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influence democratic survival, parliamentary systems are five times more likely to be demo-

cratic overachievers than they are to be democratic underachievers. In contrast, presidential 

systems are slightly more likely to be democratic underachievers than they are to be democratic 

overachievers. A different way to look at the data is that democratic overachievers are about 

three times more likely to be parliamentary regimes than they are to be presidential ones. In 

contrast, democratic underachievers are about twice as likely to be presidential regimes as they 

are to be parliamentary ones. Overall, the evidence in Table 15.5 provides strong support for 

the claim that the prospects of democratic survival are lower in presidential systems than they 

are in parliamentary systems even after controlling for other factors that affect the survival of 

democracy.

The Difficult Combination: Presidentialism and Multipartism

So far, the empirical evidence suggests that the prospects for democratic survival are greater in 

parliamentary democracies than in presidential ones. But recall our earlier discussion of immo-

bilism in the French Fourth Republic. De Gaulle argued that concentrating power in the hands 

of a president was the key to solving the problems of highly fragmented legislatures, government 

instability, and immobilism in the French Fourth Republic. De Gaulle’s belief that we should 

call on a “strong man,” such as a president, who can bring the country together in moments of 

crisis is quite widespread. This has important implications for any causal connection between 

presidentialism and democratic survival. Specifically, if presidentialism is adopted in moments 

of crisis, then presidential regimes may fail at a higher rate than parliamentary regimes, not 

because there’s something inherently problematic about presidentialism, but simply because 

presidentialism tends to be adopted in difficult circumstances.17 One way to think about this is 

that presidentialism is like a hospital for ailing polities. We wouldn’t want to say that “hospitals 

kill people” just because large numbers of people die in hospitals. If people who go to the hospi-

tal are in poorer health than those who don’t, the explanation for high mortality rates in hospi-

tals is likely to have more to do with the fact that people in a hospital are very sick than it does 

with the fact that they’re in a hospital. Maybe the same is true for presidentialism. Until we can 

convince ourselves that countries that adopt presidentialism are the same as countries that adopt 

17 Matthew Shugart (1999) makes a similar argument claiming that presidentialism tends to be adopted in large and com-

plex societies with highly unequal income distributions and great regional disparities. Shugart argues that it’s these inhos-

pitable conditions rather than presidentialism itself that makes it difficult to sustain democracy.

Parliamentary Presidential

Overachievers 31 10

Underachievers 6 12

Ratio of overachievers to underachievers 5.17 0.83

Source: Stepan and Skach (1993).

TABLE 15.5 ■    Democratic Underachievers and Overachievers by Regime Type




