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• Executive forms: how do we distinguish between presidentialism, semi-
presidentialism, parliamentarism, and what difference does it make?


• How variation in executive form may matter for the functioning and 
survival of democracy. 

The Plan for Today
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• Executive: Government, Cabinet, PM, President. Function: 
implementating laws, directing the civil service, setting the policy agenda. 


• Legislative: Parliament, Congress, National Assembly, Diet etc. Function: 
representing the people, making laws, holding the executive to account.


• Judiciary: ordinary courts, constitutional courts, supreme course. 
Function: interpreting and applying the law, upholding the constitution. 

Branches of Government
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“The President is elected from the 
people by one process, and the House 
of Representatives by another. The 
independence of the legislative and 
executive powers is the specific 
quality of the Presidential 
Government, just as the fusion and 
combination is the precise principle of 
Cabinet Government.” (Bagehot, The 
English Constitution 1867)

Comparing Executives
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Some Definitions
In parliamentary democracies, executive 
authority, consisting of a prime minister 
and cabinet, arises out of the legislature. 
The executive is at all times, subject to 
a vote of no confidence by a majority. 
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Some Definitions
In presidential systems the executive is headed 
by a popularly elected president who serves as 
the chief executive. The terms of the executive 
and the legislature are fixed and are not subject 
to mutual confidence. The president names 
and directs the cabinet. 
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Hierarchical vs Transactional
• Power ‘fusion’ in 

parliamentary system: 
hierarchical relationship 
between the executive and 
the legislature. 


• Dual legitimacy in presidential 
systems: transactional 
relationship between the 
executive and the legislature.  
 
(Shugart, 2008)
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More Definitions
In semi-presidential systems, the 
president is popularly elected and cannot 
be removed by parliament. There are also a 
prime minister and cabinet, who are 
subject to the confidence of parliament. 
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More Definitions
Two sub-types of semi-presidentialism:

Premier-presidentialism, where 
the prime minister and cabinet are 
exclusively accountable to the 
parliamentary majority.

President-parliamentarism, where 
the PM and cabinet are dually 
accountable to both the president 
and parliamentary majority.
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Hierarchical and Transactional

An aside: There are also 
some real-world/
theoretical ‘hybrid’ 
systems, with different 
configurations of powers 
(more on this in week 13!) 



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 • I don’t entirely agree with this map, but it’s the best I could find. Source: McManus, R., & Ozkan, F. G. (2018). 
Who does better for the economy? Presidents versus parliamentary democracies. Public Choice, 176(3), 361-387.
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• Source: Samuels, D., & Shugart, 
M. S. (2010). Presidents, parties, 
and prime ministers : how the 
separation of powers affects 
party organization and behavior. 
Cambridge University Press.



BAK10 Comparative Democratic Politics – Winter Semester 2025 

Quick test: Which is which…?
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Are these distinctions useful?
• Elgie (1998) and especially Siaroff (2003): not much. 

Relational, formal aspects of power distribution 
does not map onto effective powers:


• Powers to veto and initiate legislation. 


• Power to chair cabinet meetings. 


• Discretion in appointing PM, cabinet ministers 
and other high officials.


• Competence over domaines réservés’ (EU, 
foreign policy etc.). 

Siaroff, A. (2003) Comparative Presidencies: The Inadequacy of the Presidential, Semi-Presidential and 
Parliamentary Distinction, EJPR, 42(3), 287- 312. Elgie, R. (1998). The classification of democratic regime 

types: Conceptual ambiguity and contestable assumptions, EJPR, 33(2), 219-238. 
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• Large variation in effective power of presidents within categories: 


• ‘Figurehead’ elected presidents make political practice in some premier-
presidential systems akin to parliamentarism (Austria, Ireland). 


• Significant de facto powers of non-elected presidents (Finland pre-1988, 
arguably Italy) in formally parliamentary systems. 


• Forms of hyper-presidentialism in formally premier-presidential systems 
(France), via other constitutional provisions and synchronised terms.  

Are these distinctions useful?
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• Three major claims:


• Executive forms affect cabinet composition (Amorim Neto & Samuels 2010). 


• Executive forms affect party politics (Samuels & Shugart, 2010). 


• Executive forms affect democratic survival (Linz, 1990). 

Executive Forms and Democracy
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• In a parliamentary system, the PM must 
appoint a cabinet that enjoys an implicit 
legislative majority. Including:


• Minority governments, which must 
negotiate with a legislature where 
governing parties do not have a majority. 


• Surplus majority governments, the 
government could lose or remove a 
party and still control a majority of the 
seats in the legislature.

Cabinet Composition 
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• This is usually done through the 
allocation of cabinet portfolios 
in proportion to the number of 
seats each party contributes to 
the coalition (Gamson’s Law).


• Responsibility of the cabinet to 
the legislature influences how 
the cabinet is put together.

Cabinet Composition 
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• Presidents have no constitutional imperative to form majority cabinets—they 
are free to form minority cabinets whenever they want. They’re also not bound 
to proportional allocation of seats to other parties.


• As a result, under presidentialism (1) coalitions are less common, (2) even when 
coalitions form, portfolio apportionment is less proportional, (3) non-partisan 
ministers are more common, and (4) executive initiatives are more likely to fail in 
the legislature. 

Cabinet Composition 
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Cabinet Composition 

• (1) coalitions are 
less common

• Cheibub, J. A., Przeworski, A., & Saiegh, S. M. (2004). Government coalitions and legislative success 
under presidentialism and parliamentarism. British Journal of political science, 34(4), 565-587.
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Cabinet Composition 

• (2) even when coalitions 
form, portfolio 
apportionment is less 
proportional, (3) non-
partisan ministers are 
more common.

• Neto, O. A., & Samuels, D. (2010). Democratic regimes and cabinet politics: a 
global perspective. Revista Ibero-Americana de Estudos Legislativos, 1(1), 10-23.
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Cabinet Composition 

• (4) executive initiatives are 
more likely to fail in the 
legislature.

• Cheibub, J. A., Przeworski, A., & Saiegh, S. M. (2004). Government coalitions and legislative success 
under presidentialism and parliamentarism. British Journal of political science, 34(4), 565-587.
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Party Politics
• Separation of power  different needs/incentives: 


• In parliamentary systems, prime ministers and cabinet 
members are agents of their party. Legislative parties 
have the last word on cabinet survival, and will be 
judged for their decision in elections. This requires 
disciplined, cohesive parties.


• In presidential systems, Presidents win with support 
beyond their party, and claim personal mandates. This 
impedes the formation of strong party organisations.

→

• Source: Samuels, D., & Shugart, M. S. (2010). Presidents, parties, and prime ministers : how 
the separation of powers affects party organization and behavior. Cambridge University Press.
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Party Politics

• Implications:


• “Presidentialized” parties: loose coalitions held 
together by a weakly accountable leader.


• Party system volatility under presidentialism.


• Weaker mandate representation under 
presidentialism: policy switches.
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Executive Forms and Democracy

Dual Legitimacy 
Winner-takes-all elections Democratic breakdown
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Executive Forms and Democracy
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Executive Forms and Democracy
• Some counterpoints:


• Empirical relationship in favour of Linz’s thesis depends on the fact that most of 
Latin America is presidential. But democracies here are especially fragile 
because they emerge out of military coups (Cheibub, 2007). 


• Coalitional presidencies: presidents have toolkits at their disposals to overcome 
the conflict-inducing nature of the separation of powers, e.g. through strategic 
use of legislative and budgetary prerogatives (Chaisty et al., 2014). 


• Linz is right, but not for the right reasons. The problem is not separation of 
power, but the personalisation of power (Ganghof, 2021). 

• Cheibub, J. A. (2007). Presidentialism, parliamentarism, and democracy. Cambridge University Press. Chaisty, P., 
Cheeseman, N., & Power, T. (2014). Rethinking the ‘presidentialism debate’: conceptualizing coalitional politics in cross-
regional perspective. Democratization, 21(1), 72-94. Ganghof, S. (2021). Beyond presidentialism and parliamentarism, OUP. 
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Thank you very much for 
your kind attention!


