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Industrialized/advanced/consolidated democracies or the developed nations
Multiparty competitive politics on a periodically recurring basis for decades of centuries
US, UK, Germany, France, Japan, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, western/northern european countries
Former communists systems
a. Prior to 1990s: centrally planned or command economies, exclusion of multiparty competitive elections, communist party rule, one party or single party rule
b. Since 1990s: all experienced a dual transition 
1. Political: one party to multiparty
2. Economic: command economy to market economy
Current communist systems
Still under one party rule
Centrally planned or command economy with market reforms
China, Cuba, Laos, Vietnam, North Korea
Global South
Formerly third world. Former colonies, colonial background transitioning since decolonization
Middle east, north africa, sub-saharan africa, asia, latin america and the caribbean
Decolonization: 
1820 latin america
1940s Middle east and asia
1960s and 70s Africa
Iran, iraq, s.africa, nigeria, india, mexico, brazil
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Industrialized democracies (procedurally not very demanding) an economy with a majority of the population works in the services sector.established consolidated democracy with multiparty competitive elections that are recurring periodically for decades or centuries.
Predominantly used interchangeably with western nations. After 1990s japan included.(new constitution recurring elections)
Does not need to be perfect.human rights violations, government crisis. may happen. Consolidation is always the goal
1. Multiparty competitive elections have been recurring periodically for DECADES or CENTURIES with no interruptions.
2. Have built their capacity to process raw materials / primary commodities into manufactured goods and this process is increasingly under automation.shift towards services sector. (education, healthcare etc)

USA UK France Germany Japan (+ western and northern european countries. Canada new zealand australia. Spain italy greece much later.)


USA exceptionalism (settler country.reverses european nation building)

Socioeconomic analysis. How usa differs from others. Why atypical. Why not representative of the other industrialized democracies.Shares common and distinguishing/Unique characteristics.
1. Population size. third most populous country overall, most populous industrialized democracy +340 million population. Only country with industrialized democracy in the top 10 most populous countries. (most populous states: california, texas, florida, new york, pennsylvania, illinois) (welfare.race ethnicity)
2. USA is not under an imminent threat of population decline unlike many industrialized democracies. 
a. High levels of migration. Over 52 million. It is the highest migration receiving country. But can still keep the migrant population below 20% of the total population.
b. Aging is not a social problem with a huge magnitude. Population is aging but not rapidly. Aging hits the industrialized democracies most hardly. US median age is approaching 40. (less people in the work force providing for retired or soon-to-retire population. A burden on the healthcare system. Healthcare expenses and pension benefits for retirees.) however US median age is lower than other industrialized democracies. (Germany 45.5, spain 45.9, italy 48.2, japan 49.8 china 40.1? turkiye 34.4)
c. High birth rates. Fertility rates are higher than the redt of the industrialized democracies. (Replacement rate: how many kids a woman must give birth to in order to replenish the population. 2.1 for US. birth rate is 1.6) Trump administration tries to incentivize births by increasing vitro fertilization access and providing baby bonuses/financial stimulants/aids. (birth rates: US 1.84? Germany 1.58 japan 1.4 italy 1.26 türkiye 1.9 china 1.55)
3. The USA is the world’s largest economy and by far surpasses other industrialized democracies. (GDP value of every good and service produced in an economy) top 10 by gdp 1usa 30trillion 2china 19trillion 3 germany 4.7trillion. 7 out of 10 countries with the highest gdp are industrialized democracies.
4. Welfare regime. Us unline other industrialized democracies, has a weaker welfare regime.(healthcare housing education transportation retirement pensions child and elderly care accident and disability care etc)
Welfare capitalism according to danish scholars 1.liberal 2.conservative/continental/corporatist 3.social democratic/nordic (Anderson?) US has liberal welfare regime. In liberal welfare the market is the main provider. With targeted coverage and means testing. In social democratic welfare regime:universal coverage cradle to grave.
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How unlike in the continent of Europe, in the US the strict form of separation of powers has been in place. Legislative process difference between Europe and US. (example Italian legislature is similar. Symmetrical bicameral legislature)

As an indicator, in the US the presidents are not authorized to propose bills, initiate the lawmaking process, or set the agenda of the congress. In European governments, executives can do the stated legislative interventions.

Member bills - proposed by MPs or deputies (members elected into legislature)
Government/executive bills - draft laws proposed by the president or prime minister and their ministries (?)

Turkiye has member bills exclusively, USA has member bills exclusively, in the continent of Europe both member and government bills.

France: very strong executive influencing the lawmaking process. The government can prepare a draft law, classify it as urgent, and forcing or urging the legislature to give the draft express treatment/priority.

In the US and in Italy we see rare examples of symmetrical/strong bicameralism. (Italy held a referendum to become asymmetrical, but voted against) The lower and upper chambers need to agree for any law to be enacted, neither chamber has the final say. A law requires the approval of both chambers.

If both chambers approve - bill forwarded to the president
If house approves, senate rejects - kills the bill
If house rejects, senate approves - kills the bill
If both reject - kills the bill

Even though democrats had the majority in both chambers it took 13 months for Obamacare to be approved. Strong bicameralism is slower. 

The US legislative process is slow.
Bill goes to both house and senate, house’s version, senate’s version - reconciliation committee, common version, is voted by both chambers again. 


	House of representatives
	Senate


	435 seats
	100 seats 

	Representation of individual voters.
	States of the federation (2 per state)

	Complete renewal every two years
	1/3 of seats renewed every two years 

	Term: 2 years
	Term 6 years

	Money bills
	Confirmation for appointments



European legislatures: unicameral, when bicameral it is asymmetrical or weak with directly popularly elected lower chambers having the final say.

(Outside Europe, in Russia, latin america, central asia, africa, asia: in their presidential systems the norm is in contrast to the US, the presidents can propose bills, initiate lawmaking and set the agenda of the legislatures.)

Why is the congress considered a strong legislature?

Is the president excluded from the legislative process? No. 
· Proposing. US presidents look for/rely on congress members to sponsor and propose bills. Pattern of dependency of the presidents on congress members to own a bill and sponsor a bill in the congress in the name of the president. 
· Veto. The finalization/termination of the law-making process. Heads of state are required to sign, approve and promulgate (officially announce) bills for these bills to take effect/enter into force. 
a. In the UK, Spain, Netherlands, Belgium: the monarch signs, approves and promulgates the bills Royal assent (consent) principle: for centuries the UK monarchs are obliged to sign and promulgate any bill approved by the legislature. Like rubberstamp. No veto power, no rejection in monarchies. For the sake of Parliamentary supremacy. 
b. In Europe, in republican forms of government: Italy, Germany, Austria, the president (directly popularly elected (austria, ireland, finland) or indirectly elected (germany: legislative members bundestag/lower chamber + bundestrat/upper chamber? directly elected by voters elect the president in the name of people)). In the parliamentary systems of Europe presidents are non-executive figures. They mostly do not have veto power, their authority is mostly ceremonial. Prime ministers /chancellors are the executive actors alongside their ministers. 
c. Presidents who hold executive powers in presidential systems are granted veto powers. US, Russia, Turkiye, Asia, Africa, Latin America. The veto is not a definitive power. A bill vetoed returns to the legislature and voted on again, with a higher majority, if the legislature insists on passing the law, Veto can be overridden. (When GNAT/TBMM approves a bill, it is sent to the president, if the president vetoes, it is sent back to the assembly, with the absolute majority of all members (301 of 600) the veto is overridden.) 
d. In the US a bill approved by the house and the senate, is sent to the president. The President has 14 days to approve or veto the bill. 2/3 majority in senate and the house  to override the veto and enact the law despite the presidential veto.
e. In Russia, just like in the US, a bill approved by the federal assembly is sent to the president. The president can sign and approve or veto the bill. In case of a veto, the bill returns to the DUMA and the federation council (upper chamber) and with 2/3 majority in the DUMA and the federation council the law is enacted despite the presidential veto. 
f. Veto override can be defined as enacting a law despite presidential veto, always necessitates higher majorities and mostly qualified majorities.
g. Veto is the last resort for presidents, it is a risky instrument. Using veto too frequently means the president is unable to cooperate with the congress. It is a double edged sword. 
h. if the veto is overridden the president suffers a defeat, if the veto cannot be overridden, it means the legislature can not assemble the required majority and is therefore defeated.
i. The existence of the veto power alone breaks the deadlocks, rather than the actual use of the veto. Used power: to avoid the use of a veto and the override procedure, presidents and legislatures tend to reach a consensus. Existence of veto power issues the message to the congress that they have to communicate with the president when making laws, to avoid the veto and the override.
· Appointments of public officials. In Turkiye, the president makes appointments to public offices without the need for the approval of any institution. (unilateral?)
a. In the US, there is power sharing in appointments. The president nominates public officials, and the senate (confirmation committee?) confirms their appointment. US presidents have nomination power. FBI director, CIA director, ambassadors, council generals, federal judges, secretaries, nominated by the president, confirmed by the senate, appointed into office. senate.gov page about nominations.
b. President nominates a public official - the nominee visits the senate confirmation committee and answers questions of senators in a broadcasted event/hearing. - senators in the confirmation committee hold a vote - if approved: confirmation vote in the general floor of senate/plenary.
c. Accountability, transparency, the congress and the president need to cooperate in appointments. Strict separation of powers!! 
d. In Russia presidents have wide ranging appointment powers, but they are subject to the approval of either the DUMA or the federation council. Every nominee needs to be confirmed by either one of the chambers. The confirmation is not as challenging as in the US. In Russia the president’s party (United Russia) has held the DUMA majority since the mid 2000’s (hegemonic party system), so confirmation is obtained easily. (1993 constitution Yeltsin: two term limit for president. Putin held a referendum, removed the term limit.) Similarly, the federation council represents the territories of the russian federation, members of the federation council are closely screened by the kremlin, they are allies/loyalists of the president. Sitting in the federation council - not a challenge for presidents to secure duma or federation council approval for appointments. Russian presidents pick their own prime ministers, not restricted by legislative distribution. The Russian president nominates the PM, DUMA votes to appoint the PM. The president has the authority to insist and send the same name to the DUMA for 3 times. On the 3rd rejection, DUMA is dissolved by the president:  Another occasion in which the president can dissolve the duma: duma expressing no confidence in the prime minister and ministers. Huge leverage for Russian presidents to get the duma to appoint the PM and express confidence in the government, otherwise the duma risks dissolution.
· Presidents inviting the judiciary in. 
a. In Europe governments can raise a legal complaint against a law passed by the legislature. Governments apply to the constitutional courts in Europe for the review of a law passed by the legislature. May end with an annulment. Constitutional review. With this complaint European governments = negative legislature
b. US presidents lack the power to apply to the federal supreme court against laws passed by the congress and complain about the constitutionality of the law. A lower instance judge is the only actor that can complain against the law passed by the congress on its constitutionality. Constitutional review powers enable an authorized court to check and review the constitutionality of the laws passed by legislature. Turkish, Russian, Latin American presidents can complain about the constitutionality of a law  by applying to the constitutional or supreme court: presidents can get a law annulled, making the presidents a negative legislator. US presidents can not get a congressional law annulled, even on grounds of unconstitutionality. It's impossible for a president to complain about the congress’ decision by applying to the court. 
· Calling for a referendum: Russian and Latin American presidents can call for a referendum, bypassing the legislature presidents can ask the people/voters to decide directly. = presidents becoming lawmakers by sidelining the legislature. Turkish presidents can only call for referendums for constitution amendments: limited to constitutional amendments, restricted power. US presidents can not call for referendums. No lawmaking outside the congress, where all lawmaking activity takes place. No possibility for the president to stop, bypass, evade from the congress. Strict separation of powers. 
· Budgetary powers. Norm: the executives/governments proposing the budget -> legislatures discussing, amending, voting on the budget. The budget is exclusively to be passed by the legislature, even though it is prepared and proposed by the executives. 
Democracies: legislatures check, review and amend budget proposed by the executive.
· Decree powers: legislative tool/lawmaking instrument designed and used by executives. Russian, Turkish. Transforms the government/executive into a lawmaking organ. Issuing a decree means bypassing the legislature. For a specific period of time, measured in months, decree is valid for months only, usually 1-6 months. It is a temporary lawmaking power, decrees have a date of expiration. Decrees exclude certain issues: not all issues can be regulated through a decree: budget, ratification international agreements/treaties. 
a. US presidents are denied the power to issue decrees. US presidents have executive order: it is not a legislative power, just a rule/law implementation power not a lawmaking power. The president gives an order/instruction to federal public offices on how to implement a law once passed by the congress. Has to be based on a law previously passed by the congress. Through the executive order the president tells the public administrators how to implement an existing law.
b. Russian presidents can issue decrees and executive orders, US president can not issue decrees, only executive orders. “how us presidents are excluded from lawmaking, how they cannot rival the legislature” midterm question example
· Impeachment: in presidentialism, basically means the legislative approval (more than half of the representatives) for bringing the president before justice, on grounds of high/grave crimes or misdemeanors: political trial. The house of representatives allows for the trial of the president. The Senate is converted into a court room: prosecutor, indictment, defense team, chief justice of federal supreme court -> senate votes to decide whether to remove the president from office. In Russia 2/3 majority in DUMA needed -> supreme court and constitutional court. Supreme court evaluates legal evidence, constitutional court Ensures in line with cons.





















Europe: how they institutionalized territorial/administrative organization of states: in continental systems: 
Federalism (power sharing, central gov. and states/regions have their own separate powers): rare formula. 
Unitary (power delegation, all power vested in the center, regions provinces local govs only use powers delegated to them by the center in the name of the center) states constitute the majority. 

Federalism in europe: austria, belgium, switzerland, germany

	Dual : clearly separate powers for the states and the federal government 
	Cooperative : authorities are not clearly separated but to be jointly used by the state and federal governments 

	Symmetrical : all constituent units holding identical powers 
	Asymmetrical : constituent units having different levels of power 

	Coming together : previously sovereign states get together under a federal roof 
	Holding together : to prevent separation/dissolution of a country, powers are transferred from the center to the states 

	Congruent : constituent units share a similar demographic makeup 
	Incongruent : constituent units differ in terms of demographic makeup 



Dual federalism: USA: strict separation of powers between the federal gov and the 50 states govs. Each one holds exclusively defined powers. No need to cooperate. Clear line separating their powers. 

Cooperative federalism: Germany: many authorities that federal and 16 govs have to use collectively on a wide range of topics, both federal and state govs are authorized. They can only act when both agree. 

UK made up of regions but is unitary. 1997 devolution system introduced through referendum. Popularly elected scottish, welsh, northern irish parliaments/assemblies each appointing their own governments by parliamentary vote of confidence.  london/westminster gov delegated some of its powers to these parliaments and govs (england excluded)

France multiple different levels of government, unitary state. 1) national gov 2) regional govs 3) department govs 4) communes/local govs. National government and communes are the most influential, communes have more financial resources and powers than departments and regional govs combined. EU wants france to decentralize.

In a unitary state whatever powers are delegated to regions can be taken back by the central government without constitutional amendments. In federations, constitutional amendment is needed to take back shared powers. 







Judiciary: 

Constitutional review exercised by the constitutional or supreme courts over the legislative or executive on grounds of constitutionality of their decisions and actions. 


	US decentralized.
	Continental europe centralized

	1) Already existing court begins practicing constitutional review
	1) creation of a new court to perform review. Named as constitutional court. Disassociating from the authoritarian past of european states

	2) not codified in the constitution. 1803 federal supreme court hears a case and annuls a presidential decision, begins cons. review on congress and president
	2) codified in the constitution explicit articles authorizing courts. pioneers: austria, hungary 1920s. after ww2 established in germany, italy, spain, turkey, france, france, belgium

	3) federal supreme court is not a specialization court, also hears other cases (criminal, administrative, civil law etc) has a diverse agenda
	3) specialization courts. hears exclusively constitutional law cases

	4) federal supreme court does not hold the monopoly. Functions as a court of appeals and has the final say
	4) only one court performs the reviews. Monopoly of  a single court on constitutional review cases

	5) less widely used
	5) more widely spread

	6) only concrete review is possible. Lower instance judges/courts can apply to supreme court
	6) different combinations of reviews: concrete, abstract reviews and individual applications and ? judges, political figures, real/legal personalities can apply after applying to lower instance courts.



Judicial independence: 
US: supreme court: 9 judges nominated by the president, approved by the senate, tenure lifelong

UK: supreme court: judicial selection committee presents a list to the government, gov revises the list and the king/queen formally makes the appointment. Tenure: until 70 years of age no annulment power can only ask for the unconstitutionality to be corrected.

Germany: cons court judges can annul laws. Half of the judges appointed by the bundestag half by bundestrat with ⅔ majority. Opposition and the gov need to agree to appoint a judge. 12 year terms and no reelection

France: cons council. President, president of assembly and senate make appointments. Court of cassation & council of state 2 powerful courts. 9 year term no reelection






Continental europe common characteristics:
· Both unicameral and bicameral
· Member bills & government bills
· Head of state: monarch, president (elected directly or indirectly)
· Head of government: prime minister (except france: PM & president)
· Formation of executive: by vote of confidence
· Constitutional review: centralized
· Mostly unitary (federalism in germany, austria, belgium, switzerland)
· Trend of decentralization: eu encourages regionalization
· Subsidiarity: local>regional>national>eu: social and political issues to be dealt with at the most immediate or local level first
· Closer to fusion of powers: mitigated by the need for coalition governments
· Electoral system: PR or mixed system with heavy PR component
· Disciplined party system. 
· Multiparty system moderate (up to 5 parties in gov. germany). Polarized (more than 5 parties netherlands)
· Legislative fragmentation (seats distribution)
· Political fragmentation (% vote distribution)
· political /ideological polarization 

France: no christian party. Strong controlling state (dirigisme) large public sector heavy taxes.

Former communist systems: common characteristics
· All were ruled by communist parties until 1990s either as parts or allies of the ussr resembled the soviet political system
· From 1990 on, with the collapse of the ussr and the eastern bloc, a transitional period began. DUAL TRANSITION: political (from one party fule to multiparty competition) and economic (from command to market economy)

	Inspired by continental europe
	In between
	Inspired by russia

	Central europe
	Ukraine 
	Belarus

	Baltic republics
	Moldova
	Central asia

	Balkans 
	Georgia
	azerbaijan



Russian model: current system introduced by the 1993 constitution (yeltsin cons) still in effect: executive dominance to stabilize. 
Originally observed a consecutive term limit for president. 2008 reforms, constitutional amendments: enlarged president’s term from 4 to 6 years
2020 referendum: president term reset. 2024 third consecutive term made possible

Russia, belarus, central asia: presidents amending or re-interpreting the constitutions to:
1. Secure reelectability (term limits deleted or reset)
2. Prolong terms (from 4 to 6, from 5 to 7)
3. Referendums replaced competitive presidential elections in the 1990s 





Russia: 1993 constitution: 
The president is directly popularly elected. Chief executive. Head of state and government.
Prime minister nominated by president, approved by the duma. Presidents are not limited by election results, they can appoint any person they would like to work with, even if they are not political figures or party members.
President: dominant/superior actor, PM subordinate/helping executive actor (in france they are more equal, if the parliament sides with the pm, pm is more powerful)
Government in the 1993 constitution chapter: harmoniously implementing (setting the standard) in the federation, coordination.
Federal assembly: legislature: duma and federation council
Duma: directly popularly elected
Federation council: chamber of territorial representation. 89 subjects of the federation equally represented. Each subject has their own legislature and government who choose the federation council members to represent that subject (indirectly elected members in the federation council.)
DUMA has the final say. Asymmetrical bicameralism. Duma and federation council: important check on president. Comes through impeachment, holding the president accountable on grounds of grave crimes such as treason or bribery.
Impeachment: ⅔ of duma enables the trial. Constitutional court is responsible for ensuring that impeachment and trial are conducted constitutionally while the supreme court  looks into the evidence. ⅔ majority of the council decide to impeach or not.
Party system: dominant party system. United russia: party formed for putin. Won every election since mid 200s always with absolute majority of duma seats.
Second party: communists (10-20% votes)  third and subsequent parties: pro-western liberals, russian nationalists (3-4 % votes) 
Constant search for an electoral system: smdp, 1993 öixed system with 5-7% threshold, 2005-2007 PR, 2014-2016 mixed system MMM 5% threshold
Transition to pr: Rising sense of insecurity because of traumas such as beslan schoolsiege in 2004, so putin was seen as safe, to strengthen united russia (in pr parties compete, in smdp candidates compete less party discipline). Russia became more centralized weaker federalism After beslan: direct popular elections for governments ended for subjects. kremlin/president appoints the governors and authorities 
Subjects: republics (dagestan, crimea, tatarstan, adygeya) most powerful. Krays (territories), oblasts (regions), federal cities (moscow, petersburg, sevastopol), jewish autonomous region, autonomous areas. Asymmetrical federalism.

Russian presidents powers:
· Wide appointment powers (subject to duma or council approval) and removal powers
· Issuing decrees and executive orders
· Initiating lawmaking
· Vetoing legislation (2/3 majority can override veto)
· Calling elections and referendums
· Declaring martial law and emergency rule
· Dissolving the duma (3 times rejection of PM, rejection of confidence twice within 3 months)
· Chairing the council of ministers meetings
executive powers are listed in the constitution under the title of president, many pages and many articles. Under the title of government few articles, government’s duty is to harmonize and ensure uniform application of laws across the federation.
Ukraine, central asia, belarus modelled after the russian example.
· Long time serving president: Belarus (1994-present), Kazakhstan (1991-2019, 2019-present), Turkmenistan (1992-2006, 2007-2022, 2022-present father to son), uzbekistan (1991-2016, 2016-present)
Exception: kyrgyzstan tulip revolution. (1991-2005 protests, 2005-2010 protests, 2010-2011, 2011-2017 single 6 year term limit and no reelectability protests, 2017-2020 protests, 2021 referendum increasing presidential powers and presidents reelectability led to russian style presidentialism, strong executive under japarov)
· Personalized political parties controlled by the president
· Color revolutions: serbia 2000, georgia 2003, ukraine 2004, kyrgyzstan 2005: refusal by the opposition to recognize legislative or presidential elections resulted in re runs of elections or change in result. Long time serving leader ousted and former opposition in government. 

Current communist systems: Peoples Republic of China
1911-1912 dynastic rule ended transitioning to republic. Chinese communist party (CCP) becomes the one party. As of 2005 worlds second largest political party with 100+ million members. Parallel organization between the institutions of PRC and the institutions of CCP. chinese president is the secretary general of the CCP. (is not directly elected)

	The CCP
	The PRC

	Chairman - abolished in 1982, mao being the ultimate
	President - head of state

	General secretary
	Premier - head of government

	Politburo - 25 members
	State council - 35 members (the government of the prc)

	Politburo standing committee - 7 members top leadership of the prc
	State council standing committee - 10 members executive decision making

	National party congress - 2700 + members (meets every 5 years)
	National peoples congress - around 3000 members (legislature of the prc) meets annually fo 2 weeks 

	Central committee of the national party congress - 205 members - chosen by national party congress
	National peoples congress standing committee - approximately 150 members

	Central military commission of the ccp - 11 members
	Central military commission of the prc - 11 members

	
	Xi jinping - head of the: 
1. Party, secretary general of the ccp
2. State, president of the PRC
3. Military (the chairman of the central military commission of the PRC)



1982 constitution: guides of the chinese political system: marxism, leninism, mao zedong’s thought, xiaoping’s theory, thought of three represents, scientific outlook on development, xi jinping thought on socialism with chinese characteristics for a new era (elevation of the current president to the status of mao)
2018 amendments: 
1. Xi jinpings thought added
2. Term limits eliminated (previously 2 consecutive terms 5 years)
National party congress elects the central committee of the ccp which selects the politburo which then elects its own standing committee
Chinese voters directly popularly elect village, town, county congresses. These congress members then elect the almost 3000 members of the national peoples congress












[bookmark: _dz485ea2bp27]1.0 Introduction: Defining the Continental European Political Model
Within the broader category of industrialized democracies, political systems have evolved along distinct trajectories. This analysis synthesizes the defining political, legal, and structural characteristics common to the democracies of Continental Europe. This "Continental European model" presents a clear contrast to the Anglo-American systems, particularly those of the United States and the United Kingdom, in its foundational legal traditions, the relationship between its executive and legislative branches, and the nature of its political competition. While defined by its consensus-oriented structures like parliamentarism and proportional representation, the Continental European model is currently facing a crisis as rising political fragmentation and polarization challenge its foundational mechanisms for building stable, coalitional governance.
The countries identified as broadly fitting within this Continental European political model, and which form the basis of this analysis, include:
· Austria
· Belgium
· Denmark
· Finland
· France
· Germany
· Greece
· Italy
· The Netherlands
· Norway
· Portugal
· Spain
· Sweden
· Switzerland
[bookmark: _y9qetjb3y1ra]2.0 Foundational Structures: Legal Traditions and Constitutional Frameworks
The legal traditions and constitutional frameworks of a nation are its foundational architecture; they establish the rules of the political game, define the boundaries of state power, and shape the nature and scope of judicial authority. In Continental Europe, these foundations are markedly different from those in the Anglo-American world.
The dominant legal tradition across Continental Europe is the Civil law / code law system. With historical roots in Roman law, this system is characterized by its reliance on extensive and detailed written legal codes. The primary role of a judge within this framework is to apply the relevant statutes from these codes to the specific case at hand. This approach traditionally views judges as applicators of the law, not as creators of it, in direct contrast to the Common law / case law system found in the United States, where judicial rulings set precedents that function as an independent source of law.
This distinct legal philosophy extends to the practice of constitutional review. Whereas the US employs a decentralized model that evolved organically, Continental European nations deliberately established a centralized model. This institutional design was often a direct response to a break with an authoritarian past; creating a new, specialized court was a conscious act to establish a powerful, independent guardian of the new democratic constitution, untainted by the judiciary of the previous regime.


	Comparison Point
	Centralized European Model
	Decentralized US Model

	Origin of the Court
	A brand-new court is typically formed, disassociated from any prior authoritarian regime.
	An existing court (the Federal Supreme Court) began practicing constitutional review.

	Constitutional Basis
	The power of constitutional review is clearly codified in the nation's constitution.
	The practice is not explicitly codified in the US Constitution.

	Scope of the Court
	The court is a specialized body that hears only cases related to constitutionality.
	The court maintains a diverse docket, hearing constitutional cases alongside criminal, administrative, and civil law cases.

	Jurisdiction
	A single, specialized constitutional court holds a monopoly on constitutional review.
	Many courts can perform review, with the Federal Supreme Court acting as the final court of appeals.

	Types of Review
	Various combinations are possible, including abstract review (by political figures), concrete review (by lower courts), and individual applications.
	Performs concrete review exclusively, where cases rise through the judicial system to the Supreme Court, which acts as the final court of appeals on constitutional matters.


Specific examples illustrate this model's application. Germany's Federal Constitutional Court consists of judges appointed for a single 12-year term without the possibility of reelection. Half are appointed by the lower house (Bundestag) and half by the upper house (Bundesrat), with each requiring a two-thirds majority, ensuring cross-party consensus. In France, members of the Constitutional Council are appointed for a single nine-year term. Appointing authorities include the President of the Republic and the presidents of the National Assembly and the Senate.
These foundational legal and constitutional structures create the stage upon which political power is organized and exercised, particularly in the critical relationship between the executive and the legislature.
[bookmark: _6sjt6gptf1vg]3.0 The Architecture of Power: Legislative-Executive Relations
The relationship between the legislative and executive branches is a core determinant of a political system's stability, efficiency, and accountability. In Continental Europe, the predominant model is Parliamentarism, which stands in sharp relief to the presidential system of the United States.
Parliamentary systems are typically defined by a fusion of powers, where the executive branch is drawn from and accountable to the legislature. However, this fusion is significantly mitigated in practice by the frequent necessity of forming multi-party coalition governments. A Prime Minister in such a government cannot act unilaterally, as they must maintain the constant support of junior coalition partners in the legislature. This dynamic forces compromise and negotiation, preventing the complete dominance of a single party's executive and effectively creating a check on power. This model contrasts sharply with the strict separation of powers that defines the US presidential system. France offers a unique hybrid, operating under a Semi-presidential system that features a dual executive, with power shared between a President and a Prime Minister.
A key feature of the Continental model is the clear distinction between the roles of Head of Government and Head of State.
· Head of Government: This role is almost universally filled by a Prime Minister (or Chancellor in Germany), who serves as the chief executive actor. The Prime Minister's legitimacy is derived directly from the legislature, which appoints them through a formal vote of confidence.
· Head of State: This position is largely, though not exclusively, ceremonial, often serving as a "neutral power" or guardian of constitutional continuity. It can take one of three forms:
1. A Hereditary Monarch, as seen in constitutional monarchies like Sweden, Spain, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Belgium.
2. A President elected by the legislature, a method used in republics such as Greece, Italy, and Germany.
3. A President directly and popularly elected by the citizenry, the model used in Portugal, Austria, Finland, and France.
The institutional design of executive power, in turn, directly influences the processes through which national laws are created and passed.
[bookmark: _1j8tb9b7rja2]4.0 The Machinery of Government: Legislative Structures and Processes
The machinery of government in Continental Europe is deliberately designed to balance legislative representation with executive efficiency, a tension clearly visible in its mix of chamber structures and its unique allowance for executive-led legislative initiatives.
Legislative structures in Continental Europe vary. Both unicameralism (a single legislative chamber), as found in Greece, Sweden, and Finland, and bicameralism (two chambers), as in Italy, Spain, and Germany, are common. However, where bicameral systems exist, they are often asymmetrical, meaning the two chambers do not hold equal power. In these cases, the popularly elected lower chamber typically has the final say in most legislative matters, giving it primacy over the upper chamber.
A defining characteristic of the legislative process is how laws are initiated. In a significant departure from the American system, Continental European legislatures permit both "Member bills" (introduced by legislators) and "Government bills" (introduced by the executive). This dual-initiative system grants the executive branch a formal and direct role in setting the legislative agenda, a power US presidents do not possess. The French system provides an example of particularly strong executive influence, where the government can declare "urgency" for its bills, introduce bills as motions of confidence, and employ a "blocked vote" procedure that forces the legislature to approve a bill in its entirety. Furthermore, French legislators are prohibited from introducing bills or amendments that affect government spending.
The design of the national legislature is intrinsically linked to the broader organization of the state's territory and authority.
[bookmark: _no6lnihs2oit]5.0 Territorial Organization: The Unitary State and the Trend of Regionalization
The territorial organization of a state represents a fundamental choice between the centralization and devolution of authority, affecting everything from local governance and public service delivery to the management of regional and national identities.
Unitarism is the majority model for state organization in Continental Europe. In a unitary state, ultimate sovereignty rests with the central government, which may delegate powers to subnational governments but retains the authority to reclaim them. Spain, Italy, and the Scandinavian countries are prominent examples of this model.
This is not to say federalism is absent. Belgium, Austria, Switzerland, and Germany are organized as federal states, where power is constitutionally divided between the central government and constituent subnational units. However, European federalism often differs from the American model. Germany, for instance, practices "Cooperative federalism," in which federal and state authorities must jointly use and agree upon a wide range of powers, reflecting a "holding together" model designed to maintain unity. This contrasts with the "Dual federalism" of the US, a "coming together" model which emphasizes a clearer separation of powers between the national and state governments.
Across the continent, a significant contemporary trend is the movement toward regionalization, involving the formation of new regional governments and the delegation of greater powers from the center. This process of decentralization is actively encouraged by the European Union, which promotes the principle of "subsidiarity"—the concept that political issues should be dealt with at the most local or immediate level possible.
This organization of the state provides the framework within which political parties compete for power.
[bookmark: _8o0u0rmtbmx4]6.0 The Political Arena: Electoral Systems, Parties, and Governments
The political arena in Continental Europe is a direct product of its electoral systems, which, by prioritizing proportionality, intentionally foster multiparty systems and a culture of coalition-building that stands as a defining feature of the model.
The electoral systems commonly used are either a form of Proportional Representation (PR) or a mixed system with a significant PR component. These systems are designed to translate a party's share of the national vote into a roughly proportional share of legislative seats.
The fundamental logic of proportional representation directly fosters distinct patterns of party competition and government formation:
· It cultivates multiparty political systems, where several parties, rather than just two, regularly win legislative representation.
· It makes coalition governments the norm. Because it is rare for a single party to win an outright majority of seats, two or more parties must typically negotiate and band together to form a government. Germany's history of "grand coalitions" between its two largest parties, and the formation of its first-ever three-party federal government after the 2021 election, exemplify this dynamic.
Another common characteristic is a high level of party discipline, where legislators from the same party vote together as a cohesive bloc, in contrast to the more individualistic voting patterns often seen in the US Congress. The party landscape itself is populated by several recurring "families" of political parties:
· Center-right: Conservative and Christian Democratic parties.
· Center-left: Labor, social democratic, and socialist parties.
· Left wing: Communists and green parties.
· Far-right: Anti-immigrant parties.
· Centrist: Liberal parties.
· Regional-nationalist parties.
While these structures have defined Continental European politics for decades, they are currently facing significant strains and undergoing notable shifts.
[bookmark: _fzyljzlaejcd]7.0 Conclusion: Emerging Trends of Fragmentation and Polarization
A defining contemporary trend across Continental Europe is the rise of political and legislative fragmentation. This trend manifests in two key metrics: a steady decline in the percentage of the vote won by the largest mainstream parties, and a corresponding increase in the number of smaller parties sharing seats in national legislatures. The traditional center-right and center-left parties that once dominated are finding their electoral bases eroding.
Running parallel to this fragmentation is a marked increase in political and ideological polarization. This trend is evidenced by the emergence and growing momentum of parties on the ideological fringes. On the far-right, parties such as France's National Rally and Germany's Alternative for Germany (AfD) have gained significant traction. Simultaneously, assertive left-wing parties like France Insoumise and Germany's The Left Party have challenged the established center-left.
These twin forces of fragmentation and polarization pose a direct threat to the core logic of the Continental European model. The proliferation of parties makes the arithmetic of coalition-building exponentially more difficult, often requiring ideologically diverse and inherently less stable alliances. This legislative fragmentation can paralyze the executive, undermining a key feature of the model—the ability to pass "Government bills"—and leading to gridlock or government collapse. In essence, the very mechanisms designed for consensus are being strained by a political environment that is increasingly fractured and hostile to compromise.
In summary, the core identity of the Continental European political model remains distinct—characterized by its civil law tradition, parliamentary governance, PR-based electoral systems, and a reliance on multiparty coalitions. However, these are not static systems. They are currently navigating a profound challenge as rising fragmentation and polarization test the resilience of their long-standing democratic structures and their very capacity for stable, effective governance.
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