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Chapter 14

Semi-presidentialism and comparative institutional engineering

Robert Elgie
The recent process of democratisation in Central and Eastern Europe and the former USSR has generated a considerable amount of interest in the subject of constitution building and institutional engineering. A large number of newly democratised states have had to adopt a new constitution and choose a particular set of political institutions. Indeed, similar choices have been put before decision makers elsewhere in Europe, notably in Italy, where profound constitutional change has been on the political agenda for a number of years now. In all of these states political leaders have been faced with the issue of whether or not there is an optimum constitutional arrangement that should be adopted. Are certain constitutional provisions better than others? One aspect of this issue concerns the question of executive/legislative relations. What regime type should a country adopt? In this respect, it is argued by some writers, most notably Linz, that the virtues of parliamentary regimes outweigh the perils of presidential regimes (Linz, 1994). By contrast, it is argued by others, for example Mainwaring and Shugart, that presidential systems can be designed to function quite effectively (Mainwaring and Shugart, 1997).


Needless to say, the concept of semi-presidentialism is entirely germane to these discussions and in two ways. Firstly, many countries have, as it were, voted with their feet and actually adopted semi-presidential regimes. For example, in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe and the former USSR there are now 17 semi-presidential regimes (see Chapter 1, Figure 1.1), whereas there are only a handful of parliamentary regimes (including Albania, Estonia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia and Slovakia) and an even smaller number of presidential regimes (Georgia, Tadjikistan and Turkmenistan). Secondly, over and above what constitution-builders have actually decided, academics have debated the pros and cons of adopting semi-presidential structures. So, Duverger has argued that semi-presidentialism has “become the most effective means of transition from dictatorship towards democracy in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union” (Duverger, 1997, p. 137). Sartori, too, has asserted that in certain circumstances it can be appropriate for a country to opt for a semi-presidential system (Sartori, 1997, pp. 135-7). By contrast, other writers have argued that semi-presidential regimes contain inherent institutional dangers. For example, Linz writes that “as much or more than a pure presidential system, a dual executive system depends on the personality and abilities of the president …” and goes on to add that “responsibility becomes diffuse and additional conflicts are possible and even likely …” (Linz, 1994, p. 52).


The academic debate is the focus of this chapter. Having said that, this chapter is not concerned with the normative aspect of this debate. It does not aim to demonstrate that semi-presidentialism is either a better or worse form of government than presidentialism or parliamentarism. It is not written with the intention of establishing a definitive list of the advantages and disadvantages of semi-presidential regimes. Instead, this chapter is concerned with the terms of this debate. It aims to show that as it currently stands the debate about the pros and cons of the various regime types is fundamentally flawed. Its goal is to show that the assumptions which underlie the contemporary debate need to be reconsidered before meaningful conclusions about the true advantages and disadvantages of these regime types can be drawn.


Drawing on the country studies in the previous chapters, the first part of this chapter identifies the diverse patterns of leadership to be found in European semi-presidential regimes.
 The second part returns to Duverger’s framework for the study of semi-presidentialism and considers the importance of historical, constitutional, party political and other factors in determining why these leadership patterns should vary so much. Finally, the third part indicates what the experience of European semi-presidentialism tells us about the issue of comparative institutional engineering.

Patterns of semi-presidential leadership

Semi-presidential regimes demonstrate a variety of political practices. This is not a new point. Indeed, Duverger began his classic study of semi-presidentialism with the observation that in the seven countries with which he was concerned (Austria, Finland, France, Iceland, Ireland, Portugal and the Weimar Republic) political practice varied tremendously (Duverger, 1980, p. 167). To the extent that five of these seven countries have been studied in this book and that an additional seven newly democratised countries have also been considered, it is not surprising to discover that Duverger’s observation is still accurate. There is indeed a great diversity of political practice across the set of semi-presidential regimes. However, if Duverger’s observation about the variety of semi-presidential practices can be confirmed, his classification of the types of leadership to be found in these regimes needs to be reconsidered. In his 1980 article Duverger asserted that there were three main types of semi-presidential practices: some countries had a figurehead presidency; other countries had an all-powerful presidency; and in another set of countries the president shared authority with the prime minister (ibid). By drawing on the observations made in the preceding chapters plus the Portuguese experience, it can be demonstrated that Duverger’s threefold classification not only fails to capture the transformation of certain semi-presidential regimes over time, it also fails to capture the essential diversity of leadership patterns that currently exist. The rest of this section will identify the basic patterns of leadership that can be found in European semi-presidential regimes.


Three points can be made about political practice in semi-presidential countries. Some countries have experienced one dominant pattern of leadership since the creation of the semi-presidential regime. Other countries have experienced a shift from one dominant pattern of leadership to another. A further set of countries have failed to experience any dominant form of leadership and continue to experience a variety of political practices.


In one set of countries there has been a single dominant pattern of leadership since the outset of semi-presidentialism. This was the case in six of the twelve countries that were examined: Austria, Bulgaria, Iceland, Ireland, Russia and Slovenia. Two points, though, must immediately be noted. Firstly, in the case of Bulgaria, Russia and Slovenia the democratic system is still comparatively young. In this sense, the pattern of political leadership may yet be a transitional one. Nevertheless, without the benefit of hindsight, it is quite reasonable to assert that there has to date still only been one dominant pattern of leadership. Secondly, in all six countries there have undoubtedly been variations over time in the relationship between the different political actors. So, for example, in Austria President Klestil has used his power to refuse government appointments more publicly than his predecessors. Similarly, in Bulgaria the Zhelev and Stoyanov presidencies have shown a number of dissimilarities. Even in Ireland, President Robinson was more active than most of her predecessors. In this sense, then, Ganev is right to imply that there are dangers in generalising about presidential/prime ministerial relations in semi-presidential regimes. However, to the extent that generalisations are an essential element of comparative politics, then we can justifiably contend that these six countries have indeed experienced one dominant pattern of leadership since the onset of semi-presidentialism.


In terms of the actual pattern of leadership that these six countries have experienced, there is a degree of difference between them. In five of the six, the presidency has in practice demonstrated only limited powers and there has been prime ministerial leadership of the executive. This is the case for Austria, Bulgaria, Iceland, Ireland and Slovenia. For the most part, then, presidents in these five countries can be classed, à la Duverger, as figurehead institutions, although at times the Bulgarian presidency may have shown itself to be more closely involved in the decision-making process than heads of state elsewhere. In Russia, though, the presidency has demonstrated considerable powers. Indeed, as White points out, in practice Russia has been deemed by some to have a superpresidential system. This means that to date the Russian presidency comes under Duverger’s (somewhat exaggerated) heading of an all-powerful institution. All told, what is clear from the experience of these countries is that semi-presidential regimes can experience dominant forms of leadership but that the dominant form may be either prime ministerial or presidential.


In other European semi-presidential countries there has been a shift over time from one dominant pattern of political leadership to another. This is particularly the case for Finland, although it also applies to Portugal. In Finland, Arter insists that there has been a move from a president-dominated system of government, particularly during the long Kekkonen presidency, to a system of prime ministerial pre-eminence by the 1990s. By contrast, in Portugal there has been a shift from a presidential/prime ministerial balance, notably during the years immediately following the transition to democracy in 1976, to a system of prime ministerial government, particularly after 1982. As before, the usual disclaimers apply. Firstly, in the case of Portugal the early years of the regime may be considered to be exceptional. Indeed, there is certainly an argument to be made that the 1982 constitutional amendments effectively re-founded the regime and that ever since there has been only one dominant pattern of leadership. This implies that Portugal should really be placed alongside Austria, Bulgaria and so on in the previous category of semi-presidential regimes. That said, on the assumption that Portuguese semi-presidentialism began in 1976, then there is no doubt that there has been a shift from one dominant pattern of political leadership to another. Secondly, particularly in the case of the long-established Finnish regime there have clearly been variations within each of the dominant patterns of political leadership. Most notably, perhaps, Arter indicates that it was not until 1940 that the presidency began to take charge of foreign policy making, thus deploying the full de jure powers of the office. Again, though, within this context it is still reasonable to argue that Finland and Portugal have both, generally speaking, experienced a transformation from one basic pattern of political leadership to another. Indeed, this is a fundamental point to be learned from the Finnish and Portuguese patterns of semi-presidential government.


In a final set of countries there is no dominant form of leadership. This is the case in France, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and Ukraine. For example, in Poland there have been periods of presidential, prime ministerial and shared government since the first free elections. Similarly, in Romania there was considerable presidential influence in the period immediately after free elections, since when the relationship between the president and the prime minister has become more balanced. Equally, in Ukraine the presidency has tried to be activist but has never benefited from a secure parliamentary majority, which has led to shifting alliances between president, prime ministers and parliaments. At the risk of repetition, in all three cases, and Lithuania as well, it might be argued that the leadership pattern has not yet ‘settled down’ and that in the future a dominant form of leadership may emerge. As yet, though, this has not been the case and so these three countries belong more to this category of semi-presidential regimes than any other. Finally, the French case is potentially problematic. In the period immediately following the 1962 constitutional amendment the presidency was strong. However, since the mid-1980s periods of presidential government have regularly been followed by periods of prime ministerial government.
 In this sense, it might conceivably be argued that France has moved from one dominant form of leadership (presidential) to another (alternating presidential/prime ministerial) and so belongs in the previous category of countries alongside Finland and Portugal. However, to the extent that strong presidentialism can still occur, that the presidential influence had weakened by the mid-1970s and that alternations between presidential and prime ministerial government have occurred relatively regularly since the mid-1980s, then it is best to classify France as a country in which there is no fixed pattern. Overall, what we can glean from the French, Lithuanian, Polish, Romanian and Ukrainian experiences is that in some semi-presidential countries there are no single dominant forms of leadership.


All of this confirms that there is a great degree of diversity in semi-presidential practices. (This diversity is captured in Figure 15.1). Indeed, it suggests that the degree of diversity is even greater than was indicated in Duverger’s original schema (Duverger, 1980, p. 167). Needless to say, this is caused by the fact that almost 20 years have passed since Duverger’s research and because the experience of a new set of semi-presidential regimes has been included in the present study.
 Therefore, having identified the diverse patterns of semi-presidential leadership, it is now necessary to explore the reasons for the diversity. Why is it that countries which operate within the same basic constitutional structure exhibit so many different forms of political practice?
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Explaining the diversity of semi-presidential leadership

The founding context

In all cases there is a clear correlation between the context in which a country adopted a semi-presidential form of government and the pattern of leadership that emerged immediately thereafter. Indeed, there is a particularly clear correlation in the case where dominant forms of leadership, be it prime ministerial or presidential, have emerged and where multiple patterns of presidential, prime ministerial and parliamentary leadership have occurred.


In Austria, Iceland and Ireland the founding context helps to explain why both countries have experienced a figurehead presidency. In Austria semi-presidentialism was introduced in 1929 after almost a decade of parliamentary government in which the head of state already played a largely symbolic role. Thus, the precedent for this type of system was already in place. This also meant that when the country returned to semi-presidentialism in 1945, this was effectively the condition under which the system was reintroduced. In Iceland and Ireland the situation was slightly different. Here, adoption of semi-presidentialism was a largely symbolic act. It was not designed to provide either an individual or the executive with the capacity for strong leadership. Instead, it was motivated by the desire to affirm the democratic credentials of the regime. This was significant because in both the Icelandic and Irish cases the former colonial power, Denmark and Britain respectively, was ruled by a monarch. Thus, the creation of a directly elected presidency was a clear sign of the legitimacy of the independent regime when compared with the previous situation. So, in Iceland, as Kristinsson argues, the directly elected presidency was not designed to create a new locus of power or to upset the existing balance of power which was by then already clearly tilted towards the head of government. In Ireland the same situation applied. Indeed, the choice of the first Irish president, an agreed non-political candidate, was also significant in that it cemented the leadership position of the government as the president assumed a passive role. In both cases, then, the founding context of the regime helped to set the scene for weak presidencies.


In two cases, Bulgaria and Slovenia, the founding context also helps partly to explain the presence of a figurehead presidency but for different reasons. In Austria, Iceland and Ireland semi-presidentialism was adopted after a number of years of democratic government. By contrast, in Bulgaria and Slovenia semi-presidentialism was adopted as part of the process of democratisation itself in the period immediately following authoritarian rule. Two main motivations were present in these countries during this period. Firstly, there was the desire to maximise the democratic elements of the system so as to mark a clear break with the past. This encouraged the installation of a new regime with a directly elected president. Secondly, there was also the desire to avoid the prospect of authoritarian rule in the future. Thus, the presidency was conceived right from the outset as a weak institution, even if in Slovenia, as Cerar notes, the public believed that a directly elected president might turn out to be more than just a figurehead. Be that as it may, the founding context again helps to explain why a dominant form of extremely limited presidential government emerged.


In two cases, France and Russia, the founding context is also relevant but this time in explaining why a strong presidency emerged. In the case of France, the 1962 constitutional amendment occurred at a time when de Gaulle was already in office and when the tradition of strong, president-dominated executive government had been established. Thus, the direct election of the presidency strengthened de Gaulle’s legitimacy, and that of his immediate successors, but it also merely confirmed the existing practice of presidential leadership. In Russia the presidency was established in the context of a system which expected the executive to be a strategic actor. In contrast to the Bulgarian and Slovenian cases the Russian president was impelled to act as a modern-day tsar. Indeed, this trend was reinforced in 1993 when President Yeltsin took firm action to prevent the October coup. Thus, in both France and Russia circumstances conspired to encourage strong presidential government.


Finally, in the case of four countries, Finland, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and Ukraine, a mixed set of conditions applied at the founding of the regime which, it might be argued, helps to account for the rather varied forms of leadership in these countries. In Finland, semi-presidentialism was a compromise between republicans and former-monarchists. The result was a situation in which the president’s legitimacy was questioned by one part of the political elite and yet was championed by another. The result, as Arter point outs, was an situation in which president, prime ministerial and parliamentary relations were initially written in a form which allowed for many different interpretations. In Lithuania and Ukraine a similar situation applied in the sense that there was no consensus as to what role the presidency should play. As a consequence, the period following independence was, as Wilson observes about the Ukrainian case, marked by institutional conflict between the various branches of government. In Poland, the patterns of semi-presidentialism government are tied up with the collapse of the 1989 Roundtable Agreement, the ambiguities of the interim Little Constitution and the long-standing debate as to the most appropriate role for the presidency. Again, the situation was one in which there was the opportunity for multiple forms of leadership to occur. Finally, in Romania the motivation for semi-presidentialism seems quite confused as if decision makers wanted to maximise the legitimacy of the country’s political institutions but stumbled upon the French model, or at least a particular view of it, rather by accident. In this case, too, there was ample opportunity for different patterns of governmental relations to emerge.

Constitutional powers

Just as there is a correlation in many cases between the founding context and patterns of semi-presidential leadership so in some cases there is also a correlation between constitutional powers and leadership practices. It should immediately be noted, though, that constitutions are sometimes weak predictors of political practice. As Duverger noted in his classic article, “[a]lthough the constitution plays a certain part in the application of presidential powers, this role remains secondary compared to that of … other parameters …” (Duverger, 1980, p. 179). As might be expected, the chapters in this book confirm Duverger’s observation. In some cases, there is little or no relationship between the president’s de jure powers and the president’s actual role. This is the particularly case for Iceland, where the president has some important constitutional prerogatives that have never been used, and to a lesser extent it is also the case for Austria, where, again, certain presidential powers have remained dormant. In three sets of cases, though, the correlation between presidential powers and political practice is stronger. This is not to say that the constitutional situation is necessarily the cause of the prevailing pattern of leadership. It is simply to say that the extent of the president’s constitutional powers and the institution’s actual powers largely coincides.


In the case of Bulgaria, Ireland, Portugal after 1982 and Slovenia presidents who are constitutionally weak also wield few practical powers. It should be noted that in the Bulgarian case there is, however, a degree of disagreement in the literature. McGregor classes the constitutional powers of the Bulgarian presidency as amongst the strongest in Central and Eastern Europe (McGregor, 1994, p. 29). By contrast, Shugart and Carey consider the Bulgarian presidency to be one of the weakest of all presidential institutions (Shugart and Carey, 1992, p. 155),
 which is a judgement that Ganev seems to endorse. While acknowledging this apparent difference of opinion, it seems reasonable to conclude that the relatively modest constitutional role of the Bulgarian presidency is reflected in the office’s generally limited influence in practice. This is certainly the case for Ireland, post-reform Portugal and Slovenia. In these cases the role of the president is mainly ceremonial. The opportunity for presidential leadership is constitutionally absent, even if in all cases there are still residual opportunities for presidential influence to be asserted. Thus, if the absence of presidential powers is not the only cause of limited presidentialism it is certainly a not inconsiderable institutional impediment to presidential leadership.


In Russia the opposite situation applies. The president is strong both constitutionally and in practice. The constitution is weighted heavily in favour of the president in terms of appointments, legislative powers and the right of independent initiative. Again, the constitutional position is not the only cause of Russia’s powerful presidency, but at times it has certainly bolstered the president in his dealings with the other institutions of the state.


In Finland, France, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and Ukraine a more complicated situation can be discerned. In these countries the constitution is not skewed unequivocally in favour of one political actor or another. Instead, power is either shared or distributed ambiguously. At the same time, the pattern of leadership in these countries is for the most part mixed. Thus, it might be argued that the constitutional situation at least partly causes and certainly reflects actual political practice. In Finland, this has been most noticeable in the realm of foreign affairs where Article 33 of the 1919 constitution states that Finland’s relations with foreign powers “shall be determined by the president” but also goes on to state that the management of foreign affairs belongs to the Foreign Minister. This creates the conditions for various interpretations of presidential power in this domain. The same is true in France both in this area and more widely. So, even during periods of ‘cohabitation’ when the prime minister has been the dominant actor the president has managed to maintain a hold on foreign and defence policy making. In Poland it was noted that the president’s powers with regard to the government have proved difficult to delineate, again providing the potential for different interpretations of presidential power in varying circumstances. In Romania the constitutional division of powers is more rigid but again neither the president nor the prime minister is in a dominant position. Finally, in Ukraine the relations between the presidency and the executive were for a long time, as Wilson notes, seriously underdefined. Even then, the 1995/96 settlement merely confirmed that the Ukrainian version of semi-presidentialism was to a large extent sui generis and that the many of the provisions of the new constitution were either unclear or contradictory. As with the other cases, this has provided the opportunity for multiple forms of leadership rather than a single dominant form. As such, this example, like the others, confirms the correlation between constitutional powers and patterns of semi-presidential leadership.

Party politics

In his study of semi-presidentialism, Duverger was keen to emphasise the importance of party politics in determining the nature of political leadership. In fact, he implied that this was the most important factor in this respect (Duverger, 1980, p. 182). In particular, he argued that party politics explained the discrepancies between constitutional powers and actual practice. He stated that in countries without a parliamentary majority there was likely to be the greatest coincidence between the constitution and practice, resulting in the situation where presidents and prime ministers shared powers (ibid.). He also stated that in countries with a stable parliamentary majority there was likely to be a disparity between the constitution and practice, creating in some cases a symbolic presidency and in others an all-powerful institution (ibid.).


The evidence in this book does indeed suggest that party politics can be an important factor in determining the practice of semi-presidential leadership. However, the evidence also suggests that Duverger’s particular line of argument is somewhat misleading. In short, the relationship between parliamentary politics and presidential power is rather more complex than Duverger originally indicated and is not always the most important factor in explaining the diversity of semi-presidential politics. In this respect, it is useful to make three observations. In some countries, the complexion of the parliamentary majority is largely irrelevant to the functioning of the system. In other countries, the complexion of the majority is relevant and helps to explain why multiple patterns of leadership have occurred. Elsewhere, the complexion of the majority is again relevant and accounts in part for why there has been a transformation of leadership patterns over time.


In Austria, Bulgaria, Iceland, Ireland, Russia and Slovenia the party political complexion of the parliamentary majority has had little or no effect on the pattern of leadership. This is most apparent in Ireland where the result of the presidential election has scarcely impacted upon the process of governmental politics and where changes in government have hardly affected the role of the president. In Ireland, the presidency has always been weak. In Iceland, the same point applies, although, as Kristinsson argues à la Duverger, this may be because the party system has been able to produce stable rather than fragmented majorities. In Austria and Slovenia, too, the make-up of the parliamentary majority has been of only marginal importance in determining the president’s role. So, in Austria President Klestil may have been able to prolong the agreement between the coalition partners and prevent an election in 1995, but overall the powers of the presidency have not been particularly sensitive to the changing configuration of governmental and parliamentary majorities. Equally, in Slovenia the president’s position has not been significantly affected by the pattern of party politics, even when government and opposition parties had exactly the same number of deputies in the National Assembly in 1996. In both countries, therefore, the presidency has remained weak whatever the party political situation. In Russia the opposite point is true. The presidency has remained strong whatever the party situation, although in March 1998 Yeltsin did find it difficult to appoint his first-choice prime minister because of opposition in the Duma. Finally, in Bulgaria there is at least some evidence to suggest that the president’s relationship with the parliamentary majority has influenced the leadership potential of the office. However, the Bulgarian presidency still remains a relatively weak institution when compared with equivalent institutions in other countries. We can conclude, then, that in the case of figurehead or ‘all-powerful’ presidents the role of the parliamentary majority is largely irrelevant to the role of the president. In all of these cases historical, cultural and constitutional factors are more important than party political reasons in determining the dominant pattern of leadership.


By contrast, in France, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and Ukraine the relationship between the president and the parliamentary majority does help to explain why multiple patterns of leadership have occurred. This is perhaps most notably the case in Ukraine where the absence of a parliamentary majority has been the prime cause of the country’s shifting pattern of executive leadership. In Romania, Verheijen argues that in the case of Prime Minister Vacaroiu the fact that he lacked a strong base in parliament meant that he looked to the president for support. This helped to maintain a degree of influence for the head of state. In Poland, the president has had to face radically different parliamentary majorities at particular times and this has resulted in a variety of presidential/prime ministerial relationships. Finally, in France the presence of a loyal presidential majority from 1962-74 meant that presidential power was at its strongest during this period. By contrast, the incidence of majorities opposed to the president after 1986 has caused periods of ‘cohabitation’ to occur during which time the powers of the president have been weakened. In all of these cases, therefore, the nature of party politics combines with other factors to reinforce the trend towards shifting patterns of political leadership.


Finally, in Finland the complexion of the majority is one reason why there has been a transformation of leadership patterns over time. In the first two post-war decades the fragmented nature of the party system meant that the president was obliged to intervene in the process of coalition-building. This was one of the factors which reinforced the position of the head of state within the system. From 1966 onwards, as Arter notes, the party system has been able regularly to deliver stable majority coalitions. By the late 1980s, this factor combined with others to weaken the president’s role and to bring about a shift from quasi-presidential government to a less dominant presidency.

Other factors

In addition to the importance of historical, constitutional and party political reasons, there are other factors which help to account for the particular patterns of semi-presidential leadership that were previously observed. It would, however, be a rather fruitless exercise to try to provide a full and comprehensive list of these factors. This is because there would little or no heuristic value to any such list. As soon as it was applied to countries other than those examined in the present study then a new set of particularistic factors would emerge. As a result, all that can usefully be achieved at this juncture is to identify some of the factors that have clearly emerged during the course of the chapters to date so as to give an indication of the sort of areas which need to be considered.


In a number of chapters the personal element was important in determining the functioning of the political system. There is no doubt that if the circumstances are right individuals can shape the nature of the political process. This was particularly noticeable in the case where strong personalities were involved. So, in Finland the presidency was for a long time shaped by Kekkonen and his vision of the role that the institution should play. Similarly, de Gaulle clearly shaped the popular image of the French presidency. He created the expectation that there should be presidential leadership. At the same time, though, the political system can also be shaped by figures who have a less forceful vision of their place in the system. In this vein, Cerar points out that the Slovenian presidency was adapted to suit the first incumbent, Milan Kucan. This is at least one reason why Slovenia is an example of a symbolic presidency. Equally, Urbanavicius points out that in Lithuania president Brazauskas chose not to assume even an informal leadership role and preferred to leave the problems of governing to the prime minister and parliament. Again, this at least partly accounts for the reason why the powers of the Lithuanian president have perhaps not yet been fully mobilised. Finally, in some cases the impact of personality was important in establishing mixed forms of leadership. As such, the Polish situation was to a certain extent shaped by the rather different ambitions of President Walesa and then President Kwasniewski. Equally, the Romanian case was affected by first President Iliescu and then President Constantinescu both of whom had their own policy styles. All told, it is clear that individuals operate within particular historical and cultural contexts, in the framework of a set institutional structure and with the support or otherwise of an array of party forces. And yet, on occasions, there is still the opportunity for the personal element to shape the running of the system as a whole.


Whereas the personality factor was generally influential across a number of countries, the experience of the Finnish case illustrated how a variety of different elements can be important in shaping the leadership context in a single country. In Finland, the role of the presidency was at least partly shaped by the geo-political location of the state. The need to maintain amicable relations with the Kremlin following two defeats by the Red Army between 1939-44 prompted the president personally to take charge of Finno-Soviet relations, thus increasing the influence of the office. However, when the Soviet Union collapsed so too did one of the foundations of presidential power, so helping the country shift towards a more prime ministerial form of government. At the same time, the country’s membership of the European Union meant that the role of the prime minister was further strengthened by virtue of, for example, the head of government’s presence at European Council meetings. Thus, constitutional amendments, party system changes and personality factors have all helped to bring about a shift in Finnish leadership styles, but so too has the impact of country-specific external events.

Semi-presidentialism and comparative institutional engineering

To date this study has generated two key observations about semi-presidential politics. The first is that semi-presidential regimes are characterised by a wide variety of political practice. This variety was clearly noted in Duverger’s initial study of semi-presidentialism. However, the present study has shown that the diversity of political practice is even greater than Duverger indicated. Indeed, it is reasonable to suggest that if the focus of study were to be widened so as to include semi-presidential regimes in South and South-East Asia, Africa, the Americas and so on, then the diversity of leadership patterns would be shown to be even greater still. The second observation is that the diversity of semi-presidential leadership can only be explained by reference to a wide variety of factors. Again, the most important of these factors were identified in Duverger’s classic study. However, the present study has placed a rather different emphasis on these factors than was previously the case. Indeed, it has done so both generally and in the case of individual countries.


In the last section of the book, it will be argued that these observations reflect not just upon the politics of semi-presidentialism in isolation but also upon the wider academic debate about comparative constitutional engineering in general. Most notably, they call into question the current terms of this debate. They do so in two ways. Firstly, the diversity of semi-presidential practice illustrates the importance of how regime types are defined and how writers go about classifying different countries as examples of particular regime types. Secondly, the fact that only a wide variety of factors can explain the diversity of semi-presidential politics demonstrates that arguments about the advantages and disadvantages of particular regimes types must be made with reference to such factors. Each point will be examined in turn.


The first point concerns the choice of regime types and the classification of countries as examples of particular regime types. In Chapter 1 a semi-presidential regime was defined as the situation where a popularly-elected fixed-term president exists alongside a prime minister and cabinet who are responsible to parliament. On the basis of this definition a large number of semi-presidential countries were identified and diverse patterns of European semi-presidential leadership were then illustrated in the chapters which followed. In Chapter 1, however, it was also noted that many of the writers who are currently engaged in the debate about comparative constitutional engineering adopt different definitions of semi-presidentialism and/or classify a different set of countries as examples of semi-presidential regimes. In these cases, the number of semi-presidential countries is usually much smaller and the patterns of leadership with which these countries are associated are often deemed to be much more homogenous.


The difference between these two approaches is highly significant. In the present study the definition of semi-presidentialism and the list of semi-presidential regimes illustrated the diversity of political practices in countries with the same basic constitutional structure. However, in many of the studies of comparative constitutional engineering the definition of semi-presidentialism and the list of semi-presidential regimes are often chosen so as to illustrate the similarity of political practices in countries with the same basic constitutional structure. This second approach, it might be argued, is problematic. For example, Linz seemingly restricts his set of semi-presidential regimes to Finland, France, pre-1982 Portugal and the Weimar Republic (Linz, 1994, pp. 48-49). Needless to say, by excluding the experience of countries like Austria, Iceland and Ireland from the list this choice of countries leads to the natural conclusion that semi-presidential regimes are all characterised by dual executives, presidential/prime ministerial conflict, mixed forms of leadership and so on. In this way, Linz’s analysis comes very close to being a self-fulfilling prophecy. The same point applies to some of the proponents of semi-presidentialism. For example, Sartori also excludes Austria, Iceland and Ireland from his list of semi-presidential regimes and he only considers Portugal to have been semi-presidential from 1976-82 (Sartori, 1997, pp. 127-9). Again, therefore, this approach leads to a set of countries which operate, by definition, in a relatively similar way. This naturally leads Sartori to conclude that, despite the attractions of semi-presidentialism, the “split majority problem still haunts … the semi-presidential experience” (ibid, pp. 137). And yet of course it does so precisely because countries which have never experienced this problem are excluded from Sartori’s list. Sartori rightly argues that the choice of definition is crucial because “erroneous inclusions inevitably distort the grasp of a specimen” (ibid, pp. 127). However, it might equally be argued that erroneous exclusions also distort the grasp of a specimen as well. Finally, the same point applies to Shugart and Carey. They eschew the concept of semi-presidentialism, but their alternative formulations (premier-presidentialism, president-parliamentarism and so on) are drawn up on the basis of the same logic and so their conclusions about the pros and cons of these formulations are subject to the same criticism.


It is clear, then, that both the choice of definitions and the classification of countries on the basis of those definitions cannot help but predetermine the conclusions that will eventually be reached about the regimes types in question. Bearing this in mind, though, it might be argued that the most appropriate way of defining semi-presidentialism and the most appropriate way of classifying semi-presidential regimes is one which was adopted in this book. In this case, the definition of semi-presidentialism was provided in Chapter 1 by virtue of a theoretical analysis. Only then was there an examination of how the various semi-presidential systems, thus defined, were seen to operate in practice. Following this examination, conclusions about the politics of semi-presidentialism were then derived. As such, this methodology minimised the extent to which the conclusions of the book were prejudged. In other cases, though, it appears as if the first point of reference is how countries actually operate: does the prime minister dominate, does the president dominate, is there a sharing of executive powers? Once this is established, the definition of particular regime types is then asserted: often parliamentarism, presidentialism and semi-presidentialism respectively. The pros and cons of each regime type are then discussed and it is often concluded that semi-presidentialism results in a confusion of executive powers. However, in cases like this, writers are bound to conclude that semi-presidentialism runs the risk of producing executive conflict because the only countries which are deemed to be semi-presidential are ones in which such conflict has already been identified in the first place. All told, therefore, this methodology puts the proverbial cart before the horse and maximises the chances of producing self-fulfilling prophecies.


This study, therefore, has demonstrated that there are problems not necessarily with the arguments about the actual pros and cons of semi-presidentialism, presidentialism, parliamentarism and so on (after all, it has been shown that semi-presidentialism can produce a confusion of executive powers, even if this is not necessarily the case) but that there are certainly problems with the way in regime types are defined and countries are classified as examples of such. In this way, it has demonstrated that there are worries regarding how the current debate about comparative constitutional engineering is being conducted.


 The second point concerns the factors which explain the politics of regime types. This point follows on the previous one and can be stated quite briefly. In this chapter it was shown that the diversity of semi-presidential politics can only be explained with reference to a variety of factors. This finding, though, itself followed on from the definition of semi-presidentialism that was given in Chapter 1 and from the studies of the various semi-presidential regimes that were then undertaken on the basis of this definition. In other studies, though, where semi-presidentialism is defined differently and where the set of semi-presidential regimes contains a more restricted number of similar-functioning, usually mixed-leadership, countries, it also follows that the factors explaining the politics of these systems are likely to vary as well.


Again, the difference between these two approaches is significant. In the present study the list of semi-presidential regimes included countries which are normally excluded from any such list, such as Austria, Bulgaria, Iceland, Ireland, Russia and Slovenia. In this case, it was quite reasonably concluded that historical, cultural, party political and institutional factors were all salient in explaining how this set of countries actually functioned in practice. In other studies, though, where the list of semi-presidential regimes includes only those countries where there are mixed forms of leadership, such as the ones cited by Linz above, then there is a natural tendency to emphasise the role played by institutional arrangements at the expense of these other factors.
 This is because the argument is primarily concerned with the issue of divided government, ‘cohabitation’, presidential/prime ministerial relations and so forth. Again, therefore, the choice of countries is bound at least partly to predetermine the sorts of conclusions that will be reached. However, given that, it is better to adopt an approach which minimises this issue, as in this book, rather than an approach which compounds this problem, as in certain other studies. 


As before, then, this point does not necessarily imply that the arguments currently made about the advantages or disadvantages of particular regime types are incorrect (institutional features are clearly important), nor does it suggest that other writers simply ignore extra-institutional factors. However, it does suggest that there are dangers inherent in the way in which some writers go about making their arguments. Once again, therefore, doubt is cast on the terms of the current debate about comparative constitutional engineering.

Conclusion

Semi-presidentialism has always been and will continue to remain a contested regime type. This book, though, has taken the study of semi-presidentialism one stage further. It has examined the concept of semi-presidentialism and the practice of semi-presidentialism in a range of European countries. In itself, this marks a significant innovation and adds considerably to the sum of knowledge about this aspect of comparative politics. There is, however, a considerable way to go. There is a great need to examine the politics of semi-presidential regimes outside the European arena. There is a need to compare more rigorously the politics of semi-presidentialism with the politics of presidentialism, parliamentarism and so on. Finally, there is a need explore the theoretical implications of the concept and its alternatives in more detail. In this sense, this study merely provides a modest contribution to the study of semi-presidentialism and the politics of semi-presidential regimes.

Notes to Chapter 14
� The usual disclaimer applies. This chapter is the responsibility of the author and not the other contributors to this book.


� As argued in Chapter 1, this does not mean that there have been alternations between presidential and parliamentary regimes (as some authors imply), but rather that there have been alternations between strong presidential powers and strong prime ministerial powers within the same semi-presidential regime.


� Of course, it might be argued that the inclusion of the newly-democratised countries creates an in-built bias towards the finding that political practice is highly diverse. After all, such countries are likely to experience a period of political turbulence before they ‘settle down’. At the same time, though, there are still important lessons to be learnt from their, albeit limited, experience. So, while the problems of generalising from events in recently-established semi-presidential countries must be acknowledged, evidence from these systems can legitimately be called upon to illustrate more general points.


� It should be noted, though, Shugart and Carey’s study is not, strictly speaking, a study of constitutional powers alone (see below). Instead, it is a combination of constitutional and actual powers.


� A similar criticism applies to studies which undertake a statistical examination of the success or otherwise of different regime types. For example, Stepan and Skach identify only three semi-presidential regimes from amongst the list of countries which became independent in the period from 1945-79 and which were continuously democratic from 1980-9 (Stepan and Skach, 1993, pp. 14-15). They do so because they classify countries such as Guyana and Sri Lanka as examples of parliamentary regimes and countries such as Cape Verde, Madagascar, Mali and South Korea as examples of presidential regimes. As a result, though, the figures for the longevity of these regime types and the percentage of democratic years in which the executive had a legislative majority are skewed.


� As noted in Chapter 1, writers such as Linz and Sartori emphasise that non-institutional factors affect the way regimes function. However, the conclusions that they draw about the advantages and disadvantages of regimes types invariably focus on the institutional arrangements of the various countries in question.





