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Balancing between the President and
Congress and Democratic Decay
Comparing Presidential Countries in

Latin America

Jung-Hsiang Tsai

Associate Professor
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National Chung Cheng University
Abstract

Past research argues that presidentialism and two-party systems are
workable combinations that can facilitate democratic stability. The causal
mechanisms are that ideological polarization is less possible to appear in a
two-party system, that two parties needing to win votes from the center
encourages moderation, and that the absence of the extremist parties and the
centripetal nature of party competition favor democratic stability. However,
in recent years, some presidential countries with a two-party system in Latin
America have suffered serious constitutional crises, thereby causing
democratic decay. This paper aims to answer why these presidential countries
with a two-party system have gone the way of democratic decay. After
analyzing the cases of presidential countries with a two-party system in Latin
America, this paper shows that the constitutional structure, especially
balancing between the president and congress, affects the success or failure
of operation of presidential countries with a two-party system. First,
presidentialism in Costa Rica and Venezuela ( 1961-1993 ) illustrate that the
constitutional structure, weak president versus strong congress, facilitates
democracy in these two countries. Second, presidentialism in Venezuela

(1993-1999) and in Columbia present that the constitutional structure,
strong president versus strong congress, brings about democratic decay. This

paper argues that the success or failure of democratic operation in

23
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presidential countries with a two-party system depends on the balancing of

inter-branch power.

Keywords: presidentialism, two-party systems, constitutional structure, balancing
between the president and congress, democratic decay
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