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Although they don’t make too much of it, they provide data on the size of party systems in those 

countries that became independent after 1945 and that managed to sustain democracy during 

the 1980s. These data are shown in Table 15.8. As you can see, long-lived multiparty parliamen-

tary regimes aren’t particularly rare, but long-lived multiparty presidential regimes are.

Summary

In this section we examined an argument that says that presidential constitutions make suc-

cessful democratic consolidation more difficult than parliamentary constitutions, particularly 

when the legislature is highly fragmented. The key weakness of presidentialism appears to be its 

inability to find legal ways out of executive-legislative deadlock, something that’s more likely to 

occur when the legislature is highly fragmented.

It’s possible to put this finding in a broader perspective by situating it in the context of veto 

player theory (Chapter 14). Recall that an increase in the number of veto players is expected to 

make it more difficult to change the status quo policy, especially if the veto players held diverse 

policy preferences. The policy stability induced by veto players is equivalent in many ways to 

what we’ve referred to here as deadlock or immobilism. The father of modern veto player theory, 

George Tsebelis, has conjectured that although large numbers of veto players with diverse pref-

erences may encourage policy stability, they may also encourage political instability (Tsebelis 

1995, 322). The Mainwaring claim that multipartism and presidentialism form a “difficult 

combination” for democratic consolidation can be interpreted in light of veto player theory. If 

Tsebelis is correct that an increased number of veto players leads to policy stability, which in its 

extreme form manifests itself as “deadlock,” we should expect presidentialism and parliamen-

tarism to affect the type of political instability that ensues. In other words, multiple veto players 

lead to policy stability (deadlock), but the form of political instability that results depends on 

a country’s constitution. If the constitution is presidential, policy stability or deadlock is likely 

to encourage a coup or some other form of democratic instability. If, however, the constitution 

is parliamentary, the policy stability or immobilism is likely to lead to a vote of no confidence, 

a cabinet reshuffle, or elections leading to the formation of a new cabinet—that is, cabinet 

instability.

We’d like to point out one last subtlety that involves our discussion of democratic sur-

vival in this section and our discussion of the effects of wealth on democratic survival from 

Effective number of legislative parties

Constitution Fewer than three Three or more

Parliamentary 23 11

Semi-presidential 0 2

Presidential 5 0

Source: Stepan and Skach (1993).

Note: The numbers in the table refer to those countries that became independent after 1945 and that sustained 
democracy for a continuous ten-year period from 1979 to 1989.

TABLE 15.8 ■    Consolidated Democracies by Regime Type and Party System Size




