
supported by 60% of the representatives. Then, he sug-
gests keeping the monarch-ish “line of succession” cur-
rently established, instead of the “constructive” censure
that leads to investing the leader of the opposition and
winner of the censure, as is the case in Germany and other
parliamentary countries. As the president and vice presi-
dent would keep being elected every four years, and the
House every two years, this might increase instability, but
the peril is tamed by the innovative requirement that an
alternative majority replacing the incumbent should
include at least one party member from the overthrown
coalition.
An inescapable discussion is whether and how these

reforms, formally presented as three Constitutional
Amendments, could be approved by either two-thirds of
the existing Congress or by a Convention called by two-
thirds of the states. As the author acknowledges, “the bar is
extraordinarily high” (p. 242). He realistically considers
that winning support for these reforms among current
politicians and public officers will be more important than
raising their appeal among citizens. Nevertheless, the
author’s list of incentives for supporting the reforms partly
relies upon the fact that they might serve as a “pressure
release valve” for too busy and overwhelmed incumbent
politicians, while he expects they would “empower aspir-
ing leaders” without a decision power in the process
(pp. 244, 246).
Stearns hopes these parliamentary-style reforms would

make the United States emerge from the current crisis as “a
beacon to other nations” with a “genuine, thriving
democracy” (p. 241). Yet he mentions more than once
that in the United States we live with “the present past”. I
would like to evoke the historical analysis of Nobel
laureate Douglass North, who remarked how once ineffi-
cient institutions exist, they can reinforce themselves and
make their replacement difficult. Restrictive institutions
can survive as a consequence of actors’ learning by use,
their adaptation to institutional regularities, and the costs
of their replacement, as he summarized in his 1990 book,
Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Perfor-
mance (Cambridge).
Notwithstanding, in the current degraded political

environment, Stearns’ ambitious and optimistic proposal
for a parliamentary America is pleasantly refreshing and
should be a welcome addition to an urgent debate.

Response to Josep M. Colomer’s Review of
Parliamentary America: The Least Radical Means of
Radically Repairing Our Broken Democracy
doi:10.1017/S1537592724001658

— Maxwell L. Stearns

I’m honored by the esteemed Professor Josep Colomer
praising Parliamentary America. He commends my “good

use of political economy, social choice theory, and com-
parative politics;” describes the book as “didactical, with a
practical purpose” and “academic” in the best sense; and
calls my proposals “highly relevant,” “timely,” and “a
welcome addition to an urgent debate.”
Despite common ground, our differing perspectives

emphasize competing concerns. Colomer and I agree
two-party presidentialism, replicated nowhere despite its
remarkable longevity in the United States, is the root of
our constitutional crisis. We agree that where we end up
depends on where we started (see his note about “the
present past” and Douglass North). And we recognize the
need for buy-in among politicians with blocking power.
Colomer levels two central criticisms: first, that I treat

the United States as “one more nation-state analogous to
the largest countries of Europe,” giving inadequate atten-
tion to federalism (I don’t), and second, that I contravene
the cube-root rule (I do). I criticized Colomer’s Constitu-
tional Polarization for not prescribing a remedy worthy of
its bold diagnosis and for embracing proposals that can’t
solve the crisis or be enacted. The ultimate question
remains: “who’s right?” I remain confident Parliamentary
America makes the stronger case.
My virtual world tour—England, France, Germany,

Israel, Taiwan, Venezuela, and Brazil—doesn’t treat the
United States as any foreign nation. It shows that avoiding
the twin threats to democracy—either too few or toomany
parties—demands revisiting choices along two key demo-
cratic axes, namely how we elect the House of Represen-
tatives and the manner of presidential selection and
accountability.
Although my proposals place separation of powers at

center stage, they are sensitive to federalism, with discus-
sions of these dynamics interspersed throughout. I observe
that overcoming the first two constitutional crises trans-
formed federal-state relationships (pp. 23–24); that mod-
ern affinities are regional (pp. 247–50); and, contrary to
Colomer, that U.S. state sovereignty has long been con-
strained (p. 248).
Federalism rarely defines our most divisive issues—e.g.,

guns, racial justice, reproductive rights. But it does play a
central role in existing institutional arrangements, explain-
ing the Senate’s egregious representational disparities
(pp. 247–50). That’s why, despite suggesting possible
future Senate reforms (pp. 284–87), my amendments
leave that body intact. My proposals will undoubtedly
affect federal-state dynamics, but Colomer offers little
beyond speculation as to how this threatens Parliamentary
America.
Colomer acknowledges the importance of political buy-

in for reform but disregards my explanation that the cube-
root rule defeats it (pp. 183–84, 250–52). His alternative,
adding 265 seats to achieve 700, rather than doubling the
size of the House to 870, does as well. Representation
demands whole numbers. The party effects of Colomer’s
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district magnitude calculations are inconsequential.
What’s not is allocating 265 seats across fifty states. With
required equal-population districts, his scheme will inten-
sify opposition among small states whose populations
disallow more seats. Doubling avoids that.
Colomer disregards that even an 870-member House

leaves our constituency-to-representative ratio extraordi-
narily high globally, beyond India. Parliamentary America

won’t add new constituencies or “territorial demands.”
But introducing more, but not too many, parties with
greater discipline counters decision costs, averting unma-
nageable administrative burdens.

Professor Colomer’s thoughtful review sharpens the
debates over reforms claimed to end the threat to
U.S. democracy. Along with Colomer, I hope for further
vital conversations.
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