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Geographic Distribution
of Power

In every system of government, the power to
govern is located in one or more places geo-
graphically. From this standpoint, three basic
forms of government exist: unitary, federal,

and confederate.

Unitary Government A unitary govern-
ment is often described as a centralized
government. All powers held by the gov-
ernment belong to a single, central agency.
The central (national) government creates
local units of government for its own conve-
nience. Those local governments have only
those powers that the central government

chooses to give them.

Most governments in the world are unitary
in form. Great Britain is a classic illustration.
A single central organization, the Parliament,
holds all of the government’s power. Local gov-
ernments do exist—but solely to relieve Parlia-
ment of burdens it could perform only with
much difficulty and inconvenience. Though
unlikely, Parliament could do away with all
local government in Britain at any time.

Be careful not to confuse the unitary form of
government with a dictatorship. In the unitary
form, all of the powers held by the government
are concentrated in the central government.
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Contederations have been rare in the
odern world. The European Union (EU)
the closest approach to one today. The EU,
- -med by 12 countries in 1993, has estab-
,‘;h «d free trade among its now 27 member-
.ions, launched a common currency, and
1\\ to coordinate its members’ foreign and
Jetense poliCiE‘S.

In our own history, the United States
under the Articles of Confederation (1781-
1789) and the Confederate States of America
1861-1865) also provide examples of this
form of government.

Legislative and Executive
Branches

Political scientists also classify governments
based on the relationship between their leg-
slative and executive agencies. This grouping

yields two basic forms of government: presi-
dential and parliamentary,

Presidential Government A presidential
government features a separation of pow-
ers between the executive and the legisla-
tive branches of the government. The two
branches are independent of one another and
coequal. The chief executive (the president)
is chosen by the people, independently of the
legislature. He or she holds office for a fixed
term, and has a number of significant powers
that are not subject to the direct control of
the legislative branch.

The details of this separation of the pow-
ers of these two branches are almost always
spelled out in a written constitution—as they
are in the United States. Each of the branches
is regularly given several powers with which
it can block actions of the other branch.



f the South Afncan parfiament are sworn into office.

The United States is the world’s leading
example of presidential government. In fact,
the United States invented the form. Nearly
all of the other presidential systems in the
world today are also found in the Western
Hemisphere.

Parliamentary Government In a parlia-
mentary government, the executive branch
is made up of the prime minister or premier,
and that ofhcial’s cabinet. The prime minister
and cabinet are themselves members of the
legislative branch, the parliament. The prime
minister is the leader of the majority party or
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only as long as their policies
linlll have the support of am ority in patlia
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