PARLIAMENTARY AND PRESIDENTIAL

 SYSTEMS OF GOVERNMENT

INTRODUCTION

The scope of politics is very large.  There are various aspects to be seen with regards to politics.   Some people say that politics is power, and there are some who say that politic is a responsibility towards the  people and his country.  The term “Politics” was first used by Aristotle and he called it “the master science.”  The word Politics is derived from the Greek word “Polis” meaning a city.  There are five (5) main scopes of politics that can be studied into, namely; political institutions, political theory, political dynamic, international relations and international law and state and government.  But the scope that we are discussing now is within the scope of state and government.

In order to form a sovereign state, it  has to have a defined territory, permanent population or citizen, independence and last but not least, a form of government.  The rest of this article will  discuss on the last characteristic of state that is “form of government. ”   According  to Aristotle, basically,  government can be classified by One (Monarchy/Tyranny), The Few (Aristocracy/Oligarchy), and The Many (Democracy/Mobocracy).

 In the Democracy or Democratic form of government may have a Parliamentary or Presidential pattern of government and the difference between the two hinges upon the principles governing the relations between the executive and legislative branches of government.  If the executive and legislative branches are unified and coordinated under the control of the same persons, so that they must work in harmony, such a system is called Parliamentary.  If the executive and legislative  branches are largely independent of one another, but each possessing checks on the system is Presidential.  Here the head of the executive is constitutionally independent of the legislature in the matter of duration of his tenure and is in no  way responsible to it for his political policies and actions.   Any In any system of government, there will  be institutional  forms of state, whether Parliamentary System Government or Presidential System Government.  Any which is applied in a government will determine how the system of a government is run in a country.

PARLIAMENTARY GOVERNMENT


In  Parliamentary Government states,  the citizen do not vote directly for a chief executive.  They vote for legislative representatives, or members of parliament, who are organized into one or more political parties.  This in turn suggest that the parliamentary form of government, by itself, is not an index of the democracy or authoritarianism characterizing any given state.  But all parliamentary systems have in common a close institutional relationship between the executive and legislative branches of government.  The chief executive is a Prime Minister (as in Malaysia) or a premier (as in Italy).  

The Chief Executive selects the other ministers of government, who constitute the cabinet.  Each cabinet minister is responsible for administering a particular department of government-education, labor, foreign affairs, justice, defense, treasury, and so on.  An the cabinet as a whole (referred to as the “government”) is voted into or out of executive office by a majority of the parliament.

Executive And Legislature In Parliamentary Government

 Executive personnel and policies closely approximate the  distribution of opinion interests represented in the legislature.  If the government advances a program that does not command the support of a majority of legislators, the government can be removed from office and replaced by a new government that is committed to a different program.  It would be  wrong to conclude that the governmental “stability” that accompanies the frequent deadlock between executive and legislative branches in the presidential system marks this as a necessarily superior form of government.  In this instance, stability may result in stagnation.

In the event of a deadlock between the government and the legislature in a parliamentary systems, the executive also enjoys the advantage of being able to dissolve the legislature, thereby calling for new parliamentary elections.  There is likely to be constitutional requirement that limits the tenure of the legislature (frequently five years), but elections may be called at any time during this period.  The timing of elections in parliamentary systems, then, is more a function of the patterns of political conflict in the society than it is a response to the automatic dictates of the calendar.  And by taking his case to the electorate, a prime minister whose positions threatened by a flagging majority in parliament can win the support he needs to implement his program.  If he loses (meaning that his parliamentary support is further weakened by the election), a new government is formed that more closely represents the distribution of opinion in the electorate and partisanship in the parliament.

The Assembly Becomes A Parliament
Where parliamentary government has evolved rather than been the product of revolution there have often been three phases, thought the transition from one to the other has not always been perceptible at the time. First there has been government by a Monarch who has been responsible for the whole political system. Then there has arisen an assembly of members who have challenged the hegemony of the King. Finally the Assembly has taken over responsibility for government, acting as a Parliament, the Monarch being deprived of most of his traditional powers.

During this first phase, if such it maybe called, the ‘ Government ’ consisted of Secretaries who helped the King in administration. If there was a ‘ Parliament ’ it was partly because a high court of justice was necessary and partly because the Monarch wanted a sounding-board of public opinion and need support, especially of financial nature, for his foreign policies.

Establishing their power over the purse, assemblies were ultimately able to claim their own area of jurisdiction. Henceforth the Monarch’s role was increasingly that of an Executive dependent ultimately on the goodwill of the Legislature. Constitutional development entered a second phase in which the term ‘legislature power’ was given to Assemblies to distinguish them from the ‘executive power’ of the king. 

Theories of the separation of powers was coming into vogue the transition to the third and present phase was under way in Britain. In the eighteenth century the King was already losing his executive power to ministers who came to regard Assembly, not the Monarch, as the sovereign to whom they were really responsible. Ministers were increasingly chosen from among members of the Assembly and resigned when the Assembly withdrew its confidence from them.

In Parliamentary monarchies such a Britain, Belgium and Sweden, the Monarch has ceased in practice to exercise even the executive power. Government has passed to ‘his’ Ministers who are responsible to the Legislature. Parliamentary government implies a certain fusion of the executive and legislative functions, the body which has been merely an Assembly of representatives being transformed into a Parliament.

The statement ‘Parliament is supreme’ refers to Parliament as a whole, members of the Government include, and is correct usage. On the other hand the phrase ‘The Government is responsible to Parliament’ presumably means that the government is dependent upon the support of other members of legislature, the government exclude. ‘Parliament’ will at all times signify a body which includes the Government. When it is necessary to refer to the Legislature excluding members of the Government the term ‘Assembly’ will be used.

According to Montesquie’s classical exposition there were not two powers but three, the third being the Judicial. However, the independence of the judiciary in the sense of non-interference by the Government is now well-established and is a characteristic of all three theories of government. In over half the countries of the world judicial independence is thought to mean the right of judges, as guardians of the constitution, to overrule the legislative and or executive branches. This legacy of the theories of the separation of  powers is frequently found in parliamentary systems. Not all parliamentary systems are monarchical, and in those countries which are republics another personage, usually called the President, take the place of constitutional monarch as Head of State. 

first characteristic of parliamentary may now be summarized. It political system where the executive, once separate, has been challenged by the Assembly which is then transformed into a Parliament comprising both Government and Assembly.

Leaders And Parties In Parliamentary Government

The Prime Minister is not only the head of the government but also the leader of his party and, consequently, the leader of the parliamentary majority.  His cabinet ministers are likely to have substantial experience in party politics and parliamentary debate, and thus they too are recognized party leaders.  Indeed, they may spend an important part of their time maneuvering against one another for the position of successor to the top party leader.  But the close relationship between members of party, parliament, and executive government in the parliamentary system helps to improve the chances of government action in an age when government inaction may be tantamount to catastrophe or, less dramatically, widespread economic and social distress among the population.

PRESIDENTIAL GOVERNMENT

Presidential type of government tends to isolate the chief executive from the legislature and that the chief executive, if he chooses, may in turn isolate himself from the people.  Unlike the parliamentary system, very few institutional channels for communication between legislative and executive branches characterize presidential government.  Much of the story of the “constitutional” development of presidential systems hinges on the informal procedures that are established by successive administrations for bridging the communications gaps between the several branches of government:  private meetings between the president and legislative leaders and the building of a network of personal loyalties between legislators and administrators.  Such informal liaisons are all the more important when one political party controls the presidency and another (or a coalition of opposition parties) controls the legislature.  Under these conditions, policy making is very definitely a function of political compromise and bargaining, and the formal specifications of the constitution may have little to do with the actual conduct of politics.

Separation Of Powers In Presidential Government

The informality of these procedures also reflects the political philosophy that underlies the entire presidential system of government, especially in the United States.  The assumption is that the chances of tyranny or dictatorship are reduced insofar as legislative and executive (and judicial) branches of government are separated in terms of both institutions and personnel.  In the United States, the principle of checks and balances (for example, the president’s authority to veto legislation or the Senate’s authority to approve or disapprove presidential appointments) is actually a corollary to the more fundamental principle of separation of powers.  By distributing a part of the powers of each governmental branch  to the other branches of government, the writers of the Constitution intended to provide each branch with the means of ensuring its constitutional integrity.  The record of parliamentary government, however, makes it clear that the principle of separation of powers is not essential to democracy; some parliamentary systems (including those of Great Britain) are more democratic than most, if not all, presidential systems of government.  It is necessary to look elsewhere for explanations of the extent of democracy (or authoritarianism) characterizing a particular state.  Presidential systems, like parliamentary system, may be relatively democratic, or they may be relatively authoritarian.

The Head Of The Government Is Head Of State

Whereas in pre-parliamentary Monarchies the Head of State was also the head of the Government, in the presidential system it is the head of the government who becomes at the same time Head of State.  This is an important distinction because it draws attention to the limited pomp and circumstance surrounding the presidential office.  The President is of little consequence until he is elected as political head by the electorate and he ceases to have any powers once his term of office has expired.

Presidential theory, if it is to be successfully applied, demands a certain sophistication of the electorate.  In parliamentary states, as Sir Winston Churchill once noted, war victories are celebrated by a cheer for the Head of State; defeats by a change of Government.  In presidential systems a voter who may oppose the President as head of the Government has nevertheless to be loyal to the President as Head of State.

It is the mark of presidential government that both Executive and Assembly should be selected by the electorate.

The President Appoints Heads Of Departments Who Are His Subordinates

In Parliamentarism the Prime Minister appoints his colleagues who together with him form the Government.  In presidential systems the  President appoints Secretaries (sometimes called Ministers) who are heads of his Executive Departments.  Formally, owing to the rule whereby appointments are subject to the confirmation of the Assembly or one of its organs (in the United States the Senate, in the Philippines the commission on appointments) his choice may be restricted to persons of whom that body approves.  In practice the President has a very wide choice.  Whereas in parliamentary systems Ministers are usually selected from those who have served a political apprenticeship  in the Assembly, it is by no means customary in presidential systems for heads of Departments (or for that matter the President himself) to have had experience in the legislative branch of government.

The President Is Sole Executive

In contrast to parliamentary government, which is collective, the Prime Minister being first among equals, presidential government tends to be individual.  Admittedly the term “Cabinet” is used in the United States to describe the meetings of the President with his Secretaries, but it is not a Cabinet or Ministry in the Parliamentary sense.

Mexico and the Philippines, like the Unites States, give the President sole executive power, but most of the American republics require a counter-signature from a Minister before Presidential orders become valid legally.  In there countries (Bolivia, Costa Rica and El Salvador), Ministers are made jointly responsible for the  actions of the Executive.  However, the motive in each case seems to be to provide a check on the President, not to introduce the notion of collective responsibility.

Executive and Legislature In Presidential Government

In the relatively democratic presidential system, the chief executive is chosen by the people-not by the legislature (as in a  parliamentary system).  He selects his cabinet officers, in most cases with the routine approval of the legislature, and they in turn are accountable to him and not to the legislature.  The legislature cannot dismiss the government, except under the unusual  circumstances of conviction of the president following impeachment by the legislative  branch, and even then the impeachment process (as in the case of President Richard Nixon in 1974) is not likely to relate directly to partisan or institutional differences over public policy.

In virtually all cases, then, the president is assured of continued tenure in office, regardless of his relationships with the legislature and at least until the next election.  And one of the important measures of the extent of democracy in a presidential system is the frequency of the presidential office.  In Mexico, a principal accomplishment of the revolution of 1910 was the imposition of a six-year limit on presidential tenure, but the limitation on presidential personnel has not impeded control of the Mexican presidency by a single political party.

In the United States, the presidency has evolved from the largely passive role in policy making envisaged by the writers of the Constitution to one of high visibility  and activism within the American political system.  This reflects the fundamental transformation of the United States from a rural and agricultural society to a highly industrialized and urban one.  The functions of government have changed accordingly, and it has fallen to the president to play a major role not only in coordinating the functions of  government but also in initiating policy changes and securing their legislative enactment.  But the institutional separation of legislative an executive branches immensely complicates his task, even when the presidency and Congress are controlled by the same political party.  Coincident with these changes in American government and society, however, is the democratization of the  electoral process by which the president is chosen, and it is a tentative measure of the democracy of the United States that this eminently powerful office is filled only according  to the votes of rank-and-file citizens.

Presidents And Politics In Presidential Government
Where there is presidential government outside the United States, it usually is the case that there will also be a fragmented party system, weak political institutions, or both.  In France after 1958, in Pakistan after 1962, and in Chile before the military coup d’etat of September 1973, a strong presidential office existed for the principal purpose of imparting cohesion and direction to the political process.  President Ayub Khan of Pakistan argued that Pakistan’s earlier  parliamentary institutions were so weak, and the need for modernization of Pakistan’s socioeconomic structures so compelling, that power had to be concentrated in a single political office.  And it is typical of newly independent states with underdeveloped economies that government is initially organized along the lines off a Presidential system.  

There is no denying the fact, however that the form of government has a determining impact on politics, on who rules and who does not rule, and on what   gets done and what does not get done.  In this sense, the institutions that are invented to carry out the work of   government structure political styles of interaction, perception of policy needs, and opportunities for bargaining and compromise.  And among the more determining institutional characteristics of government, together with the way parliamentary or presidential form, is the way in which the state itself is organized:  How centralized or decentralized is the state, or is it unitary or federal?  In considering the following, it also is important to remember that unitary or federal states may have either presidential or parliamentary forms of government.  

CONCLUSION

The study of the forms of government, is important though it is, clearly is only one aspect of political analysis. It is not enough to examine the legal rules by which countries are – or are supposed to be – governed, or even to pay tribute to the things ( or aspirations ) contained in their constitutions. One can hardly rest content with theories of government which include the United States and Paraguay in one classification, the United Kingdom and Cambodia in another and Switzerland together with the Soviet Union in a third.


Yet how do these political systems differ?  Partly of course they may be distinguished by the degree to which they implement their theories in practice.  A country may have a presidential, or parliamentary or convention-type constitution which is little more than a scrap of paper designed to keep the jurist happy.  Often however there are other factors to be taken into account. The political system is, after all, part of a much wider social order. The class structure may make a mockery of universal suffrage; a powerful leader may ride roughshod over an Assembly; a dedicated political party may dominate the whole apparatus of government.


No doubt it would be possible to take the social order for ranted and to concentrate on the formal political system, but this is to be excessively legalistic. It is really impossible to study modern government without considering its roots in society. It is to the study of these roots, of the participation by the people in the process of government, that we must now turn.  
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