pp. 208-25, partirnlarly table 10.1, p. 211, which also gives the median percentage 
of votes for the two highest-scoring candidates. Dieter Nohlen, ed., Handbuch der 
Wahldaten Lateinamerikas und der Karibik (Opladen: Leske & Budrich, 1993), is the most 
complete source on election legislation, returns in presidential and congressional elections, 
names of parties and elected presidents for all the countries south of the Rio Grande and the 
Caribbean. 

34. The bibliography on the Spanish transition to democracy and the first election is too 
extensive to list here. For references see my article "Innovative Leadership in the Spanish 
Transition," in Innovative Leadership in International Politics, edited by Gabriel Sheffer (Al
bany: State U New York P, 1993). 

35. Comments of Prime Minister Felipe Gonzalez at meeting organized by the Fun
dacion Ortega y Gasset, Toledo, Spain, May 1984. 

36. Walter Bagehot, The English Constitution ( London: World Classics, 1955 [1887] ). 
37. Scott Mainwaring, "The Dilemmas ofMultiparty Presidential Democracy: The Case 

of Brazil" (Kellogg Institute Working Paper 174, University of Notre Dame, 1992). 
38. New York Times, 26 Feb. 1992, p. 52. 
39. On the parties and party systems, see Scott Mainwaring and Timothy Scully, eds., 

Building Democratic Institutions: Parties and Party Systems in Latin America (Stanford: Stan
ford UP, forthcoming). Guillermo O'Donnell, "Delegative Democracy" (paper prepared for 
the meeting of the East-South System Transformations Project, Budapest, Dec. 1990), char
acterizes a "new animal"-a subtype of existing democracy, which in my view has much in 
common with many presidential systems, as I characterize them. O'Donnell does not, as I 
would, link those characteristics with presidentialism, although the empirical bases for his 
theoretical analysis are basically the Latin American presidential systems. 

40. Peru in recent elections is an extreme example. While Fernando Belaunde of Accion 
Popular (AP) in 1980 gained 45.4 percent of the vote and the candidate of the Partido Aprista 
Peruano (PAP) got 27,4 percent, in 1985 Alan Garcia (PAP) gained 53.1 percent and the AP 
candidate ran fourth with 7.3 percent. In 1990 in the first round Mario Vargas Llosa, the can
didate of the coalition Frente Democratico (FRED EMO) was running ahead with 32.6 percent 
of the vote. Alberto Fujimori (Cambio 90) followed him with 29.1 percent, and the PAP can
didate, Luis Alva Castro, ran third with 26.6 percent. In the runoff Fujimori obtained 62.5 
percent and Vargas Llosa 37.5 percent. In the election to the lower house the same year, PAP 
was ahead with 29,4 percent of the seats, followed by Cambio 90 with 17.8 percent and AP 



! 

i 

' f 
I 
/: 
;1 

So Juan]. Linz 
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see Kaltefleiter Die Funktionen des Staatsoberhauptes in der parlamentarischen Demokratie, 
particularly th~ extended discussion of the rol~ of the kin~ ?r queen in the United Kingdom. 
The role of King Juan Carlos of Spain, both 111 the trans1t1on to democracy (1975-7?) and 
during the coup attempt in 1981, was unique. However it has to be st~ess~d that until after 
the 1977 election and formally until the enactment of the 1978 const1tut1011, he "."as not a 
constitutional monarch in a democratic parliamentary monarchy. Therefore his role as 
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exception, his role in the traumatic hours following the sequester ?f. t~e entire government 
and legislature on February 23, 1981, shows the importance of the d1v1s10n of roles an? of the 
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terria (Madrid: Civitas, 1980), p. 414. . 
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of the King the transition to democracy would not have been possible. In 1983, 64 perce~t, 
and in 1985, 67 percent, agreed; respectively 19 percent and 18 percent, more or less, ,~1s
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ocrats" and between 30 and 89 percent agreed with the statement: The King has been able 
to gai~ the affection of Spaniards including those who did not see the monarchy with favor," 

with only 6-8 percent disagreeing. . 
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where it became known through the writings of Maurice Duverger. Shugart and Carey pr~
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Since my original text has been translated into several languages, I will contmue to use semi-
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Presidents and Prime Ministers, edited by Richard Rose and Ezra Suleiman ( Washington, 
D.C.: American Enterprise Institute, 1980), pp. 93-138. 

67. On the "majoritarian" character of presidentialism, see Arend Lijphart, chap. 2 
herein. On Lijphart, see the discussion in Shugart and Carey, Presidents and Assemblies, 
pp. 20-21. 

68. Maurice Duverger, ed., Les regimes semi-presidentiels ( Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 1988) with essays on Portugal, Finland, France, and the Weimar republic and dis
cussions of the papers presented. 

69. For the presidency in the Weimar Republic and its origins, see Kaltefleiter, Die Funk
tionen des Staatsoberhauptes, chap. 4, pp. 130-44, with reference to the writings of Max 
Weber and Hugo Preuss and legal commentaries on the constitution. Regarding the func
tioning of the system, see the excellent analysis on pp. 153-67. 

70. On Ireland see Basil Chubb, The Constitution and Constitutional Change in Ireland 
(Dublin: Institute for Public Administration, 1978), chap. 2. 

71. Horst Mi.iller, "Parlamentarismus-Diskussion in der Weimar Republik. Die Frage 
des 'besonderen' Weges zum parlamentarischen Regierungssystem," in Demokratie und 
Diktatur. Geist und Gestalt Politischer Herrschaft in Deutschland und Europa, Festschrift fiir 
Karl Dietrich Bracher, edited by Manfred Funke et al. ( Di.isseldorf: Droste, 1987 ), pp. 140-57. 
The Portuguese regime of the 1976 constitution and its successive reforms has not been in
corporated into many discussions of semipresidential regimes, even though it is an ex
tremely relevant case. Luis Salgado de Matos, ''L'experience portugaise;' in Duverger, Les 
regimes semi-presidentiels, pp. 55-83, includes an interesting analysis of the voting patterns 
in the election of President Eanes in 1976 and 1980 (see maps on pp. 66-67) that shows rad
ical shifts in support depending on the coalitions supporting Eanes and the larger political 
context. In the same volume, see Barroso, "Les conflits entre le president portugais et la ma
jorite parlementaire." Kenneth R. Maxwell and Scott C. Monje, eds., Portugal: The Consti
tution and the Consolidation of Democracy, (New York: Camoes Center, Columbia Univer
sity, special report no. 2, 1991) includes comments by social scientists and politicians on the 
1976 constitution and its subsequent reform. 

72. Consejo para la Consolidaci6n de la Democracia, Reforma constitucional. Dictamen 
preliminar del (Buenos Aires: EUDEBA, 1986) includes the text of the proposal and accompa
nying documents. The consejo was created by President Alfonsin in December 1985. It 
worked under the leadership of Professor Carlos S. Nino and submitted its report to the 
president on March 13, 1986. 

73. In the case of Finland, there is no great clarity on the respective responsibilities of 
president and prime minister, although there are "reserve domains" of presidential author
ity. Article 33 of the constitution establishes that "the president shall determine the relations 
ofFinland with foreign powers;' which was so important in postwar relations with the So
viet Union. Otherwise the president has acted as an arbiter in crisis situations and in form
ing governments in a multiparty system requiring coalitions among a wide spectrum of par
ties. Kekkonen excluded the Conservatives in order to maintain the "red-green alliance." 
Perhaps more than other semipresidential-semiparliamentary regimes, the Finnish, which 
has a "division oflabor" and multi party coalition politics, seems to fit the concept of a "dual 
executive" and not to oscillate between presidential and parliamentary modes of governing. 
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See David Arter, "Government in Finland: A 'Semipresidential System'?" Parliamentary Af
fairs 38 (1985): 477-95; Jaakko Nonsiainen, "Bureaucratic Tradition: Semi-presidential Rule 
and Parliamentary Government; The Case of Finland," European Journal of Political Research 
16 (1988): 221-49; and the reference to the Finnish case in Kaltefleiter, Die Funktionen des 
Staatsoberhauptes, pp. 167-73 and passim, and in Shugart and Carey, Presidents and Assem
blies, pp. 61-63. See also Bartolini, "Sistema partitico ed elezione diretta de! capo dello stato 
in Europa." 

74. Bartolini, "Sistema partitico ed elezione diretta de! capo dello stato in Europa." 
75. The shift toward a more parliamentary system in Portugal is reflected in the consti

tutional reform of 1982. Article 193 of the 1976 constitution stipulated that the government 
was politically responsible to the president of the republic and the parliament. The new ar
ticle 193 does not specify the type of responsibility, and article 194 states that the prime min
ister is responsible to the Assembleia da Republica, in the realm of political responsibility of 
the government, although article 198.2 grants the president of the republic the exceptional 
power of dismissing the government should it be necessary to assure the normal function
ing of democratic institutions. 

76. On the other hand, the fear of a military president led framers of the 1931 constitu
tion of the Spanish Republic to make ineligible for the presidency anyone active in the mil
itary or in the reserves and anyone retired from the military for less than ten years. 

77- Duverger, "A New Political System Model." 
78. Kaltefleiter, Die Funktionen des Staatsoberhauptes, pp. 153-67. 
79. Raymond Aron, "Alternation in Government in the Industrialized Countries," Gov

ernment and Opposition 17, no. 1 (1981): 3-21. 
So. Giovanni Sartori, Seconda Repubblica? Si, ma bene. (Milan: Rizzoli, 1992). 
81. See Rainer Lepsius, "From Fragmented Party Democracy to Government by Emer

gency Decree," in Linz and Stepan, Breakdown of Democratic Regimes, esp. pp. 34-39, 45-50; 
Eberhard Jackel, "Der Machtantritt Hitlers-Versuch einer geschichtlichen Erklarung," in 
1933 Wie die Republik der Diktatur erlag, edited by Volker Rittberger (Stuttgart: Kohlham
mer, 1983), pp. 123-39. 

82. Kaltefleiter, Die Funktionen des Staatoberhauptes, pp. 183-97, esp. p. 197. 
83. In 1929 Carl Schmitt, one of the leading political scientists and constitutionalists of 

Germany, published in the Archiv des offentlichen Rechts (Neue Folge) 16: 161-237, an article 
titled "Der Huter der Verfassung" and in 1931 a pamphlet under the same title, in Beitriige 
zum offentlichen Recht der Gegenwart, Heft 1 (Ti.ibingen), offering an authoritarian antiplu
ralistic and plebiscitary interpretation of the Weimar constitution. 

84. Regarding the stability of parliamentary semipresidential regimes in Europe between 
the two world wars, see Linz, Crisis, Breakdown and Reequilibration, pp. 74-75. Of the seven
teen countries analyzed before the depression, apart from Portugal, Yugoslavia, and Spain 
(1918-23), Germany had the greatest instability with 210 days average duration of cabinet, fol
lowed by the Third Republic in France with 239 days, Italy (1917-22) with 260, Austria with 
267, and Finland with 294. After the depression, Spain with 101 days average duration, France 
with 165, Austria with 149, Germany with 258, Finland with 592, Estonia with 260, and Belgium 
with 285 are the countries with the most unstable governments of the fourteen countries that 
are included. Note that two of the systems with a dual executive are among the most unstable 
countries. In two of the countries with high government instability and a parliamentary 
regime democracy survived until World War II. See also Ekkart Zimmermann, "Government 
Stability in Six European Countries during the World Economic Crisis of the 1930s: Some Pre
liminary Considerations," European Journal of Political Research 15 (1987): 23-52. 
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85. Nicolas Perez Serrano, La constituci6n espafiola (9 Dec. 1931) (Madrid: Editorial Re
vista de Derecho Privado, 1932), pp. 244-74; see articles 75, 81, and 87. See Antonio Bar, El 
presidente de! gobierno en Espana: Encuadre constitucional y practica politica ( Madrid: Edito
rial Civitas, 1983), pp. 121-28, for a study of"rationalized parliamentarism" and the role of 
the president of the Second Republic. 

He was elected by the members of the Cortes, a unicameral legislature, and an equal num
ber of electors (who were directly elected by the people) for a term of six years and could not 
be reelected. However, the first president was elected by the legislature on December 10, 1931. 

The system of dual confidence was derived from article 75: "The President of the Re
public appoints and dismisses freely the president of the government, and, at his proposal 
the ministers. He shall dismiss them necessarily in the case that the Cortes should explicitly 
deny them their confidence." 

86. On the working of the Spanish constitution of 1931 and the presidency, see: Joaquin 
Tomas Villarroya, "Presidente de la Rep(1blica y Gobierno: Sus Relaciones," Revista de estu
dios politicos (nueva epoca) 31-32 ( Jan.-Apr. 1983): 71-90 (which quotes leading politicians 
on the "dual confidence"), and "La prerrogativa presidencial durante la Segunda Rep(1blica: 
Mediatizaci6n, Revista de estudios politicos 16 (1980): pp. 59-87; Stanley G. Payne, Spain's 
First Democracy: The Second Republic, 1931-1936 (Madison: U Wisconsin P, 1993), describes 
in detail the working of the system. On the removal of the president, see Joaquin Tomas Villa
rroya, La destituci6n de Alcala-Zamora, (Valencia: Fundaci6n Universitaria, San Pablo, 
CEU, 1988). For the position ofNiceto Alcala-Zamora see his Los defectos de la Constituci6n 
de 1931 y tres afios de experiencia constitucional (Madrid: Civitas, 1981, first published 1936) 
and Memorias. Segundo texto de mis memorias (Barcelona: Planeta, 1977). Javier Tusell, 
"Niceto Alcala-Zamora y una crisis politica en el segundo bienio Republicano," Hispania 33 
(1973): 401-16. 

87. Ifit did not compound confusion the system could be described as "semi-premier
presidential" because half the electors of the president were to be popularly elected (al
though the first president, like Ebert and de Gaulle, was elected by the legislature). 

88. Diario de Sesiones de las Cortes Constituyentes, 3 Nov. 1931, p. 2092. 
89. Karl Dietrich Bracher, Die Auflosung der Weimarer Republik (Stuttgart: Ring-Verlag, 

1957), chap. 9 about the Reichswehr, pp. 229-84; see pp. 249-53 for articles 53 and 54 of the 
constitution, which required the double confidence of the Reichstag and the president for 
the minister of defense. 

90. There is also the possibility, though it is less likely, that the top military leadership 
might turn to congressional leaders to oppose the president. 

91. There is likely to be more experimenting with mixed formulas in view of the growing 
dissatisfaction with pure presidentialism and the distrust of pure parliamentarism (which 
not all forms of parliamentarism merit, probably), or the unwillingness to break with the tra
dition of presidentialism. In addition to the "premier-presidential" (semiparliamentary, 
semipresidential) systems we discuss, Giovanni Sartori has developed another type in "Leri
forme instituzionali-Tra buone e cattive," Rivista italiana di scienza politica 21 (3 Dec. 1991): 
375-408, with commentary by Angelo Pianebianco (pp. 409-18) and Stefano Passigli 
(pp. 419-40) and a rejoinder by Sartori (pp. 441-46). Also in Sartori, Seconda Repubblica? 

The resistance to parliamentarism (in any version) and the difficulty of making the 
French type of semipresidential, semi parliamentary system work in view of the "plebiscitary 
culture" surrounding presidentialism in Latin America has led to the search for other hybrid 
solutions. One submitted by a working group of Bolivian political scientists and constitu
tionalists in collaboration with several foreign scholars (including me) to a political com-
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mission charged with making constitutional reforms might be dubbed "parliamentarized 
presidentialism." It does not abandon the presidentialist principle of direct popular election 
of a president but tries to reduce the risks and costs of "minority" presidencies. It also at
tempts to deal with the "rigidity" of the presidential mandate and the risk of ingovernability 
by making possible a constructive vote of nonconfidence in the case of minority presidents 
and a return of power to the electorate in case of total impasse by a qualified congressional 
majority, with both presidential and parliamentary elections. The project is based on the 
Bolivian tradition of parliamentary election of the president in the absence of a majority 
vote for any candidate. 

The proposal starts with presidentialism as a point of departure. In fact, it retains a pure 
presidentialism (except that it allows for "political" rather than just criminal impeachment, 
juicio politico) with one condition: that the majority of the people elect a president. Other
wise the equal democratic legitimacy of the congress enters into play; this body elects a pres
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