In the Abstract: Presidential vs. Parliamentary Systems of Governance

Throughout the Western world, democracy is hailed as the ideal form of government. However, this general endorsement of "democracy" leaves some important questions left unanswered. Namely, which of the two most widely-practiced democratic systems of governance - presidentialism and parliamentarianism - places more power directly in the hands of its people? In other words, which system more closely approaches a true democratic ideal? The following pair of articles explore this and other related questions.

THE ARGUMENT FOR PARLIAMENTARY...

Nina Davis



Simply put, a parliamentary system is a more efficient way to run a country, and there are numerous reasons for this fact. Firstly, a parliamentary system gives citizens a greater voice in the affairs of their legislature. Citizens know what to expect from the people they vote for and whom to blame if things go wrong. Contrastingly, in a system with separate executive and legislative branches and in one where each member of the legislature is permitted to vote according to his or her own interests, accountability is significantly more blurred. How many times have the President and Congress blamed one another for obstructing legislation? A word - gridlock - has even been introduced into America's political lexicon to describe this phenomenon. In short, a parliamentary system benefits the people more than a presidential system because it offers them a more efficient government with more direct responsibility.

In the parliamentary election process, parties compete with promises just as in the United States. The difference is that, in a parliamentary system, the set of promises - called the mandate - cannot be broken by the government. Promises are not vague but quite specific. In Canada, for example, the mandate of each party is published and distributed during the campaign. As a result, relative to American voters, Canadian voters enjoy a more concrete idea of the policies for which they are voting. Furthermore, once in parliament, members are required to vote along party lines or risk being expelled from their party. For voters, this means that the decisions they make in the voting booth translate more directly into actual government policies.

Consequently, it is tremendously important who forms the majority government in a parliamentary system. Indeed, it is of much greater import than who forms the majority in a presidential system. Since party members must vote according to party lines, essentially all legislation introduced by the majority party is passed. This works to the benefit of the citizens, who elected the majority party with the expectation that it would do as promised in the elections. Also, since the prime minister is the person in charge of the majority party and thus has a tremendous amount of influence over behind-the-scenes intraparty discussions, it is also more obvious to whom the blame should be assigned if the ruling party's mandate is not followed.

In contrast, passing legislation is a serious problem in the presidential system. The American system intentionally includes checks on legislation to make the process slower and more difficult. In theory, the intention is to force lawmakers to reflect on the legislation before them, but this can backfire and simply create slowdowns of the process. For instance, when the Republican Party made its "Contract with America" in 1994, it could not guarantee that its contract would become law even if the Republicans attained a majority. Indeed, it has turned out that not all elements of the contract have been passed. This is largely because the Republican Party - although it achieved a majority in both houses of the legislative branch - controls neither the executive branch nor the way in which its own legislators vote. Parliamentary systems, however, are constructed in a manner that permits the elected majority to affect the policy changes wished for by the voting public.

Additionally, voters are better represented in a parliamentary system because, on the whole, countries with parliamentary systems have more than two major parties. There are notable exceptions - such as Britain - but nonetheless multiple party parliamentary systems are, by far, more common. As a result of there being a larger number of parties, each party can stand for a more narrow range of interests and positions. In Canada, for instance, a voter can choose among the far left party, the left, the right party, the far right and the Parti Quebecois (unusual because its constituency is geographic, not political). Similar to American voters, Canadian voters choose the party that most closely fits their personal positions. The difference is that, in Canada, a citizen's choice more accurately reflects his or her own positions because each party stands for a narrower range of views.

Certainly, the presidential system has its merits. However, a parliamentary system boasts many advantages over an American-style system, including giving its citizens a more direct influence over the composition and policies of the government. As a result, a parliamentary system seems a more ideal form of democracy than a presidential system. 

http://www.dartmouth.edu/~ppq/x98/x98point.html

THE ARGUMENT FOR PRESIDENTIAL...

John Lutz



I add my voice to those who support the presidential system as exemplified by the United States. As political scientist Arend Lijphart has asserted, a presidential system holds two important advantages over a parliamentary one: greater stability and more democracy within the system. To these, I add that a parliamentary system's methods of checks and balances is inferior to the methods of a presidential system.

To those of us who are already conditioned to automatically interpret democracy as being the ideal form of governance, the degree of democracy in a presidential system is appealing. For example, a president is elected by a direct (discounting the electoral system) vote by the people, something that cannot be claimed by parliamentary executives. Under parliamentary systems, citizens may be forced to vote for a local candidate whom they dislike in order to support 'their' candidate at the national level. The parliamentary lack of democracy is especially relevant, as Lijphart has noted, in multi-party systems, where an executive is often only decided upon after "complex post-election bargaining." If crisis at the national level were to befall such a system, the lack of a leader with a direct mandate from the people could be, as theorist Vasant Sathe pointed out, devastating.

A second selling-point of presidentialism is its inherently greater stability. This stability is perhaps taken for granted by many Americans and citizens of other presidentialist nations. Still, how many of us, upon election of a President whose political slant is markedly different than our own, has not wished that his term could reach its conclusion well before its four-year duration has passed? However, one need only examine the history of parliamentary governments to find that the stability lent by our system of electing presidents for a pre-determined four-year term far outweighs its downsides. Because most parliaments can dismiss their executive branch with a simple "vote of no confidence" at any point they wish to do so, parliamentary governments have often been held powerless for long stretches of time.

Lijphart points to the example of France's Fourth Republic where the average cabinet lasted only 7 months before being dissolved. Theorist A. Jeyaratnam Wilson refers to the First Republic of Sri Lanka, whose replacement was necessitated by such instability. Many American presidents have made important contributions to the nation only after several unpopular decisions; in a parliamentary system, they might not have had the chance. Although presidents refrain far too often from taking stances that are correct but unpopular, their position is far less precarious than that of a parliamentary leader who may find his government dissolved if he backs an unpopular position. An executive in a parliamentary system is necessarily enfeebled, and, as Alexander Hamilton wrote in the Federalist No. 70, "A feeble executive implies a feeble execution of the government . . . and a government ill executed, whatever it may be in theory, must be, in practice, a bad government."

Supporters of the parliamentary system may counter this by arguing that such instability is very rare, especially in two-party systems. Most parliaments, one could contend, recognize the destabilizing effects of casting a vote of no confidence and will only do so in the most dire circumstances. The very validity of this argument, however, points out yet another flaw in parliamentary government, especially as conducted in Britain. The British government may declare a potential Act of Parliament to be a 'matter of confidence,' meaning that it can only be stopped at the expense of dissolving the government. Use of this privilege streamlines the legislative process, but at the expense of an effective check on the executive's power. Indeed, the checks and balances between parliamentary executive and legislative branches are problematic in any situation - either the executive holds too much power or not enough.

In the end, a presidential system offers greater stability and a more even distribution of power across governmental branches. Most importantly, though, it offers individuals a more active role in governing their nation. Therefore, a presidential system seems a more ideal form of democracy than a parliamentary system. 

PRESIDENTIAL VS. PARLIAMENTARY SYSTEMS OF GOVERNMENT
	Presidential System
	Parliamentary System

	1.The head of government is selected independently of the legislature. 

Every political system has a head of government. The position of head of government is the office that has effective executive, governing power. 

In presidential systems, the title of the head of government is usually "President". 

The American president is selected independently of Congress. The American president is selected by the Electoral College, which is a group of people different from Congress. 
	1.The head of government is selected by the legislature. 

  

  

In parliamentary systems, the title of the head of government is usually "Prime Minister". 

The prime minister is selected by parliament. The person selected as prime minister is almost always the leader of the majority party in parliament. 

	2.The head of government serves a fixed term of office. 

It is fixed in two senses. First, there is a definite length to the term of office. Second, there are definite, fixed starting and finishing points to the term of office. 

The American president's term of office is four years. The term of office begins at noon on January 20 and ends four years later at noon on January 20. 
	2.The head of government serves an indefinite term of office. 

It is indefinite in two sense. First, there is no definte length to the term of office. Second, there are no definite, fixed starting and finishing points. 

A prime minister stays in office as long as he or she continues to have majority support in the legislature. If the prime minister loses majority support, then he or she must resign. 

In parliamentary systems, this gives rise to two practices, which do not exist in presidential systems: early elections and votes of confidence. 

Early elections are elections which are held earlier than scheduled. The Prime Minister can call for early elections. The results of these elections will determine who the majority party in parliament will be. 

A vote of confidence is a vote taken among the members of parliament to determine if the prime minister continues to have majority support in the legislature. If the prime minister wins a vote of confidence, this means he/she continues to have majority support and can continue to govern. If the prime minister loses a vote of confidence , this means he/she has lost majority support. He/she must resign and, in most cases, new parliamentary elections will be held to determine who the new majority party will be. 

	3. There is separation of powers among the branches of government. 

Separation of powers is designed to build conflict into the system to prevent concentration of power and governmental tyranny. 

There are separate institutions sharing powers, which leads to institutional conflict. 

There is a prohibition against dual office holding. An individual cannot hold office in two branches of government at the same time. This adds a dimension of personal conflict to the institutional conflict. 

There is the possibility of divided government, different political parties can control different parts of the government. This results in partisan conflict. 

There is an elaborate checks and balances system among the branches of government. 
	3. There is fusion of powers among the branches of government. 

Fusion of powers is designed to build cooperation into the system to enhance governmental effectiveness and majority rule. 

  
  

Dual office holding is allowed. An individual can be a member of parliament and a member of the cabinet at the same time. 
  

There is no possibility of divided government. 

  

There is the norm of parliamentary supremacy, the decisions of parliament cannot be limited by the other branches of government. 

	4. There is the permanent relevance of the minority. 

Because decision making is fragmented among the different branches of government, the numerical minority has multiple points of entry into the system where they can voice their views and block actions. 
	4. There is the temporary irrelevance of the minority. 

Once parliamentary elections determine who the majority party is, the majority party controls both the legislature and the executive and can then carry out its program. The losing parties become the loyal opposition and look for opportunities to displace the govenment and become the majority party. 

	5. The positions of head of government and head of state are held by one person. 

The position of head of state is the ceremonial, symbolic leader of the country. 

The American president is both head of government and head of state. 

  

  

  

  

This leads to a problem of perception. As head of government, the American president is the leader of a particular political faction and is immersed in the political conflicts of the society. As head of state, the American president is supposed to represent national unity and stands outside the political conflicts of the society. The president cannot be both part of the political conflicts and above the political conflicts at the same time. When is the president in and when is he outside the political conflicts? 
	5. The positions of head of government and head of state are held by two different persons. 

  
  

In parliamentary democracies that still have a monarchy, the king or queen is the head of state. 

In parliamentary democracies that do not have a monarchy, there is a position, usually titled president, that acts as head of state. Depending on the specific country, this president can be either popularly elected, elected by the legislature, or elected by an electoral college. 


