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Abstract. This paper examines the reason why the African Union should
support the expansion of parliamentary executives throughout Africa at
the expense of other types of executive. An African-wide campaign to
support this goal is advised. The paper also provides some general tips on
how the organization can promote and sustain the spread of parliamentary
executives throughout the continent. Relevant evidence is provided for the
reasons why implementing parliamentary executives should be a priority,
and relevant literature on this topic is discussed. Although no academic
consensus exists, a majority of scholars seem to argue that parliamentary
executives outperform presidential executives on a number of indicators,
such as 1. accountability, 2. stability, and 3. representativeness. Given Africa’s
entrenched corruption problems, its massive ethnic and tribal division, its
history of dictatorships, and its culture of appreciation for “big men” as
heads of governments, promoting parliamentary executives in this part of
the world is more important than virtually anywhere else. Moreover, taking
advantage of the Arab uprisings in North Africa, appropriate political
regimes can now be implemented which can positively affect African
countries in the long run and provide positive precedents for future political
reforms on the African continent.
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Types of Executives

Before explaining why parliamentary executive systems are the ones best
suited for African countries and how these systems can be implemented on the
African continent, we must provide a brief explanation on the different types of
executives that currently exist in the world or that have functioned in the past. In
modern political science, in political systems that are based on, or at least
pretend to be based on the principle of the separation of powers, the entire
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authority within a state is not concentrated in the hands of only one person, as
was the case in most absolutist monarchies in the past, but rather divided among
three branches of government: the executive, the legislative and the judicial.
Variations exist; however, in a general sense, the legislative makes the laws in a
country, the judicial interprets the laws and the executive enforces the laws.
The executive branch of government can be looked at and analyzed from
various perspectives. One angle is whether it is a nominal or real executive. This
refers to whether the executive is just in name, such as in the case of most
constitutional monarchies nowadays, where the Monarch exercises authority
through his/her ministers, or whether the official executive also holds real
power, such as in the case of the President of the United States. Another angle
that we can analyze from is whether the executive is single or plural, meaning
whether we are talking about just one person holding the executive power, such
as again is the case of the President of the United States or whether multiple
people hold the executive power at the same time, like in Switzerland for
example. In addition, we can categorize executives as being hereditary or elective,
meaning whether they are passed on from a generation to another or whether
they are elected by the people. Finally, executives can also be parliamentary or
presidential, which is the perspective that we use throughout this paper. A
parliamentary executive is one in which the Cabinet, generally called the
Government, is responsible to the legislative power. This gives the legislative
the prerogative to dismiss and appoint the Cabinet at will. On the other hand, in
a presidential executive system, the executive power rests in the hand of a
President, directly accountable to and directly elected by the people, who does
not have to obey directions from the legislative branch1. This latter angle,
parliamentary vs. presidential, is the one from which we will argue why Africa
needs more parliamentary executives.
We should note here that we do not use the word executive in the broader
sense like it is sometimes used in political science papers, as representing not
only the ministers and Prime Minister or President, but also the bureaucracy
below them. Instead, we use the limited definition of the executive as being only
the aforementioned upper echelons of Government.

Why Parliamentary Executives in Africa and Why Now?

Africa is a continent facing enormous social, political and economic
challenges. Despite having tremendous amounts of natural resources and plenty
of available workforce, its economy is massively underdeveloped and it is the
poorest continent in the world. Coupled with ethnic divisions and a brutal history
of colonialism, this also makes the region the most politically unstable. Many
international organizations (UNESCO, UNDP, the World Bank, Transparency
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International etc.), as well as individual developed nations from around the
world, have in many cases tried to fix specific problems in Africa through
campaigns for poverty alleviation, healthcare provision, elections monitoring
and many others. At different times, especially in the wake of catastrophic or
unpredictable events such as natural disasters or outbreaks of civil war, these
campaigns can offer important aid and relief for populations that desperately
need it and could not get it otherwise.
The down side is that many times these campaigns are either not sustainable
(once the vaccines stop coming in, people start dying again; and once the foreign
observers leave the country, the political rulers go back to their corrupt ways) or
they do not build local capacity. In other words, they are not helping Africans help
themselves. One area of reform that would do much better in both sustainability
and capacity building is that of political reforms. By pushing for the creation of
parliamentary executives in governments across Africa, this will positively
impact the lives of millions of Africans simultaneously and would require much
fewer resources than directly offering the people social and economic services
with outside funding. By increasing stability and representativeness, we lower
the odds of civil war starting. And by increasing accountability we lower
corruption, thus making sure that more of the local resources go into the pockets
of the general population as opposed to a handful of corrupt politicians. For this
reasons, if done right and over a period of time, spending some resources on
promoting parliamentary executives is more worthwhile than spending them on
poverty alleviation, vaccination campaigns or the like.
The African Union is the organization best suited to push for such political
reform throughout the continent, due to its non-foreign appeal. In addition, its
African heritage and composition, coupled with vast knowledge of local African
politics, provides it further legitimacy and capacity. Any other organization that
would embark on such a mission (the European Union, the United Nations, the
World Bank etc.) could be easily perceived as pushing for a foreign agenda and
protecting the political and/or economic interests of the West. Moreover, they
would have less local knowledge than the African Union has.

Pros of Parliamentary Executives

In comparison to all other types of executives, parliamentary executives are
regarded as generating more legitimacy and more representativeness. Both
legitimacy and representativeness are considered to be requirements for the
consolidation of democratic governance2. Given how ethnically divided most
African countries are, representativeness should be the number one priority for
African governments. Most states in Africa today did not exist until colonial rule
ended (mostly in the 1960s). Before the colonial invaders came, different tribes
had inhabited the African continent and some had moved from place to place as
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nomads. Now, all these tribes are forced to live inside the same borders with
others that they have no historical ties to. Picking political systems that can
successfully manage these fragmented, and to some degree artificially-created,
African societies is thus a priority. Since Prime Ministers under a parliamentary
executive system are elected by a majority of members of Parliament, they are
more inclined to respond to diverse interests. Moreover, interests, be they political,
social or economic, change all the time. If you have a President elected for 4 or
5 year terms, he/she has an incentive to appeal to minorities just during his
election and maybe slightly before that, however, he can ignore newly created
minorities and newly formed majorities or interests after that. In addition, as
Figure 1 shows, many countries in Africa do not even have term limits. Prime
Ministers elected by the Parliament, however, must be responsive to as many
interests as possible at every point in time, since not doing so would mean
risking the loss of their position. Today, 27 countries in Africa, the majority, are
considered to have authoritarian regimes or nominal democracies. Only one
country in all of Africa, Mauritius, is considered to be a full democracy3.
Ironically, it is an island nation, so one may argue that in fact no country in
continental Africa is a full democracy. For this reason, parliamentary executives
are a must in most, if not all African countries.

Figure 1
African Countries with no presidential term limits. Source: The Guardian

Another equally important issue that must be dealt with in order for
development to occur in Africa is political stability. If governments can be
changed through violence from one day to another, then any economic or social
————————
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reforms, no matter how good they are on paper, will fail in their implementation.
The “tradition” of violent politics in Africa was started in most cases with the
precedents offered by the struggle for independence. Unlike in India, where
Mahatma Gandhi pushed for and implemented a vision for the liberation of
colonial states through peaceful means, in Africa most colonies became independent
through the use of force. This led to violence being in a sense entrenched in the
collective mentality as a legitimate tool for use in politics. While initially used
against foreign occupiers, violence later became an almost everyday method for
resolving internal political disputes in most African countries. This negatively
affected African societies – not only through the human rights abuses that it led
to, but also through the creation of the “big men” myth, which revolves around
the idea that you need a strongman, usually a military leader who has removed
all opposition through the use of force, in order to have stability in the country.
African countries need democratic and long lasting regimes. The continent
did have some very long lasting regimes in its recent history; however, they were
all dictatorships. Here we can include Muammar Gaddafi from Libya, Robert
Mugabe from Zimbabwe, Mobutu Sese Seko from Congo, Ben Ali from Tunisia,
Gnassingbé Eyadema from Togo, Hastings Banda from Malawi, Charles Taylor
from Liberia, José Eduardo dos Santos from Angola, Francisco Nguema from
Equatorial Guinea, Hissène Habré from Chad, Idi Amin from Uganda and countless
others. In fact, almost all African countries have had at least one dictator since
their independence. All these political leaders, most with decades of stay in
power in their respective countries, have committed innumerable human rights
abuses and atrocities against their citizenry. Moreover, they indulged in great
luxury at the expense of starving millions in their states. What Africa needs is to
have long lasting regimes of the right kind, meaning peaceful and democratic,
not dictatorial and oppressive.
Studies that analyzed the evolution of regimes worldwide over decades,
show that parliamentary executives have fewer political crises than presidential
republics or other types of democratic political systems. They have been proven
to be much more stable instead4. This implies that they are considerably less
likely to suffer from coup d’états which usually lead to the imposition of
dictatorial regimes. Presidential executives have failed to meet expectations in a
number or regions around the world, including Latin America and Eastern and
Central Europe, two profoundly distinct regions with different culture and
history5. The biggest threat to political stability in African countries has been,
and in most cases still is, the military. By moving from a concentrated control of
the military power under a presidential executive system towards a much more
diffuse control of the military under a parliamentary executive system, we can
expect to lower the risk of one single individual seizing power in the entire
country through the use of the soldiers.
————————
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The third area where parliamentary executives clearly outperform other types
of executives is that of accountability6. Because it allows for the quick and safe
removal of corrupt of incompetent prime ministers, parliamentary systems make
it such that accountability no longer has to be in a zero sum game with stability,
as it is in most cases of presidentialism. Electing a president for a 4 or 5 year
term to act as the leader of the executive can be a gamble, because the actions of
the entire government of the country are basically dependent on the skills and
traits of just one individual7. It can be the case that you end up with a good
president, but just as likely you might end up with a corrupt, unqualified or
populist president. Given that illiteracy and militarization are serious problems
in most African countries, it is rather likely that countries would elect former
military leaders or demagogues that promise to redistribute wealth to the poor,
but soon use all power in order to concentrate the economy in the hands of their
clique. If instead we rely on the wisdom of the masses, as is the case with a
parliamentary executive, the odds of being wrong are less. With diffuse power
comes diffuse responsibility, so even if each individual member of parliament is
just as likely to be qualified for his/her office as one elected President is, the fact
that you have multiple members of Parliament makes it such that you can pool
risk. Instead of making one gamble, you make multiple ones at the same time. If
one Member of Parliament is not fit to be Prime Minister, then you can try the
next one and so on. Moreover, by being able to replace the head of the executive
at any time, parliamentary executives give the government increased flexibility,
something which is crucial for implementing different and fast moving reforms,
of the type African countries desperately need. If one particular reform has not
worked, then the government can have a new Prime Minister in days and start
all over from scratch, not wait however long is left before the next presidential
election is scheduled.

Cons of Parliamentary Executives

Some scholars argue that parliamentary executives are perceived as more
stable than presidential executives only because there is a wide variety in the
degree and number of powers that presidential executives have. They claim that
presidential executives with extended powers are in fact more unstable than
parliamentary executives, but that presidential executives with limited powers
are just as stable as parliamentary executives8. This may be the case; however,
since they cannot clearly state what exactly “limited” and “extended” presidential
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Parlliamentary Government, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1996.
8 Mathew Soberg and John Carey, Presidents and Assemblies: Constitutional Design and Electoral Dynamics,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1992.

38

STOICA CRISTINEL POPA

7

powers mean, this makes implementation a gamble. Again, you might end up
with the right combination of power distribution, or you might not. It is in no
one’s interest for Africa to become a laboratory in which we try different types
of presidential executives before we find the right one. The region has already
suffered enormously in the past, for this very reason. Moreover, if we have to
choose between a presidential executive (the one with weak presidential powers)
and a parliamentary executive, both of which are predicted to be equally stable
and efficient, it is still worthwhile to go for a parliamentary executive system,
because that would save money for an entire election, that the one for the
president. Given how limited financial resources in most African countries are,
we should be minimizing the cost of governance.
Research shows that constitutional monarchies, implying nominal
executives, are more stable even than simple parliamentary executives9. The
problem in Africa is, however, that most African countries did not ever have
monarchies of their own, and in the cases when they did have kings or queens,
these were removed from power by the colonial empires a long time ago. Reinstituting new national monarchies in African countries is not feasible because
regardless of whom is picked as a king or queen and has their family turned into
a dynasty, the move will be seen as very controversial by society overall. Even
if the monarch is mostly symbolic, this symbolism is in itself a sort of power and
it is hard to find someone who can be considered neutral enough in countries that
are so ethnically divided. Lastly, instituting foreign monarchies in African
countries, as some Eastern European countries have done in past centuries, is not
feasible due to the sensitivity (to some degree justifiable) that most Africans still
feel towards any kind of foreign influence.

Summary of Key Recommendations and Implementation

This paper has argued, through the use of evidence and well constructed
arguments, why the African Union should be supporting and promoting
parliamentary executives throughout the African continent. The African Union
is advised at this point to move towards immediate implementation of the
following steps:
- Work with all national governments in Africa to push for reforming their
political systems to parliamentary executives. Try to engage countries where
parliamentary executives have been successful, such as Botswana and South
Africa. These countries can not only serve as role models for the rest of the
continent, but can also become leaders in their region, promoting the type of
executive that has worked well for them.
- Particular attention should be given by the African Union to countries that
have recently gone through fundamental political reforms and changes, such as
the ones that were part of the Arab uprisings in North Africa. It is a fact that
————————
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whichever political system these countries choose now can become entrenched
and hard to change before another revolution or something of similar magnitude
happens. For this reasons, making sure that these countries get parliamentary
executives now is imperious.
- Organize informational campaigns throughout Africa about the advantage
that parliamentary executives have over other types of political systems. If the
people are convinced, then reform is more likely to move forward and, just as
important, become consolidated and sustainable.
- Elected presidents should be given the opportunity to be supporters of the
proposed political reforms in their countries. Arrangements can be made, such
that if the President is supported by a majority of members of Parliament, he/she
can be informally promised to be appointed the first Prime Minister under the
new Constitution. Getting the President on board is meant to both smooth the
transition process, so that he/she does not try to veto changes proposed by the
Parliament, and at the same time prevent popular uprising (some voters might be
unhappy to see that the President they elected is being stripped of his power and
prestige).
- Lastly, a limit on the number of years (either 8 or 10) that a Prime Minister
can serve should also be suggested. This is meant to prevent the unlikely, but still
possible situation, in which the same Prime Minister is elected over and over
again, practically turning the political system into a parliamentary dictatorship.
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