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The Presidentialization of
Politics in Democratic Societies:
A Framework for Analysis

Thomas Poguntke and Paul Webb

INTRODUCTION

The theme of the concentration of power around leaders in democratic polit-
ical systems is by no means new. More than thirty years ago Farrell (1971: x)
observed that ‘in almost all political systems, executive dominance and the
personification of this domination in a single leader is a central fact of political
life’. Yet, it is hard to avoid the impression that perceptions of the personal-
ization, and in particular, the ‘presidentialization’ of politics have become
more widespread in recent years, regardless of formal constitutional charac-
teristics. For instance, in the United Kingdom long-standing concerns about
prime ministerial power have occasionally produced assertions of ‘presiden-
tial’ rule, most notably in the work of Foley (1993, 2000). Indeed, with the
advent of Tony Blair’s premiership such assessments became almost common-
place, especially though not exclusively among journalists (e.g. Draper 1997,
1999; Hencke 2000; Watt 2000), and similar claims have been heard in respect
of Gerhard Schroder’s Germany (Liitjen and Walter 2000; Traynor 1999) and
even the Italy of Bettino Craxi (Fabbrini 1994) or Silvio Berlusconi (Calise
2000). Still more common, perhaps, are references to the ‘presidentialization’
or ‘candidate-centredness’ of election campaigning across the world’s demo-
cratic regimes (Bowler and Farrell 1992; Mughan 2000; Wattenberg 1991).

In view of their widespread diffusion, the time is surely ripe to assess the
validity of such claims. This is the primary purpose of this volume. But what
exactly is the phenomenon in which we are interested? In our view, presiden-
tialization denominates a process by which regimes are becoming more
presidential in their actual practice without, in most cases, changing their
formal structure, that is, their regime-type. This, of course, raises the ques-
tion of what exactly is the actual working mode of presidential systems.
There are two ways of answering this question:
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1. Empirically, which is to say, by looking at existing presidential democ-
racies. Essentially, this means looking to the US, as the prime example
of a pure presidential democracy;

2. Theoretically, that is, through an analysis of the inherent mechanics of
presidential systems. Here the focus is on the incentives and constraints
that result directly from the configuration of the essential constitutional
elements (legislature, executive, chains of accountability, methods of
election, and so on).

The latter (ideal-typical) approach is to be preferred, because it is not
confounded by the actual working mode of an existing presidential system.
Thus, our first step is to make a brief consideration of different regime types.

REGIME TYPES
Key features of presidentialism

The executive must be politically irresponsible to the legislature. The separ-
ation of powers is the classic core condition of presidentialism, which ensures
that the executive is not accountable to the legislature nor removable by it.
Rather, the president is accountable only to the electorate which furnished
his or her mandate to govern. Given that the president cannot be brought
down by the legislature, it is logical, moreover, for his or her incumbency to
be for a fixed term. Exceptionally, as in the American case, a president may
be subject to impeachment by the legislature for reasons of gross impropriety
or misconduct, but as Verney (1959) points out in his classic account of
presidentialism, this is not so much an example of political accountability
as it is of juridical control. The separation of powers doctrine works both
ways, of course, so that a president may not dissolve parliament, the mem-
bers of which enjoy their own democratic mandates.

Presidential regimes have popularly elected heads of government. For a
political system to merit the presidential label in a formal sense, the president
must be the true head of government, and the most common (if not only) way
in which such status can be conferred in a democracy is for the president to be
popularly elected, either directly by the people or via an electoral college
which closely reflects the popular preferences of the electorate (Lijphart 1992:
3). As a rule, such a popular mandate is an essential precondition of a
president’s democratic legitimacy and, therefore, of his or her personal
authority to govern.'

Presidential regimes are characterized by unipersonal executive responsibil-
ity. Under presidentialism, only the president is mandated to govern by the
people, and therefore, only he or she is politically accountable. This does not
mean, of course, that the executive literally comprises a single individual; the
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US President, for instance, appoints the members of his cabinet, who take
charge of policy in different government departments, but they are not
individually responsible to the electorate (or to the legislature, given the
separation of powers which operates). Only the president himself has a
personal democratic mandate, which means that he has complete authority
to hire and fire members of his cabinet, and they are accountable directly to
him: he then carries responsibility for the entire administration.

It seems to us that these three features of a popularly elected executive, the
separation of executive and legislative power, and unipersonal executive
responsibility constitute the necessary and sufficient formal conditions
which define presidentialism in a legal-constitutional sense. While the actual
autonomy and power of a president may vary considerably within these
constitutional parameters according to a variety of contingent and institu-
tional factors, it nevertheless remains formally a presidential regime.

Parliamentarism

Under parliamentarism, the political executive emerges from the legislature
whose confidence it must enjoy. This fusion of powers does not necessarily
mean that the executive must actually retain the positive support of a
parliamentary majority, but it does at least have to avoid a situation in
which a majority forms against it on a vote of no-confidence (Strem 1990).
Thus, the executive in a parliamentary regime is formally accountable to the
legislature; this represents one element of a single chain of delegation and
accountability extending from voters to bureaucracy (Strem 2000; Strem
et al. 2003). In reality, however, we know that parliamentary party discipline
may be so developed that the executive enjoys a high degree of de facto
control over the legislature, Bagehot’s so-called ‘efficient secret’ of the British
constitution (Bagehot 1867; see also Cox 1987). The inherent logic of the
parliamentary regime compels parties of government and opposition to
maintain high discipline in order to either support the government or present
themselves as a credible alternative. This is not guaranteed, however, as the
experiences of regimes such as the Third and Fourth French Republics,
the Italian post-war republic, and modern Israel demonstrate. Party systems
may provide strong countervailing incentives: in the absence of alternative
majorities, parties of government may not be penalized, even if they bring
down their own government. However, as the examples show, systems that
continue to function against the logic of parliamentarism run into great
difficulties.

Parliamentary regimes are characterized by collective executive responsibil-
ity. Under parliamentarism the executive as a whole emerges from (and as we
have seen, is responsible to) the legislature. Even though the elevated role of
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the prime minister is formally recognized in some political systems, the
collective character of the government represents an essential characteristic
of parliamentarism.”

Semi-presidentialism

As Sartori (1994: 153) says, semi-presidential regimes are ‘double-engine
systems’ characterized by dyarchic executives. That is, not only do they
have popularly elected heads of state who are politically not responsible
to the legislature and have a degree of real executive power, but this
power must also in some way be shared with a separate prime minister, the
latter being formally the head of a government which emerges from the
legislature and is responsible to it (Duverger 1980; Linz 1994: 48; Sartori
1994: 131ff.; Elgie 1999: 13).° Thus, a semi-presidential regime mixes core
elements of presidentialism and parliamentarism. Its actual working mode is
directly dependent upon presence or absence of party political congruence
between the president and the parliamentary majority. In periods of unified
government, semi-presidential regimes resemble an extreme form of parlia-
mentarism in that the prime minister tends to be the lieutenant of the
president who ultimately controls all executive powers and dominates par-
liament through a prime minster in charge of the parliamentary part of
government. In times of divided government, however, semi-presidential
regimes revert to a unique mix of parliamentary and presidential elements
of government and the president is reduced to that portion of executive
powers which is vested directly in his or her office and hence not subject to
parliamentary accountability. In effect, the chief executive office is split
between a president and a prime minister (Poguntke 20005: 359-61).
Hence, semi-presidentialism does not simply alternate between phases of
parliamentary and presidential government, as has been suggested by Lij-
phart (1992: 8, 1997: 127). Moreover, it is a regime type in its own right
(Pasquino 1997: 129), not just a version of parliamentarism (for a different
view see Strom 2000: 266).

THE CONCEPT OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

The preceding discussion has shown that presidential systems offer far more
executive power resources to the leader of the executive while, at the same
time, giving him or her considerable autonomy vis-a-vis the political parties in
parliament (and vice versa). Essentially, the inherent functional logic of
presidential regimes has three effects:
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1. Leadership power resources: The logic of presidentialism provides the
head of government with superior executive power resources. This
emanates directly from the fact that he or she is not responsible to
parliament, is usually directly legitimated and has the power to form a
cabinet without significant interference from other institutions. In a
nutshell, as regards the executive branch of the government, the head
of the executive can govern without much outside interference.

2. Leadership autonomy: This is also a direct result of the separation of
powers. While in office, the head of the executive is well protected against
pressure from his own party. This works both ways, however. Parties in
parliament are not constrained either to support the government or to
present themselves as a viable opposition. Hence, while the head of the
executive enjoys considerable autonomy vis-a-vis his own party, his
power to lead depends directly on his electoral appeal. In other words,
leadership autonomy may make for enhanced power to lead, but it is
contingent upon electoral success. It is not based on organizational
control of the party. In a nutshell, leadership autonomy may find ex-
pression in two different zones of action: the party organization itself,
and (for governing parties) the political executive of the state.

3. Personalization of the electoral process: This follows directly from the
natural focus on the highest elective office and implies that all aspects of
the electoral process are decisively moulded by the personalities of the
leading candidates.

It follows from this that the de facto presidentialization of politics can be
understood as the development of (a) increasing leadership power resources
and autonomy within the party and the political executive respectively, and
(b) increasingly leadership-centred electoral processes. Essentially, three
central arenas of democratic government are affected by theses changes,
which we may refer to as three faces of presidentialization, namely the
executive face, the party face, and the electoral face, respectively. Presidentia-
lization as a process means that these three faces of presidentialization
are amplified by factors other than those flowing directly from the formal
constitutional structure. The central question addressed in this volume is
therefore whether there are contingent and structural (as opposed to formal-
constitutional) factors at work that push modern democracies towards a
more presidential working mode. In exceptional cases, however, the forces
of presidentialization have led to a formal ratification of changes (as tem-
porarily in Israel).

In principle, all regime-types can move (to varying degrees) between
partified and presidentialized forms of government. How closely they ap-
proach either of the opposing poles of this continuum is determined by a wide
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range of underlying structural factors (such as changes in the social structure
and the media system) and contingent factors (such as the personality of
leaders). This movement is, of course, highly constrained by the formal
configuration of political institutions. In other words, different regime-set-
tings provide institutions and actors with different power resources, thus
constraining correspondingly the potential space for movement. This is
depicted in Fig. 1.1 by the different locations of individual regime types on
the overall continuum. Pushed to its limits, the concept even allows us to
distinguish between presidentialized and partified variants of presidential
systems. Only ‘presidentialized presidential’ systems have fully realized
their potential for the presidentialized form of politics.

The horizontal dimension distinguishes parliamentary, presidential, and
semi-presidential regimes according to formal legal-constitutional criteria.
The boundaries between these three categories of regime are impermeable in
the sense that they are not part of a flexible continuum along which countries
might gradually shift, thanks to the introduction of a little more or a little less
parliamentarism or presidentialism as the case may be; for this reason, semi-
presidentialism — though physically located between parliamentarism and
presidentialism as in Fig. 1.1, is not simply to be understood as a vague half-
way point between the two, but rather as a distinct regime-type in its own

Presidentialized Presidential
government
A

Semi-
presidential

Parliamentary

Y
Partified
government

F1G. 1.1. Presidentialization and regime type
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right. Although not all presidential regimes are identical, they must never-
theless share a common set of core legal-constitutional features in order to
qualify for the designation, and the same goes for parliamentary and semi-
presidential regimes respectively.

The vertical dimension of Fig. 1.1 differs from the horizontal dimension in
so far as it can be regarded as a continuum rather than a rigidly partitioned
set of discrete categories. This is indicated by the double-ended arrow dis-
tinguishing the ‘presidentialized’ northern end of the scale from the ‘partified’
southern end. Location on this continuum does not depend on formal legal-
constitutional provisions, but rather on structural and contingent political
characteristics which determine the degree of personal visibility, autonomy,
and power resources which national political leaders have. By structural we
mean enduring changes below the level of legal-constitutional changes such
as changes in party rules or in the fabric of society, whereas contingent
changes depend on the characteristics of particular political actors or specific
political contexts. In effect, this dimension helps distinguish cases within
regime boundaries; moreover, the fact that this axis can be regarded as a
continuum implies that a case could migrate from the partified to the presi-
dentialized end, or vice versa, as leaders become a little more or less visible,
autonomous, or resourceful. What are the factors which determine location
on this continuum?

Essentially, they relate to what we may think of as the three faces of
presidentialization, each of which revolves around the tension between polit-
ical parties and individual leaders. More precisely, the location on the con-
tinuum is determined by the shift of political power resources and autonomy to
the benefit of individual leaders and a concomitant loss of power and auto-
nomy of collective actors like cabinets and political parties. If we conceptu-
alize power as the ability to achieve a desired outcome, even against
resistance (Weber 1980: 28), then autonomy is an important precondition
of power in that greater autonomy means lesser likelihood of resistance. In
other words, leaders who enjoy greater autonomy have a larger sphere of
action in which they are protected from outside interference. To this extent
they can effectively ignore other actors. Their overall power is, then, the
combination of the scope of this protected area and their ability to use all
their power resources to overcome potential resistance by others outside this
protected area. Increased power can thus be the result of two processes:

1. A growth of the zones of autonomous control, which means that,
effectively, power does not need to be exerted over others as long as
desired outcomes are exclusively within such an autonomous zone.

2. A growing capacity to overcome resistance by others. This requires
growing resources to overcome potential resistance, that is, to exert
power over others.
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The executive face

The growth of zones of autonomous control may result directly from giving
the chief executive or party leader more formal powers, be it the power of
appointment or the power to decide unilaterally about policy. However, the
growth of zones of autonomy can also be a result of the increasing recourse
to a personal mandate by the leader. In this case, elements of electoral
presidentialization (see below), particularly the use of plebiscitary appeals,
lead to a highly contingent growth of autonomy in that it is directly depen-
dent upon the continued ability of the leader to substantiate the validity of
his personal mandate. In other words, autonomy depends upon his con-
tinued ability to appeal successfully to relevant constituencies (be they
party rank-and-file or the electorate at large). In short, in an electoralist
era, parties may let their leaders ‘have their way’ as long as they can deliver
the electoral rewards.

Exerting power outside zones of autonomous control requires resources to
overcome potential resistance. Those may be the usual power resources,
including formal powers, staff, and funding, but they may increasingly be
connected to the capacity to set agendas and define the alternatives at stake.
Increasing control over communication flows is central to this since it fur-
nishes political leaders with enhanced potential to influence the perception of
others (whether decision-makers or the public at large) as to the range of
viable choices. In fact, growing involvement in international negotiation
systems (either on party or government levels) tends to make this power to
define the alternatives almost irresistible, because multi-lateral international
agreements can rarely be re-negotiated following domestic dissent.

It follows from the preceding discussion that increased leadership power
flows from the combined effect of growing autonomy and enhanced power
resources. While much of this is related to structural changes such as increas-
ing international interconnectedness, a considerable portion of it will be
contingent upon the specific political context, most notably the personal
appeal of a leader.

The executive and party faces of presidentialization revolve around the
growing power of leaders vis-a-vis their parties. Essentially, the pertinent
question is whether the exercise of power is highly personalized or primarily
party-constrained (‘partified’ in the terminology expressed in Fig. 1.1). This
question can be addressed in respect of two crucially important political
arenas: the political executive of the state (for governing parties) and the
political party itself (for all parties).* Thus, one way in which we might expect
to find evidence of presidentialization of power would be through a shift in
intra-executive power to the benefit of the head of government (whether this
is a prime minister or a president). At the same time, executives as a whole
would become increasingly independent of direct interference from ‘their’
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parties. While partified government means governing through parties (Katz
1986: 42-6), presidentialized government implies governing past parties. As is
indicated in Fig. 1.1, we would assume the logical starting and endpoints
to differ substantially between regime types, because different regime
types provide their leaders with different degrees of autonomy and power
resources.

The party face

The second arena in which the presidentialization of power could reveal itself
is the political party itself; this would involve a shift in intra-party power to the
benefit of the leader. Were this to be the case, we would expect to find
evidence of growing leadership autonomy from the dominant coalitions of
power within the party. This might occur in a number of ways, including
structural changes like the introduction of direct leadership elections by the
party rank-and-file. As a result, party activists and factional leaders cease to
be the decisive power base of party leaders; rather, claims to leadership rest
on personalized mandates. This is likely to be accompanied by a shift
towards plebiscitary modes of communication and mobilization which are
contingent upon individual leaders’ public appeal and communication skills.
Increasingly, leaders seek to bypass sub-leaders and activist strata of the
party and communicate directly with members (or even voters) in respect of
programmatic or strategic questions. Probably most relevant in this regard
is the shift towards candidate-centred electioneering (see below), since it is
essentially the leader rather than the party who competes for a popular
mandate; not surprisingly, therefore, the leader may expect to be accorded
considerable autonomy by the party in devising his or her own policy
programme.

The tendency towards personalized leadership is likely to lead to a con-
centration of power resources in the leader’s office. However, the logic of
presidentialization suggests that the bulk of these resources will not be
directed towards controlling the party machinery. Instead, they will be used
for enhancing the leader’s personal standing through coordinated planning
and public relations activities.

To be sure, it is likely that leaders who base their leadership on such (often
solely) contingent claims to a personalized mandate will seek to consolidate
their leadership by enhancing their control of the party machinery, not least
through appropriate statutory changes which give them more direct power
over the party. However, this may be a risky strategy in that it could provoke
reactions by the party’s middle-level strata. While they may have been
prepared to accept leadership domination as long as it is contingent on (the
promise of) electoral appeal, they are likely to resent the formalization of
such power. Hence, while the presidentialization of internal party politics
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may be accompanied by growing control of the party machinery, this is not
an essential characteristic of it. Rather, it is characterized by a shift towards
personalized leadership which may be very strong as long as it is successful
electorally, but which is likely to be vulnerable in times of impending or
actual electoral defeat. In other words, we would expect party leaders to be
less likely to survive electoral defeat than has been the case in the past.

What would be the effects of presidentialization on the mode of interaction
between the chief executive and political parties in a formally presidential
system? Essentially, it would follow the same logic as in a presidentializing
parliamentary system. To the extent that the growth of executive power and
the effects of electoral presidentialization have elevated the president to a
paramount political figure he or she will begin to govern increasingly past the
parties in the legislature. In other words, presidents will increasingly use the
power of their popular mandate and the weight of their executive power to
‘have their way’ in parliament without directly attempting to control or lead
parties.

The electoral face

This brings us to the third face of presidentialization, which concerns elect-
oral processes. Again, it involves a shift from partified control to domination
by leaders. This may be revealed in a number of closely interrelated ways.
First, through a growing emphasis on leadership appeals in election campaign-
ing. Again, it seems increasingly common to encounter references to the
‘personalized’, ‘presidential’, or ‘candidate-centred’ campaigns of certain
leaders in democratic societies (for instance, Crewe and King 1994; Mughan
1993; Semetko 1996). Although such developments may well be partly con-
tingent on the personalities and leadership styles of particular leaders, they
are becoming too widespread and enduring in parliamentary regimes to be
explained entirely in these terms. Second, and relatedly, we may expect such
campaigning to be reflected by the media so that media coverage of politics
focuses more on leaders. Third, we might reasonably expect such develop-
ments to resonate within the electorate: thus, evidence of the presidentializa-
tion of electoral processes could also be constituted by the growing
significance of leader effects in voting behaviour. Note that it may be difficult
to establish evidence of a systematic growth of leadership effects since they
are highly dependent on contingencies such as leaders’ personalities and the
changing political context of elections (Bean and Mughan 1989; Kaase 1994;
King 2002). For instance, the politics of a nation may alternate between
polarized and consensual phases and it is reasonable to expect that leader
effects would play a stronger role in the absence of highly contentious issues.
That said, even a small leadership effect could make all the difference on
election day. This, and the widespread perception of growing leadership
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effects may be sufficient to convince parties and their campaign planners that
it is necessary to personalize campaigns. In other words, even if leadership
effects are minimal, the parties may respond to their perceived relevance by
consciously personalizing their campaigns.

Overall, then, it should be clear from the foregoing discussion that the
‘presidentialization of democratic regimes’ entails a shift away from partified
democracy in terms of one, two, or all three of the dimensions that we have
identified. To be sure, the rate and extent of movement along the respective
faces of presidentialization may vary within (as well as between) countries.
These variations reflect the impact of the different forces driving the pro-
cesses of change within each of the faces (see below). However, these processes
are logically connected, which means we are unlikely to find shifts in one face
accompanied by complete stasis (or even counter-movement) in others.

THE DYNAMICS OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

What are the effects of presidentialization under the conditions imposed by
different political systems? One of the most widely deployed categorizations
in the analysis of contemporary democracies is Arend Lijphart’s distinction
between majoritarian and consensual systems, by which regimes are placed
on a continuum ranging between these two ideal-typical poles (Lijphart
1984). Given that our concept of presidentialization is strongly concerned
with a shift from a ‘partified’ to a ‘presidentialized’ mode of operation, it is
imperative to ask whether we expect the dynamics of presidentialization to
differ between consensual and majoritarian systems.

Consensual democracies are defined by the fact that the ability of the
government of the day to wield power is severely constrained by the existence
of a number of institutionalized veto points (Kaiser 1997; Lijphart 1999).
These may include judicial review, strong second chambers, coalition part-
ners or pivotal parties in parliament (in the case of minority governments),
neo-corporatist negotiation systems, independent central banks, etc. Major-
itarian systems, on the contrary, furnish governments with large zones of
autonomy. In other words, governments can decide a much larger range of
issues without having to take other power centres into account. In all par-
liamentary systems, however, this autonomy is contingent upon the con-
tinued support (or tolerance) of the government by a parliamentary majority.

Under conditions of presidentialization, chief executives in majoritarian
systems have more immediate power at their disposal than their counterparts
in consensual regimes. While they may not differ with regard to power
resources and autonomy vis-a-vis their own party, they can use their elevated
position more directly, because governments in majoritarian systems
generally enjoy larger zones of autonomy. Government leaders in strongly
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consensual systems, on the other hand, need to acquire an elevated position
vis-a-vis veto players within the political system in order to achieve their goals
(see Fig. 1.2). In effect, they need to extend their own and their government’s
zones of autonomy by reducing the ability of veto players to interfere with the
objectives of the government. In doing this, they can use exactly the same
resources as a chief executive in a majoritarian system (such as their personal
mandate, advisory staff, and so on). However, while a chief executive in a
majoritarian system uses these resources primarily to maintain his or her
autonomous position vis-a-vis their own party, leaders in consensual systems
primarily need to develop these resources in order to extend their autonomy
vis-a-vis other actors in the political system (e.g., coalition partners, state
governments, neo-corporatist actors, etc.). Their position is less threatened
by their own party because they may be able to justify their decisions by
referring to the constraints imposed upon them by veto players. In this
sense, the very nature of consensual politics provides them with additional
power resources.
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In addition, under conditions of presidentialization, government leaders in
consensual systems will greatly benefit from their role as chief mediators
between influential political forces, because it puts them unequivocally at
the centre of the political stage. Nevertheless, while the chief executive in a
majoritarian system will have an elevated position by virtue of his position at
the head of a single-party, or majority coalition government which dominates
the legislature under conditions of bipolar competition, the leader in a con-
sensual system needs to acquire this elevated position through performance in
office. In fact, he may become prime minister as a ‘party animal’ and go on to
acquire a ‘presidentialized’ stature through his role as a chief negotiator,
which will then, in turn, lead to a far more presidentialized campaign in the
following legislative election. If successful, he may become even more autono-
mous of his own party than his counterparts in majoritarian systems, because
his ability to govern is less directly linked to electoral performance: while a lost
majority in a majoritarian system will normally terminate the leader’s gov-
ernmental incumbency (and often also his control over the party), a strong
leader in a consensual system may be returned to office by virtue of his
continuing position as chief negotiator and arbiter of the government, even
if his party has declined at the polls.

THE CAUSES OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

In addition to contingent factors related to the political context and the
personality of leaders, we would hypothesize that the following structural
factors are most important for explaining shifts towards a more presidentia-
lized mode of governance in modern democracies. The major causal flows are
summarized in Fig. 1.3 (see page 16).

Internationalization of politics

It is now almost trite to observe that many of the most challenging political
problems facing governments can only be dealt with via international co-
operation. This is implicit in the frequently deployed concept of globaliza-
tion, and examples can easily be found in policy contexts as diverse as the
policing of ethnic conflict (as in the former Yugoslavia), the fight against
international terrorism, the battle against environmental pollution, the es-
tablishment of effective and just asylum and immigration policies, and the
control of global financial markets and patterns of transnational investment.
Where such issues are dealt with via inter-governmental negotiation, this
shifts power to the heads of governments and some of their key advisers or
governmental colleagues. Increasingly, parliaments and even cabinets can
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only ratify the decisions which have been taken elsewhere. In particular, it
would seem likely that the process of European integration means that a
substantial part of domestic politics is now decided like international politics,
which is a traditional domain of leaders and senior members of governments
(as opposed to cabinets, parliaments, and parties).

Growth of the state

The growth of the state has been a long-term process which has undoubtedly
led to greater bureaucratic complexity and organizational specialization.
Peters et al. (2000: 8) describe this in terms of the twin processes of institu-
tional differentiation (‘increasing the organizational types through which
government works’) and institutional pluralization (‘increasing numbers of
the same type of organization’). The growing complexity and competence of
the state has generated a variety of responses, some of which would seem to
be relevant to the phenomenon of presidentialization, including:

e The centralization of power as the core executive seeks to coordinate the
‘institutional fragments’ of the state.

® The undermining of collective cabinet responsibility, as the trend to-
wards ‘sectorized’ policy-making brings more bilateral contacts between
relevant ministers and the head of the core executive.

Paradoxically, these processes may well go hand in hand with other initia-
tives designed to restructure the state by appearing to divest the executive of
power, for instance, through privatizing or hiving-off responsibilities to
agencies. Thus, strategies conducive to the presidentialization of politics
may be compatible with the sort of ‘hollowing-out’ strategies which govern-
ments have sometimes pursued in order to overcome problems of ‘ungovern-
ability’. Where this happens, the core executive attempts to reduce the scope
of its direct responsibility for government, while enhancing its coordinating
power in the domain which it continues to regard as strategically critical.
Whatever the precise approach:

there is general agreement that over the last thirty to forty years there has been a
steady movement towards the reinforcement of the political core executive in most
advanced industrial countries and, that within the core executive, there has been an
increasing centralization of authority around the person of the chief executive —
president, prime minister, or both (Peters et al. 2000: 7).

The changing structure of mass communication

Another major societal change which may be equally important in account-
ing for the phenomenon of presidentialization is the growing role of elec-
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tronic media since the early 1960s (van Deth 1995: 59), which has fundamen-
tally altered the nature of mass communication in modern democracies.
The widespread privatization of TV has further amplified these changes.
By its very nature, television tends to focus on personality rather than
programme in order to reduce the complexity of political issues, and politi-
cians frequently respond by concentrating on symbolism rather than sub-
stance and detail in order to cater for the media’s inherent needs (Bowler and
Farrell 1992; Farrell and Webb 2000). To be sure, it works both ways: to
a degree the media require and force politicians to adapt to their logic
and their format. Much of this so-called mediatization of modern politics,
however, may be the result of conscious choice by politicians to exploit the
visual media’s potential for simplification and symbolism for their own ends.
Thus, governmental leaders may use the potential of modern media commu-
nications techniques to bypass other executive actors in setting political
agendas.

The erosion of traditional social cleavage politics

Since the ‘end of ideology’ debates of the early 1960s, and the associated
interpretations of party transformation in the West (Bell 1960; Kirchheimer
1966; Lipset 1964), many observers have contended that traditional links
between mass parties and their bases of social group support have eroded.
This has found some confirmation in the work of electoral sociologists in the
1990s (Franklin et al. 1992), though it is not a view that has gone entirely
unchallenged (Bartolini and Mair 1990). Yet, a large cross-national study of
the organizational linkages between parties and the masses has found that
even though traditional parties have striven to maintain their organizational
connections to their core constituencies, these linkages have been weakened
both in substance and in terms of their overall scope (not least as a result of
the growth of new parties) (Poguntke 2000a, 2002). This has been particu-
larly pronounced for linkage through party membership (Katz et al. 1992,
Mair and van Biezen 2001). The weakening social anchorage of a party
entails the increasing pluralization of its social base and carries with it a
concomitant loss of social group ideology; the presentation of a coherent and
integrated programmatic package to the key constituency has been the key to
success in traditional cleavage politics. Yet the clear-cut orderliness of polit-
ical competition based on the conflict of social group ideologies (be they
class-linked, ethnic, or denominational) seems to be disappearing in modern
democracies; not only have electorates become socially and ideologically
more heterogeneous, but party programmes have followed suit. As a conse-
quence, where social group identities no longer dictate voter loyalties and
sharp ideological conflicts fail to provide unambiguous cues, factors such as
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the personal qualities of actual or prospective heads of governments may
become relatively more important for the conduct of election campaigns.
Simply put: if voters become ‘available’ as a result of loosening social ties and
clear programmatic alternatives are increasingly lacking, party politicians
may take refuge in a growing leadership-centredness of politics.

Fig. 1.3 specifies a number of hypothesized links between these causal
factors and the dependent variables, that is, the three faces of presidentializa-
tion. It should not be assumed that these triple processes run in perfect
simultaneity with each other: since our main causal factors have more
immediate effects on some faces of presidentialization than on others, they
might progress at different speeds and over different time-spans. That said, it
is expected that once one of these processes starts it will impact on the others.

From the foregoing account, it should be clear that we would hypothe-
size that the internationalization of politics and the growth of the state have
most immediate impact on executive presidentialization since they affect
government and decision-making. The erosion of cleavage politics, however,
is quite clearly a precondition of electoral presidentialization since it pro-
duces a shift in the factors influencing voter choice. The causal impact of the
changing structure of mass communication is more evenly spread. Indeed, we
would argue that it affects all faces of presidentialization (hence, the triple
arrows leading from the changing structure of mass communication in
Fig. 1.3).
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In the preceding discussion, we drew attention to the fact that it could:

e Influence voters to focus on leaders’ personal qualities in making their
electoral choices.

® Be exploited by party leaders in order to bypass colleagues in setting
political agendas.

® Provide a crucial power resource for chief executives to dominate their
governments and govern increasingly past their parties.

Finally, we should not overlook the fact that electoral, intra-party, and intra-
executive presidentialization could impact on each other. For instance, it is
plausible to suggest that as individual politicians are perceived to count for
more and more in the competition for electoral support, this justifies their
presidentialization of election campaigns, their grip on power within the
party and, should they win elective office, within the political executive of
the state itself. In other words, the presidentialization of electoral processes
generates greater leadership autonomy from the rest of the party, and en-
courages victorious party leaders to infer that their party’s mandate is to a
considerable extent a personal mandate, thus justifying their more dominant
role within the executive. More succinctly, according to this interpretation,
the presidentialization of electoral processes leads to the presidentialization
of power. Equally, however, it is possible that causality flows in the opposite
direction since structural changes like the internationalization of politics give
more executive power to leaders and this, in turn, may strengthen their
electoral appeal and their ability to dominate their party; that is, as executive
presidentialization occurs, so the media focus more on leaders and voters
then become more susceptible to leadership effects. Consequently, we have
included double-ended arrows between the triple faces of presidentialization
in Fig. 1.3.

LOGIC OF INQUIRY

While this book discusses the causes and constraints which condition
the presidentialization of democratic politics, its first task is to decide
how far the phenomenon exists as a matter of empirical observation. This
requires systematic examination of a range of democratic regimes, enabling us
to locate specific cases in terms of the typology outlined in Fig. 1.1, and in
particular to judge if they have shifted location towards the ‘northern’ (pre-
sidentialized) end of the vertical axis. Analytically, each case study looks at the
three faces (and individual elements) of presidentialization in turn and then
summarizes individual aspects in order to arrive at an overall conclusion as to
how pronounced the process of presidentialization has been in a particular
country.



18 Poguntke and Webb

Since the underlying questions on which this project is based are concerned
with change, contributors were asked to provide a sense of change from a
given baseline. What is the baseline date against which change should be
measured? In reality, change (where it has occurred) cannot be expected to
always start from the same year, which makes this a difficult question to
answer. However, some of the major causal factors which we have outlined
are known to have gained relevance from approximately 1960; this would
seem to be true of the development of mass access to TV, the erosion of
cleavage politics and the ‘internationalization’ of decision-making (at least in
the case of the European Community member-states). We have therefore
proposed that authors take 1960 as an approximate baseline year against
which to evaluate change, except where this would be plainly inappropriate
(for instance, when studying countries which experienced more recent tran-
sitions to democracy, such as Spain and Portugal). While the choice of the
early 1960s as a baseline for inquiring into electoral presidentialization seems
relatively straightforward, given the spread of mass access to television from
this time (van Deth 1995: 59), executive presidentialization is more complex.
We have already alluded to the fact that the internationalization of decision-
making has been given impetus by EC/EU membership, which occurs at
different times for the various member-states. But for these and other coun-
tries, the advent of the UN and NATO were also of obvious significance in
this regard, and they clearly pre-date 1960. In addition, the impact of the
growth of the state is hard to pinpoint in terms of a precise temporal starting-
point. The massive expansion of the welfare state has generally been regarded
as a dominant feature of the post-1945 era in advanced industrial democra-
cies, but the eventual impact of this in generating perceptions of governmen-
tal ‘overload’ did not really manifest itself until the 1970s (Birch 1984; Brittan
1977; King 1976). Thus, 1960 is only a very broad guideline, and where our
country experts have seen the need to emphasize the importance of other
nationally specific timelines in the presidentialization of politics in the cases
about which they are writing, they have been free to do so.

CHOICE OF INDICATORS

What are the possible indicators of presidentialization? Clearly, it is not
possible to suggest a list of empirical indicators that works equally well
across a large number of countries. Certain measures may not travel well
from one case to another, and may therefore not always be appropriate
indicators of the underlying concept in which we are interested (van Deth
1998). Given the complexity of the phenomenon we are studying, particular
attention needs to be given to finding functionally equivalent indicators
instead of simply using identical ones. To give but one example: frequent
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cabinet reshuffles may indicate a strong prime ministerial position in some
countries; elsewhere, however, the constitution may allow for the appoint-
ment of cabinet members not holding a seat in parliament, and this may
enable strong prime ministers to appoint a comparatively large number of
non-party specialists. Moreover, data constraints will mean that certain
indicators are not universally available. However, we have suggested the
following indicative list, which can be used to capture the phenomenon of
presidentialization.

Leadership power within the executive

The objective here is for authors to provide a sense of the changing power
resources and autonomy of leaders within government. How far are leaders
constrained by colleagues and parties (their own and those of coalition
partners) in the decisions they implement? Has there been any discernible
shift over time? Institutional, procedural, and resource changes are import-
ant in this regard. Have the formal powers of the head of government been
enhanced or restricted over time? Has the informal exercise of these powers
altered? Have the financial resources or personnel at the disposal of the head
of government developed? How far have non-constitutional factors such as
change in the party system affected the exercise of leadership power in
government? In addressing these issues, the following indicators—among
others—seem particularly relevant:

® The growth of resources at the disposal of the chief executive.

® Trends towards an integrated communication strategy controlled by the
chief executive as a means of defining policy alternatives (which is a
precondition for achieving desired decisions).

e Trends towards increasingly centralized control and coordination of
policy-making by the chief executive: do we find evidence that the
chief executive’s office seeks greater coordinating control of the policy-
making process?

® Trends towards more personal polling: do we find evidence that prime
ministerial offices regularly monitor the personal popularity of leaders
and voter policy preferences?

e A growing tendency of chief executives to appoint non-party techno-
crats or to promote rapidly politicians who lack a distinctive party
power base.

e A growing tendency to have more cabinet reshuffles while the prime
minister remains in office.

e Prime ministers increasingly invoking a personalized mandate based on
their electoral appeal, not least to control important decisions.
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Leadership power within the party

Similarly, authors focus on potential changes which may indicate the devel-
opment of a more personalized form of party leadership. In addition to
contingent gains of leadership power resources and autonomy due to polit-
ical seasons and personal qualities, there are a number of structural changes
which permanently strengthen the role of leaders and make them more
independent of middle-level party elites. Indicators of both contingent and
structural changes may include the following:

e Rule change which give party leaders more formal powers.

® The growth of the leaders’ offices in terms of funding and personnel.

® The capacity of leaders to forge programmes autonomously of their
parties.

® The use of plebiscitary modes of political communication and mobiliza-
tion. Do leaders seek to bypass sub-leader or activist strata of the party
by communicating directly with the grass roots in respect of program-
matic or strategic questions?

e Evidence of personalized mandates in the sense of people becoming
leading candidates despite not being the most senior party politicians
(for instance, Blair rather than Brown, Schréder rather than Lafontaine,
Rutelli rather than Amato, and so on).

e The institutionalization of direct leadership elections.

Candidate-centred electoral processes

Here the authors discuss the extent to which evidence suggests a presidentia-
lization of the electoral processes. Ideally, they should cover each of the three
aspects of electoral presidentialization we mentioned earlier (campaign style,
media focus, voting behaviour), though data constraints have not rendered
this feasible in every case. However, all country studies have addressed at
least two of our three dimensions of electoral presidentialization.

When looking at the extent to which media coverage has increasingly
concentrated on leaders, our contributors refer to content analyses of TV
and/or press coverage of election campaigns. In most cases, this involves the
use of material published elsewhere (such as Norris et al. 1999), but original
data sets have also been available for (re)analysis in some cases. Similarly, the
analysis of leadership focus in campaign styles often draws on published
studies of election campaigns. In addition, primary sources such as parties’
election publicity, their documentation and party political broadcasts have
been exploited, and interviews with campaign managers and senior politi-
cians used by some authors to arrive at a clear image of how political parties
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have adapted their campaign techniques to a changing media environment.
Finally, our contributors have reviewed the literature on national patterns of
voting behaviour in an attempt to gauge the possible changes in leader effects
on voting behaviour.

CONCLUSION

Our comparative study across a large number of modern democracies
provides ample evidence of the extent of structurally induced presidentiali-
zation. To be sure, some of the most conspicuous examples have been
driven by exceptional personalities like Margaret Thatcher, Tony Blair,
Silvio Berlusconi, or Helmut Kohl. Yet, there is strong evidence of an
underlying structural component in all our cases, which means that we are
not simply finding unsystematic fluctuation between presidentialized and
partified politics depending on contingent factors. Rather, a substantial
part of these changes has resulted from long-term—and to that extent
‘structural’—developments which are unlikely to be reversed in the foresee-
able future.

Some readers might wonder if the themes we address are treated
ahistorically. More than four decades ago, Edwin C. Hargrove observed
that:

Political scientists write of the inevitability of the ‘personalization of power’ in
modern industrial society. It is suggested that as the old politics of class and ideo-
logical conflict declines in Europe, as television becomes the chief means of political
information for the public, as parties and parliaments weaken before the executive,
power will increasingly become visible to people through popular leaders and these
leaders will be the chief means of engaging the political interest of publics (cited in
Farrell 1971: x).

The apparent prescience of these words is striking, indeed almost startling, as
we read them today. It makes us wonder if those who claim evidence of the
recent presidentialization of politics lack a sense of historical perspective.
Perhaps they do. Nevertheless, while we may admire the insight of observers
like Musgrove, it is clear that such judgements must have been impression-
istic, if not to say downright speculative, at the time they were made. Bear in
mind that they were articulated in the decade in which television was still
emerging in many European countries as the major source of political
information, and in which processes of cleavage change were less clear-cut
than they have since become. We have incomparably more evidence on which
to draw now in terms of our dependent and independent variables. Such
developments as may have been apparent to some keen-eyed observers in the
1960s are likely to be that much more pronounced these days. This is
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certainly the case, for instance, in respect of media structure, socio-political
cleavage formation, and the internationalization of decision-making. Thus,
the time is surely ripe for the presidentialization phenomenon to be investi-
gated in a thoroughgoing and systematic fashion.

What, then, are the likely effects of presidentialization on the quality of
democratic governance? First and foremost, more power resources and
autonomy for leaders means that their capacity to act has been enhanced.
They find it easier now to achieve desired policy decisions, to impose their
will on collective actors like cabinets or parties. This enables them to initiate
substantial policy reversals without first winning over the dominant coalition
within their parties. However, this does not necessarily mean that the effect-
ive steering capacity of the political centre has grown, though this may be the
intention. Certainly, leaders may have more control over policy decisions
than in the past, but they will not necessarily have improved their ability to
achieve desired outcomes. In other words, many of the well-known problems
of policy implementation could remain unaffected by trends towards a more
presidentialized mode of governance.

Second, presidentialized chief executives (and party leaders) increasingly
govern past their parties and, equally important, past the most important
social forces which support them. Skilful use of modern mass communication
has become an important resource for this strategy, and the recourse to a
personalized mandate makes modern leaders simultaneously both stronger
and weaker. As long as they can ride the tiger of an increasingly fickle public
opinion, they can ‘go it alone’; once public support begins to dwindle,
however, they are left with few allies.

NOTES

1. Theoretically, it is conceivable for constitutions to prescribe a situation in which a
president is not popularly elected, but is the head of the executive. In reality,
however, such a figure might well struggle to enjoy legitimate authority in a
democratic context.

2. The German Basic Law, for example, gives the Chancellor a more prominent
position, but it also stipulates the principle of ministerial and collective responsi-
bility (Smith 1982: 56-62). Note also that, according to Lijphart (1992: 6), there
are three examples of a truly collegial executive which is not responsible to
parliament: Switzerland, Cyprus (1960-3), and Uruguay (1952-67). Whether or
not they should be categorized as presidential is not relevant to the logic of our
argument.

3. See also Shugart and Carey (1992), who distinguish between two variants of semi-
presidentialism, that is, premier-presidentialism and president-parliamentarism.

4. Though note that we are primarily concerned with actual or potential parties of
government.
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The British Prime Minister:
Much More Than ‘First Among Equals’

Richard Heffernan and Paul Webb

INTRODUCTION

According to the analytical framework employed in this book, two key
features distinguish presidential from parliamentary regimes. First, the sep-
aration of powers between executive and legislature and second, the uniper-
sonal nature of executive power and responsibility. Because the executive and
legislative branches of government are fused in parliamentary systems, an
indirectly elected prime minister heads a parliamentary executive granted
office by virtue of its legislative majority. This partisan majority usually
empowers a prime minister vis-a-vis a non-independent, reactive, and weak
legislature, even though that legislature could remove him or her from office
if it so wished. In presidential systems, where there is separation rather than
fusion of powers between the executive and the legislature, the very opposite
is the case. The directly elected president does not depend on the legislature
for office, but is as a consequence less able to dominate an independent,
proactive, and strong legislature. Parliamentary executives are collegial, while
presidential executives are unipersonal. Rather than being composed of semi-
autonomous political actors drawn from the legislature, each of whom could
replace the prime minister as the head of government, presidential cabinets
are composed of non-autonomous actors who cannot replace the president,
and who invariably lack an independent political base of their own.

There are therefore differences and similarities between prime ministerial
and presidential chief executives, but both require two key power resources
to operate effectively: authority within the executive, and predominance over
the legislature. In broad terms, the best known exemplar of presidentialism,
the US, has an executive which undoubtedly possesses the first power re-
source, but lacks the second. By contrast, the British Prime Minister has the
second, exercising this power in concert with other senior members of his
executive, but has less power over the executive. However, in this chapter we
argue that prime ministers have taken great steps toward extending their
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authority within the executive, possessing a degree of personalized power
that marks a shift from a collective to a more individualized form of executive
government. Widespread charges of presidentialization were levied against
Margaret Thatcher when she was prime minister. Where Thatcher blazed a
trail, Tony Blair has followed. This is not just a product of two ambitious
individuals and their staffs, but indicates a set of cumulative structural
changes enacted over time, which have built on the executive’s traditional
freedom of manoeuvre within the UK system of parliamentary government.
These changes have enhanced the power of the prime minister. Furthermore,
they have been complemented by the enhancement of leaders’ traditional
intra-party power, and by the personalizing of electoral processes. This
suggests that many of the claims identified by the ‘presidentialization’ of
Britain’s parliamentary democracy may be more than mere journalistic
hyperbole: there is some substance to the claim, at least in terms of the
concept spelt out in Chapter 1. To be sure, Britain’s formal regime structures
remain essentially those of parliamentarism, which means that very real
constraints still operate on prime ministerial power under certain circum-
stances: John Major’s inability to control his more fractious parliamentary
backbenchers after 1992 illustrates the point only too well, and even
Thatcher and Blair eventually ran up against the limits of their constitutional
position. Even so, there is a long-term quality to some of the relevant
developments which implies that change is more than merely contingent.
We examine these developments in turn, starting with the nature of prime
ministerial power within the executive.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE

Changes in the UK executive have clearly weakened the decisional capacity
of the cabinet, strengthening the power of cabinet committees, ad hoc min-
isterial committees, and most significantly, encouraging bilateral decisional
processes involving the prime minister and individual ministers. In lessening
the collective power of cabinet, these reforms, coupled with the creation of a
Whitehall centre, have enhanced the power of a number of individual min-
isters, foremost among them the prime minister. It is the perception of prime
ministerial power, particularly with regard to Tony Blair, that has prompted
a growing public debate about the presidentialization of the UK parliamen-
tary system.

While a ‘prime minister’ ultimately cannot be a ‘president’, any more than
a dog can cross a species barrier and become a cat, debates about presiden-
tialization in the UK obviously reflect what Elgie terms the emergence of
‘more pluralistic conceptualizations of executive politics’ (Elgie 1997: 217).
There are ‘muddy waters of the borderline between parliamentarism and
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presidentialism’, particularly so when ‘what matters most is constitutional
practice, which may deviate from constitutional theory’ (Lane and Errson
1999: 121). All executives, presidential or parliamentary, are collegial to some
extent, even if parliamentary executives are more collegial than presidential
executives. All involve a degree of delegation of power from the executive centre
to the executive periphery, where actors have to share some degree of power
with others, and have their freedom of manoeuvre restricted as a result. But,
whatever the type of executive under consideration, if no one actor has ultimate
influence, some actors have considerably more power and influence than others.

Clearly, recent changes in the functioning of British government and polit-
ics mean that the differences and distinctions between, say, the prime minister
and his or her presidential counterparts, previously acute, have become
blurred. Of course, the notion of presidentialization should be treated with
some care. There is always the danger it may underplay the degree of collegi-
ality found in all political regimes, particularly within parliamentary systems.
Unlike a US president, no UK prime minister enjoys a ‘national constituency,
a fixed term of office, and an electoral and political independence from the
legislature’ (Foley 2000: 11). As a result, principally because they have no
security of tenure in office, prime ministers are aware of a threat to their
incumbency posed by senior ministerial colleagues, alternative premiers, as
it were, eager to replace them should the opportunity arise. No such threat
faces a US president, who cannot be unseated save for impeachment or death
and can only then be replaced by the vice-president. Nonetheless, recent
changes in political leadership, particularly ‘the enhanced emphasis upon
individual leadership, personal communications and presentational style’
(ibid.: 4) demonstrate that the British Prime Minister, especially when the
office is held by a well resourced and authoritative political actor, is in a very
strong position to be more than simply first among equals. Indeed, in com-
manding authority within the executive, the British Prime Minister may well
not only possess as much executive power as the US President, but in so doing
will also have far more legislative power, given the ability of the UK parlia-
mentary executive to command a weak, reactive legislature within which it
usually possesses a reliable partisan majority.

Tony Blair sought to expand the powers of the prime minister, cultivating
a presidential image, and aspiring to a ‘command premiership’ (Hennessy
1999a: 1; see also Foley 2000, 2002; Hennessy 1996b). It is incumbent upon
a prime minister to manage the executive by leading it, because unlike, say,
the US President, he or she cannot command it. Blair’s centralized leadership
of the Labour Party in opposition, 1994-7, was the model for his
premiership: ‘Blair’s impatience with the...Shadow Cabinet meant he
relied heavily on his personal aides and some supportive Shadow Mini-
sters... They knew his mind and shared his ideas of what needed to be
done. Those who were not on message were ruthlessly sidelined’ (Kavanagh
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and Seldon 1999: 243)." In office, his authority enhanced by office and its
administrative resources, Blair as prime minister largely dominated the gov-
ernment. It may remain the case that ‘even with an array of institutional
resources and the authority of the office a prime minister can achieve nothing
on their own’ (Smith 1999: 78), but Blair was his government’s key agenda-
setter, driving forward its programme, and made the most of his considerable
popularity while it lasted among his ministers, parliamentary colleagues, the
Labour Party at large, and, not least, large swathes of the electorate. That
said, it is clear that this popularity was seriously eroded among each of these
groups as a result of Blair’s single-minded prosecution of the war in Iraq in
2003; ultimately, this inhibited and undermined his exercise of power. Note,
however, that this does not necessarily undermine the presidentialization
thesis as stated in this book; it is acknowledged that parliamentarism retains
a variety of means by which it can inhibit prime ministerial power, and the
latter will fluctuate according to contingencies such as the incumbent’s
political popularity.

Prime ministerial institutional and personal power resources

Executive government is to some degree fragmented and internally divided,
and theories of the ‘core executive’ (Dunleavy and Rhodes 1990; Rhodes
1995, 1997; Smith 1999) focus on ‘the complex web of institutions, networks
and practices surrounding the prime minister, cabinet, cabinet committees,
and their official counterparts, less formalised ministerial . . . meetings, bilat-
eral negotiations and inter-departmental committees’ (Rhodes 1995: 12).
Here, rightly rejecting the outdated dichotomous rivalry between prime
ministerial and cabinet government theses (Crossman 1964; Jones 1965;
Mackintosh 1962), a number of core executive accounts suggest that
‘power does not lie anywhere in the system because it is everywhere. . .all
actors have resources, and outcomes need to be negotiated’ (Rhodes 1995:
14). Obviously, UK government is not necessarily as centralized as trad-
itional approaches have it, but neither is it anywhere near as fragmented or
decentralized as some suggest. The executive is segmented, but not wholly
pluralistic; power resources are never evenly distributed among all players.
Thus, in understanding the power of the prime minister, we can see hierarch-
ies matter, and that they are still to be found, perhaps in the plural rather
than the singular, in executive government in the UK. It does not take a
blinding insight to recognize that, say, the Chancellor of the Exchequer
possesses a greater field of command over policy than the Secretary of
State for Wales, and that the prime minister possesses a greater command
still. As we shall see, however, prime ministers do not have absolute,
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unconditional power. But, subject to any number of variable contingencies,
they do have significant conditional power, and growing structural capacity.

There are a number of models of executive governance detailing the
practical influence a parliamentary chief executive may or may not have.
Laver and Shepsle (1994) suggest six models of executive governance: prime
ministerial, cabinet, ministerial, bureaucratic, party, and legislative. Dun-
leavy and Rhodes (1995) propose five: prime ministerial government, prime
ministerial clique, cabinet government, ministerial government, segmented
decision-making, and bureaucratic coordination. Common to both classifi-
cations is the contrast between prime ministerial and cabinet government,
which were long regarded as polar antitheses within the British system. The
heyday of the debate about these models was the 1960s, the central protag-
onists being John Mackintosh (1962), Richard Crossman (1964), and George
Jones (1965). Crossman’s case was stated in clear and unequivocal terms, and
premised partly on the importance of leadership effects on the electorate:
‘Politics is inevitably personified and simplified in the public mind, into a
battle between two super-leaders—appointed for life or until they are re-
moved by intra-party coup d’etat’ (Crossman 1985: 183). That said, Cross-
man saw the growth of prime ministerial power as preceding the democratic
era. Even before 1867, the premier’s right to control patronage, to appoint
and dismiss ministers, and to set the cabinet agenda and announce its
decisions without recourse to formal voting assured him ‘near-presidential
powers’. This meant, to paraphrase Bagehot’s formula, the prime minister,
not the cabinet as a whole, was now the ‘hyphen which joins, the buckle
which fastens, the legislative part of the state to the executive part’ (ibid.:
189). Later, creation of a cabinet office (in 1916), and centralization and
unification of the civil service (in 1919) under Lloyd George proved to be
critical steps in enhancing the structural power of the prime minister. While it
is clear that prime ministerial power is never absolute and will fluctuate
contingently according to the vagaries of events and personalities, these
reforms clearly placed new institutional resources in the prime minister’s
hands, thereby facilitating his capacity to coordinate the work of the execu-
tive. While this power was enhanced yet further during the Second World
War, Crossman noted that there was ‘no return to normalcy’ under Clement
Attlee’s Labour governments of 1945-51, when ‘a well-organised system of
centralised decision taking replaced the rather haphazard autocracy of Sir
Winston (Churchill)’ (ibid.: 187). By the time he himself was set to join the
cabinet in 1964, Crossman felt it appropriate to conclude that ‘every Cabinet
minister is in a sense the prime minister’s agent—his assistant’, and ‘in so far
as ministers feel themselves to be agents of the premier, the British Cabinet
has now come to resemble the American cabinet’ (ibid.: 189).

George Jones’ riposte to the Crossman thesis did not deny each detail of it,
but emphasized the very real constraints which operated on prime ministerial



The British Prime Minister 31

power. In particular, he drew attention to the fact that while the civil service
may have been formally unified under Lloyd George, it was far from mono-
lithic. In reality, it was very hard for any prime minister to know all that was
going on in the whole machine of government: ‘to achieve anything he must
work with and through his ministers’ (Jones 1965: 215). Moreover, he
asserted that collective responsibility and power remained meaningful. Cru-
cially, perhaps, he couched this partly in terms of the supposed disadvantage
to the prime minister of not having any government department of his or her
own. Taken together, the prime minister’s private office and the cabinet office
did not constitute institutional resources comparable to those available to a
departmental minister (let alone to a US president). This meant the prime
minister was often excluded from the ‘germination stage’ of policy formula-
tion, only being brought in when discussions were complete and opinions
solidified.

As we shall shortly see, however, more recent analysis suggests that the
emergence of a coherent Whitehall centre means there has been considerable
development of the institutional resources at the disposal of the prime
minister. Indeed, we would argue that the most persuasive interpretation
currently abroad is that of government by prime ministerial cliques (Dun-
leavy and Rhodes 1990; Rhodes and Dunleavy 1995), a form of ‘shared
government’ where key executive actors and institutions possess power and
authority, but in which the prime minister is the key player. This model
provides an institutional basis for the presidentialization phenomenon. The
UK does not have collective government in the sense that all executive actors
have equal influence on policy making at all times. Nor does it have minis-
terial government, because ministers do not alone have sole responsibility for
policy under their jurisdiction. Prime ministers, although they cannot do
everything and have to delegate a number of intra-executive responsibilities,
are political actors of great consequence. The ‘potential for influence’ that
prime ministers possess, together with close, senior, elected, and non-elected
allies, has done much to facilitate the circumscription of less senior members
of the government in cabinet (and certainly beyond the cabinet) who are
unable to influence policy across the range of governmental responsibilities
beyond their own departmental interests. Government departments may
remain to some extent freestanding institutions, but the prime ministerial
centre clearly restricts departmental autonomy (excepting that of the all-
powerful Treasury), most usually by imposing financial and political con-
trols. Ultimately, together with key leading ministers, the prime minister is
responsible for ‘green-lighting’ all major policy initiatives across govern-
ment. Obviously, the opportunities for prime ministerial influence are greater
in certain policy sectors rather than others. For example, Tony Blair was
far more able to direct defence and foreign policy in regard to, say, Iraq
in 1998 and 2003, the Kosovo Crisis of 1999, and the war on terrorism
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(post-September 11, 2001), than he was in respect of the reform of education
or health policy. That said, contra Laver and Shepsle, policy formation is not
just departmental in form or origin. Any major proposal that Downing Street
strongly objects to (and can avoid) will not come to pass, and ministers who
lose out are, in the time honoured way, obliged to ‘shut up or get out’ (or
pursue the matter and run the risk of being thrown out).

While prime ministers are reliant upon ministers and officials to pursue
their goals, they do exercise considerable authority and power. How much
power, then, does a prime minister have? Smith (1999: 28-9) suggests, ‘all
actors within the core executive have resources, and in order to achieve their
goals they have to exchange them. The process of exchange occurs through
networks and alliances which develop because of mutual dependence. Be-
cause no actor has a monopoly of resources, power cannot be located within
a single site of the Core Executive. ... Consequently, there cannot be prime
ministerial government, because the prime minister will always depend on
other actors’. Obviously, no simple command and obey model applies, but, if
the prime minister does not possess 100 per cent of the power (indeed, no
institutional actor, not even the most despotic of dictators possesses that
amount), does this mean he or she cannot possess, say, 70 per cent at any
given time? Or 50 per cent? How ‘resource-rich’—to use Smith’s term—can
the prime minister be? How dependent on other actors can he or she be? How
dependent on the prime minister can other actors be?

As Smith himself recognizes, the prime minister is ‘in a structurally advan-
tageous position...at the centre of the networks that traverse the core
executive and therefore he or she has access to all areas of government. . . [is]
able to define the strategic direction of government. .. choose areas of policy
involvement . . .[and] has a view of government that is not available to other
ministers’ (Smith 1999: 77). While never being ‘totally free’ of other network
actors (no actor or institution in any political regime ever achieves this),
prime ministers exert influence by being ‘less dependent’ on them. To this
end, they require not a ‘monopoly of power’, just ‘sufficient power’. Thus, if
it is ‘impossible, and indeed fruitless, to try to identify a single site of power
within the core executive’, it is also impossible to suggest that power is
‘everywhere’. Power, always somewhere, is found in certain places more
than others; because it is not in one single place does not mean that it is
diffused across many places. Because particular executive actors are far
more important than others, the prime minister being a case in point, a
hierarchy of power exists among unequal actors; the UK parliamentary
executive is nowhere near as collegial as a number of core executive accounts
suggest.

The causes of prime ministerial power lie in the ability of the prime
minister to exercise a series of institutional and personal resources that
complement and advance his or her formal and informal powers (Heffernan
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2003). The institutional resource factors available to the prime minister
include the following:

® Leadership through being the legal head of the government, and making
use of the Royal prerogatives, which are theoretically unfettered, but
practically limited. These include the right to lead the government; ap-
point and dismiss ministers; allocate and reallocate portfolios; regulate
government business; create cabinet committees and appoint particular
ministers to them; refashion central government; generally supervise the
machinery of government; create peers; confer honours; and dissolve the
parliament and call a general election.

e Organizing a de facto prime ministerial department, using Downing
Street and the Cabinet Office to set policy agendas.

e Using the news media to set political agendas, by exploiting Downing
Street as a ‘bully pulpit’, in the manner of the US president.

® Managing the cabinet and its committee system, with the considerable
weakening of collective responsibility that results (Heffernan 2003:
356-64).

Institutional reform is especially significant, for it entails the strengthening of
the prime minister’s power-base in Whitehall, and has seen the establishment
of a reworked ‘Whitehall Centre’ comprising Downing Street and the Cab-
inet Office. This, in effect, furnishes the prime minister with that vital
resource Jones noted was absent in the 1960s, a department of his or her
own. The evidence for this is reviewed by Burch and Holliday (1999: 43) who
claim that:

... an executive office in all but name already exists. It centres on the Prime Minister’s
and Cabinet Offices, and has been crucially developed since the 1960s. . . there is now
substantial institutional capacity in its two component Offices, and the potential for
actors within them to exercise power has been enhanced...Quietly and without
publicity, indeed in an evolutionary manner that is typically British, there has been
a transformation of the centre of the state. The fact that it has not yet been labelled
should not be taken to mean that it does not exist. There are times when the territory
alters so much that our maps can no longer guide us and have to be changed. This is
one of those times.

While concurring with others that the premiership of Margaret Thatcher
was critical in the emergence of this de facto executive office at the heart of
the British state, they nevertheless insist that a very real accumulation
of functions, resources, and powers by the Prime Minister’s and Cabinet
Offices preceded her incumbency and has continued since. Such
developments cannot be dismissed as merely contingent, therefore, although
the extent to which such powers are wielded and resources exploited,
will vary from premier to premier. By all accounts, Tony Blair was
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heavily disposed to making full use of them. What is especially interesting is
the self-conscious way in which ‘presidential government’ was pursued by
Blair and his advisers. As journalist Peter Riddell puts it:

There has been a deliberate attempt to change the way Downing Street and the
Cabinet Office work to allow the Prime Minister to exercise more control over the
Whitehall machine. This has not occurred out of the blue. Mr. Blair’s close advisers
have studied the debate over the size and scope of the Prime Minister’s Office which
has developed since the 1960s. (quoted in Hennessy 1998: 10)

After 1997, Blair made numerous changes to the structure of Downing
Street, accompanying these with several personnel changes. By the time of
the 2005 general election, the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) was run by a
Chief of Staff (a choice of title that clearly evinces presidential connotations),
Jonathan Powell, a career diplomat who resigned to work for Blair when
Labour was still in opposition. After 1997, he was employed as a temporary
civil servant and was given direct responsibility for leading and co-ordinating
operations across Number 10. Geoff Mulgan, who previously ran the
Strategy Unit in the Cabinet Office, headed the Policy Directorate, working
alongside a career civil servant, Ivan Rogers, the Prime Minister’s principal
private secretary. Within this directorate a special adviser, Andrew Adonis,
was the Prime Minister’s Senior Policy Adviser on Education, Public Services
and Constitutional Reform, while Matthew Taylor had responsibility for
policy planning and strengthening links on policy between Number 10 and
the Labour Party. Three other special advisers ran other parts of the Down-
ing Street machine: Sally Morgan, the Director of Government Relations,
Pat McFadden, Director of Political Operations, and David Hill, who re-
placed the previously all-powerful Alistair Campbell as Director of Commu-
nications, with Godric Smith and Tom Kelly continuing to head up the Press
Office. There were a number of other special advisers who operated on behalf
of the PM outside this structure.

In total, Burch and Holliday (1999) estimated that the PMO employed
110-20 staff in the late 1990s, a number which grew to around 150 by the end
of Blair’s first term as premier (Hencke 2000). While the number of special
advisers within this overall total was somewhat smaller, it nevertheless grew
dramatically under Blair. When John Major left Downing Street in June
1997, he enjoyed the support of just eight special advisers, but by 1999, Blair
had increased this to twenty-five, a level which has remained broadly con-
stant since then. By 2003, some twenty-seven advisers out of eighty-one who
worked across all central government ministries in Whitehall were located in
the PMO (Committee on Standards in Public Life 2003: Para. 9.11).

Clearly, then, Blair enjoyed the support of a substantially stronger PMO
in attempting to coordinate the work of government. Key individual
advisers were particularly influential; the likes of Jonathan Powell and the
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former official spokesperson for the prime minister, Alastair Campbell, later
the Director of Communications and Strategy, have almost certainly been
much more powerful actors than most ministers. Foreign policy provides a
powerful illustration of the prime ministerial penchant for exploiting special
advisers. Sampson (2003) argued that ‘Blair has gone further than any prime
minister since Churchill in overriding and by-passing the advice of the
Foreign Office’, by establishing his own diplomatic staff at Number 10, and
promoting his own favourites, notably Sir David Manning and Sir Stephen
Wall: each of these men had their own retinue of support staff, and Manning
in particular was said to have become a more influential diplomat than the
Permanent Secretary (nominally the top civil servant) at the Foreign Office.
Moreover, Blair’s control of foreign policy—which became increasingly
pronounced after Robin Cook was replaced by Jack Straw as Foreign
Secretary—was further enhanced by his willingness to ‘politicize’ the diplo-
matic appointments process. To the consternation of career civil servants,
their road to the most senior postings no longer seemed to be via the
traditional path of steady promotion through embassies abroad, but through
catching the prime minister’s attention. Thus, the British ambassador in
Paris, Sir John Holmes, was previously Blair’s principal private secretary,
while the premier also chose John Sawers, his former private secretary at
Number 10, as his special envoy to Iraq. In addition, Blair appointed his
political ally and party fund-raiser, Lord Levy, to be a special envoy to the
Middle East, with his own base in the Foreign Office. All this indicates, as
Jenkins (1999) has suggested, that the prime minister’s various advisers and
envoys ‘run Britain to a degree that no previous Downing Street team has
done. They are far more than a kitchen cabinet. They are Mr Blair’ (see also
Kavanagh and Seldon 1999; Rawnsley 2000). However, in empowering the
prime minister, his officials remain his creatures and are never autonomous
of him.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, the role of these prime ministerial advisers has
become increasingly controversial (White 2004). In April 2003, the independ-
ent Committee on Standards in Public Life issued a report in which it
recommended clear legal definitions of the precise roles and lines of account-
ability concerning special advisers. It further recommended a limitation on
their numbers, although it did recognize the legitimate need for the prime
minister to have more advisers than other ministers (Committee on Stand-
ards in Public Life 2003: Para. 9.11). Among its main recommendations were
that: The number of special advisers available to the prime minister, while
greater than that at the disposal of other ministers, should be subject
to a clearly defined ceiling; most special advisers should be limited to
offering their political masters advice, and have no authority to direct
the work of career civil servants; subject to the approval of Parliament, a
small number of special advisers in the PMO should have ‘executive
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powers’—that is, the right to ‘have a role’ in the line management of civil
servants in the PMO and the Government Information and Communication
Service; and that advisers with executive power should be directly account-
able to the prime minister.

An executive order in council of 1997 had first legislated for the creation of
up to three advisers with executive powers. Until Alastair Campbell’s resig-
nation in 2003, he had been one, but his successor as Director of Communi-
cations in Downing Street, David Hill, was not given such powers. At the
time of writing, only Blair’s Chief of Staff, Jonathan Powell, retains these
privileges. To the dismay of the then Chair of the Committee on Standards in
Public Life, Sir Nigel Wicks, the government rejected the recommendations
limiting the number of PMO special advisers and referring the appointment
of advisers with executive powers to Parliament (Hencke 2003). Subse-
quently, the House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee
(2004) put Downing Street under further pressure on the matter by issuing
a draft Civil Service Bill in which it clearly supported the recommendations
of the Committee on Standards in Public Life. This controversy seems
set to continue. It is interesting that, while it reveals a recognition of a
prime minister’s legitimate need for a special level of resourcing and advice
if the strategic coordination of government is to be feasible, it nevertheless
seems to insist on limits to how far this should be allowed to develop.
It is hard to imagine so much concern about, say, the growing number of
advisers in a formally presidential setting. Underlying this concern is a sense
that an over-mighty executive office is not so appropriate in a parliamentary
context.

The second key institutional structure on which British prime ministers
may call is the Cabinet Office, headed by the Cabinet Secretary, currently Sir
Andrew Turnbull, who is also formally head of the Home Civil Service. Its
main functions are to manage the work of the civil service (under the aegis of
its Office of Public Service, which alone employs some 3,300 people) and to
service the cabinet and its committees (through the much smaller Cabinet
Secretariat). Unsuccessful Blairite experiments to head the Cabinet Office
with a ‘cabinet enforcer’, with Jack Cunningham, Mo Mowlam and Lord
Macdonald shoehorned into the post, failed because the PMO, working in
tandem with the Cabinet Secretary, had in fact become its own ‘enforcer’.
While Burch and Holliday (1999: 43) readily concede that the central state in
Britain is fragmented, they argue that this creates a pressing and persistent
need for coordination. The development of the PMO and the Cabinet Office
since 1970, and the growing connectedness between them, effectively means
that there now exists ‘an increasingly integrated core which operates as the
central point in the key policy networks of the British state’. This integrated
core to key policy networks is clearly at the disposal of the prime minister and
puts us in mind of Crossman’s expansion of Bagehot’s dictum, that the prime
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minister is now ‘the hyphen which joins, the buckle which fastens’ key
elements of the governing apparatus (Crossman 1985: xx).

This executive office in Whitehall has been facilitated by and for the prime
minister. It is charged with issuing prime ministerial instructions to depart-
ments, and with enabling the prime minister to respond to departmental
representations. Blair’s strengthening of this executive centre in Whitehall
was designed to boost the prime minister and thereby presidentialize the
government. Naturally, the more authoritative the prime minister, the more
authoritative this Whitehall Centre; the less authoritative the prime minister,
the less authoritative the Whitehall Centre. This centre no longer simply
arbitrates inter-government disputes, but now prioritizes issues, manages
business, and helps determine departmental priorities. A strong, proactive
centre provides a prime minister with the means to intervene across White-
hall where he or she chooses, supplementing without necessarily supplanting
the work of departments, directing them in certain areas, agenda-setting in
others. As Peter Mandelson, a one time Cabinet Office minister, argued in
1997, this Centre’s objective is to ‘evaluate, develop and promote policy on
the prime minister’s behalf...ensur[ing] that departments’ objectives and
measures are made consistent with overall government strategy’.” In the
words of one Downing Street insider, these reforms are designed to make
Number 10 ‘the dominant department in putting forward the message of the
government’ (Hennessy 2000: 486). And, we might reasonably add, thereby
make the prime minister the principal actor to influence what this message is.
Of course, as we shall see, this Whitehall Centre, working for Downing
Street, is not confined to Downing Street and the Cabinet Office: it necessar-
ily embraces the ever-powerful Treasury, particularly when that department
is headed by a powerful minister, such as by Gordon Brown.

In addition to the prime minister’s institutional resource factors, there are
a number of personal resource factors available to prime ministers which
enhance their authority. By themselves institutional resources may not pro-
vide prime ministerial power, particularly because prime ministerial author-
ity is associated with powers arising from party leadership and electoral—-
professional cadres (Mair 1994; Panebianco 1988; Shaw 1994; Webb 19925,
2000: 208-9). By virtue of being party leaders, prime ministers can accrue
political capital enabling them to exercise authority over the party and within
the executive. Such political capital is provided by a number of personal
power resources, and these include:

reputation, skill, and ability;

association with actual and anticipated political success;

public popularity; and

high standing in his or her party, parliamentary party, and government.
(Heffernan 2003: 350-6).
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It is obvious that, as prime minister with Commons majorities of 179 and
166, Tony Blair was going to be more powerful than John Major, a prime
minister with a majority of —1 in early 1997. Where Blair was strong,
Major was weak. Under Blair, Labour enjoyed unprecedented electoral
success in 1997, 2001 and 2005, while Major led the Conservatives to
electoral meltdown in 1997. While Blair generally presided over a unified
party, at least until the political discord arising from the invasion of
Iraq and public sector reform in 2003-4, Major led a party seriously
divided over Europe and between left and right. Compared to Major,
Blair basked in media approval for a long time, even if his government
eventually attracted its fair share of news media opprobrium.
Obviously, a ‘resource-rich’ prime minister will be more powerful than a
‘resource-poor’ one.

Clearly, in Tony Blair’s case, his personal power resources generally
enhanced the institutional resources available to him. A ‘Blair factor’
undoubtedly facilitated his less fettered prime ministerial leadership, some-
thing that, building on past reforms, strengthened the prime ministerial
centre. Of course, a prime minister may or may not possess personal re-
sources, and, when in possession of them, may use them wisely or badly,
may demonstrate policy failure rather than success, have a low rather than a
high party standing, be electorally popular or unpopular, and so on. The
possession of personal resources is never guaranteed. They come and go,
are acquired and squandered, won and lost. In short, the resources listed
above are contingent (Heffernan 2003). Tony Blair finally began to exhaust
his personal political resources by 2004, particularly in the wake of the war in
Iraq, the Hutton inquiry, and the controversy over Iraqi Weapons of Mass
Destruction. The evidence suggests that he lost the trust and esteem of many
voters, party members, backbench MPs, and indeed, some former ministers,
including former cabinet colleagues. However, while the structural con-
straints of the parliamentary constitution and the contingencies of
political life are always capable of biting back, it is important to note
that, regardless of the fate of Tony Blair, the underlying capacity for prime
ministerial domination of the executive has undoubtedly been enhanced by
his premiership.

Prime ministers, ministers and the hierarchical core executive

Of course, a prime minister’s power to determine government policy either as
leader, coordinator, or arbitrator is counterbalanced by constraints such as
collegiality, time, knowledge, expertise, and the ever-present pressure of
events. Often obliged to be as reactive as they are proactive, chief executives
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cannot do everything. They need to delegate authority, and have to react to
economic, social, political, and electoral demands, all of which impact upon
their ability to govern. Prime ministers have to work with the grain of the
institutions they inherit, and the actors they are surrounded with. They can
only reform where it is possible, perhaps only at the margin, not always at the
centre, and not everything they want to do can be attempted or achieved.
Of course this is true of presidents as well. However, British cabinet minis-
ters, in contrast to, say, their US counterparts, have some degree of auton-
omy. The more senior they are, the more autonomy they enjoy, and the
greater chance they have of being a check and balance on the prime minister,
either as members of a prime ministerial clique or as authoritative figures in
their own right. In this regard, the abandonment of Margaret Thatcher by
her parliamentary party and cabinet in November 1990 places the presiden-
tialization debate in some form of context.

According to constitutional convention, government should arrive at col-
lective decisions with all members of the cabinet participating fully. Such
collective decisions having been taken, all members of the government have
the duty to defend and advance them in public. Yet, not all members do so
participate. The Secretary of State for Defence has no real interest and little
inclination to take an interest in the workings of, say, the Department of
Health, and vice versa. Naturally, should health as an issue threaten the well-
being of the government, other ministers may take an interest, particularly if
they are expected to defend health policy in public. However, in contrast to
Bonar Law’s relaxed view of the prime minister as ‘a man [sic] at the head of a
big business who allows the work to be done by others. .. and gives it general
supervision’ (Clark 1998: 20), the prime minister is obliged to take an interest
in all government business and consider the wider picture beyond narrow
departmental interests. Only the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s responsibil-
ities remotely approach this, given that his or her interests embrace the
government’s budget and the public expenditure round, but while the Chan-
cellor may have considerable discretion and autonomy, these matters are also
discussed with the prime minister.

As with US cabinet members, British cabinet ministers are now expected to
stick to their departmental brief and are given less and less opportunity to
influence policy beyond their department.* To take but one example, when
the Secretary of State for Defence, Geoff Hoon, offered a comment on
economic policy at a cabinet meeting, the Chancellor of the Exchequer,
Gordon Brown, is said to have told him ‘it was none of his business’.*
Membership of a cabinet committee may grant a minister some wider influ-
ence within the executive (Dunleavy 1995, 2003), but, excepting issues where
collective discussion genuinely arrives at a strategic decision or a policy
stance, ad hoc committees and bilateral negotiations between the most senior
figures in government, specifically Tony Blair and Gordon Brown in the
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post-1997 Labour governments, often pre-empt cabinet committee deliber-
ations. This is because the executive is a set of hierarchical networks where
key ministers have more power and influence than others. A ‘creeping
bilateralism’ long present, is increasingly the name of the Whitehall game,
one empowering the prime minister and a clique at the expense of the
collective authority of cabinet. Ministers are often limited by their depart-
mental function; not so the prime minister.’

Bilateralism is therefore a key feature of growing prime ministerial power
within the executive. The prime minister influences policy decisions because
he or she is at the centre of an interlocking network of bilateral contacts. All
roads, as it were, lead to Rome. Kavanagh and Seldon report that during his
“first 25 months in office Blair held a total of 783 meetings with individual
ministers; over the same period, Major held 272 such sessions’ (Kavanagh
and Seldon 1999: 275). Blair met each cabinet minister at the beginning of the
parliamentary session to plan their departmental tasks and objectives for the
coming year; no other cabinet ministers were involved in this process, save
the Chancellor when the Treasury was involved in expenditure matters. In
addition, Blair conducted discussions with the permanent secretary of each
department to underpin the ‘contract’ he drew up with the departmental
minister and his officials monitored departmental progress.®

In the centre—periphery reality of the modern British executive, location is
everything; it determines which actor and what institution is at the centre of a
policy domain, and which are more consequential than others; those nearer
the centre naturally exert more influence. There is a number of actors in any
network, but rather than consider policy networks as simply pluralistic, it
should be emphasized that networks are hierarchical and that some actors
have more authority and power than others. Their internal hierarchies de-
termine how actors participate and how influential they may be. It is not
the case that either the cabinet will be all-powerful or the prime minister
omnipotent.

Power dependencies among actors within governmental institutions are
not all or nothing games. Yet, while not all-powerful, the prime minister can
be more powerful as an individual than the cabinet can be as a collective
body. Tony Blair most certainly was. Yet, placing to one side prime minis-
terial partisans and loyalists, some ministers are able to bring significant
weight to bear on the premier. One such example is Gordon Brown as
Chancellor of the Exchequer. With but two exceptions, Anthony Barber
and Norman Lamont, all chancellors of the exchequer since 1962 have been
putative prime ministers, alternatives-in-waiting to the incumbent, should he
or she falter, and Gordon Brown is no exception (Heffernan 2003; Rawnsley
2001). He was a very powerful minister with a significant degree of inde-
pendence of the prime minister. After 1997, Brown was plainly Blair’s
number two in the government, and had a political base that complemented



The British Prime Minister 41

his powerful departmental base; this combination placed him at the centre of
domestic policy. Indeed, such is the range of the Treasury’s policy interests,
it has been suggested that Brown operated in Whitehall as if he were ‘a
French prime minister with Blair as a kind of Fifth Republic president’
(Hennessy 2000: xx). In contrast to other executive actors, most notably
John Prescott, nominally the deputy prime minister, but with little auton-
omy to be anything other than loyal to Blair, Brown formed an axis with
Blair at the heart of the government.

Thanks to his standing in the Labour Party and his indispensability to the
government, Gordon Brown could constrain Tony Blair’s freedom of man-
oeuvre with respect to economic policy. This is because, like a prime minister,
a chancellor may well enjoy his own personal power resources, which en-
hance the institutional power resources provided by the Treasury. As a result,
because Gordon Brown had sufficient political capital generated from per-
sonal power resources, Tony Blair had to allow him considerable autonomy
in regard to economic policy. For the want of such resources, previous
chancellors—notably Norman Lamont in 1990-3—have not always enjoyed
such autonomy. However, while such a course is fraught with political
difficulties, Blair could restrain his chancellor, although the more political
capital Brown had, the harder it was to pursue that option, something best
illustrated by Blair—Brown spats over the issue of when (and if) Britain
should finally join the European single currency (Gamble and Kelly 2002;
Heffernan 2001).

That said, Blair and Brown together significantly constrained the freedom
of all other executive actors in economic policy matters. For example, the
1997-8 Comprehensive Spending Review setting the government’s expend-
iture priorities for the next three years, ‘was very much a prime minister—
chancellor, Treasury—No 10 Policy Unit affair, with the affected departments
getting very little look in during the crucial last weeks . .. [during which] the
cabinet’s public expenditure committee...definitely did not figure as the
locus of decision-taking’ (Hennessy 1999a: 9). In allocating spending re-
sources to departments for the three years from 1998, Blair and Brown
‘just called in ministers and told them what they were getting. There was no
appeal’ (Lipsey 2000: 165). Should prime minister and chancellor agree on
policy (as they generally did, differences on Euro entry notwithstanding), this
type of relationship is not a problem. When they disagree, however, and their
differences compound (or are inflamed by their respective camp followers), it
could create enormous difficulties for the government.

Obviously, government being some form of collective endeavour, partisans
and loyalists make their way up the government hierarchy in addition to
party figures who might perhaps offer a possible threat to the leader. Loyalty,
and to a lesser extent ability, remain the age-old means of political prefer-
ment within parliamentary government, but prime ministers also often deal
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with would-be potential opponents by buying them off, circumscribing them
by inclusion in government. Leaders often feel compelled to apply the crude
but apposite principle enunciated by Lyndon Johnson: keeping potential
rivals ‘inside the leadership tent pissing out’, rather than having them ‘out-
side the tent pissing in’. Clare Short’s incessant campaign for Tony Blair’s
head once she left the government in 2003 offers a case in point. All wise
prime ministers know they have often to keep their friends close, but their
enemies closer.

Advancement in government is still a matter of climbing the famous greasy
pole. Whether powerful or less powerful, resource-rich or resource-poor, the
prime minister sits atop that particular pole, and remains the key gatekeeper
determining who slithers up it and how high they climb. Understanding that
there are a number of centres of power within the core executive avoids the
failings of the Westminster model and incorporates many of the strengths of
the core executive model. This is why Rhodes’ suggestion (1999: xiv) that
‘power is relational, based on dependency not domination’ is accurate, but
only up to a point (Heffernan 2003). Because power is not simply relational
between actors, but also locational, dependent on whether actors are to be
found at the centre or the periphery of core executive networks, domination
can be as important as dependency.

The old Asquithian notion, then, that a prime minister may make what he
or she wishes of the position they hold, remains true, but only in part. Each
holder of the post can skilfully apply their formal and informal powers to
extend their authority, but their capacity to do so is dependent on the
personal and institutional resources they possess. These resources have
then to be applied effectively, first, in the executive and second, in the
legislature. However, although the prime minister occupies a very privileged
position within the executive, one that at times can border temporarily on the
autocratic, prime ministerial government, narrowly defined as a wholly
monocratic form of government, is not possible. But, obliged to treat their
executive as both obstacle and resource in the pursuit of their own agenda,
prime ministers can lead from the front, and do so in concert with their
clique, much as a US president works with key White House staffers and
leading cabinet members.

With the possible exception of Margaret Thatcher in 1983-6 and 1987-9,
Tony Blair has probably been the most executive-dominant prime minister
since 1945. Gordon Brown can lay claim to being the most executive-power-
ful Chancellor of the Exchequer in that same period. These two factors
indicate first, the reality of a creeping prime ministerial power within the
UK executive and second, its realization within a stratified, concentrically
circled hierarchy of government. It is such power that lies at the heart of
the presidentialization argument. Actors operate in an environment of insti-
tutional constraints and uneven distribution of resources. Within these
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limitations a number of prime ministerial strategies for accruing power can
be identified, foremost among them the creation of a coterie of advisers,
officials, and some (but by no means all) ministers. To be sure, the UK
political system does not automatically create a powerful prime minister.
The notion that power ‘does vary from prime minister to prime minister,
and . ..according to the political strength that a particular prime minister has
at any given time’ (Lawson 1994: 441) should always be very much borne in
mind; resources come and go, are acquired and lost, given and taken away.
But, at the very least, the past twenty-five years or so mark a definitive shift
towards a greater capacity for prime ministerial influence over government
and its activities. Crucially, however, in addition to their emergent intra-
executive influence, UK prime ministers enjoy powers unavailable to a US
president; courtesy of the majoritarian nature of the UK’s parliamentary and
unitary state, they lead an executive empowered with greater legislative
control than most presidential counterparts.

THE PARTY FACE

Of course, in the final instance, the prime minister’s dependence on party
within both executive and legislature is everything. John Major observed that
‘every leader is leader only with the support of his party’ (Major 1999: 626),
and Margaret Thatcher acknowledged that a ‘prime minister who knows that
his or her cabinet has withheld its support is fatally weakened’ (Thatcher
1993: 851). It remains the case that British prime ministers do not enjoy the
security of tenure granted to US presidents because their parties can dismiss
them at a moment’s notice; thus, parties are constraints as well as resources.
Leaders have to use both the prospect of reward and the threat of punish-
ment, the time-honoured carrot and stick, to manage and control their
parliamentary supporters. By these means, popular, well-resourced prime
ministers, in concert if needs be with certain cabinet colleagues, can dominate
their parties. But, as Tony Blair became all too aware after 2003, the risk of
backbench rebellion remains, something demonstrated by the tribulations of
both John Major and Margaret Thatcher.

Bagehot noted that ‘the principle of Parliament is obedience to leaders’,
and the powerful role Parliament provides to the executive is essential to an
understanding of UK government. Because its legislative acts are determined
by its partisan majority, Parliament, theoretically free to reject all decisions
of the executive, is unwilling, rather than unable, to do so. While still
responsible for scrutinizing and criticizing the decisions of the executive,
the legislature is also an arena for public discussion of political issues, able
to make recommendations for policies, actions, and decisions, and providing
a forum for executive accountability. However, because the Commons
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majority invariably chooses only to endorse or at best modify proposals laid
before them, the capacity to reject proposals is neutered by a partisan
straitjacket. While in theory the Commons can reject legislation presented
by the executive, in practice the executive has de facto power to enact
legislation. Moreover, doctrines of ministerial responsibility tend to be hon-
oured largely in the breach; though formally accountable for all that happens
in their government departments, few ministers resign—or are compelled by
the parliament to resign—over matters of policy failure or maladministration
within their purview (Kingdom 1999: 462-4). Similarly, it is extremely rare
for governments to be brought down by votes of no-confidence in the House
of Commons; only one post-war administration, Labour in 1979, was so
defeated because it lacked an overall majority. To this extent, it might seem
that the government is quite autonomous of the legislature, and therefore in a
position similar to a presidential executive operating under the separation of
powers. However, this would be an exaggeration. Ultimately, the executive
has still to govern through Parliament, and it leads rather than commands the
legislature thanks to a ‘law of anticipated reactions’ requiring government to
do only that which its majority can be persuaded (or coerced) to support.

It should further be noted that, to some extent or other, British parties
claim to be avowedly democratic organizations, which accord various
powers to their extra-parliamentary wings. This seems to point to the poten-
tial for yet further constraint on the leaders’ freedom of manoeuvre. On the
face of it, this hardly parallels the presidential model in which the leading
candidate for executive office is given great latitude by his or her party to
evolve an essentially personal programme of policy. Yet McKenzie (1955)
famously argued that pretensions of intra-party democracy should not blind
us to the fact of domination by parliamentary leaderships. Moreover, the
presidentialization thesis would seem to suggest that intra-party relation-
ships in Britain (both within parliament and outside) have further evolved to
enhance the de facto autonomy of party leaders. Is this true? Here we
examine the issue in respect of the major parties.

The Conservative Party

It should be said that the Conservative Party has made little pretence until
recently of running a democratic organization, and the leader has always
enjoyed considerable autonomy, at least in policy-making. The membership
has never had any formal policy-making rights vis-a-vis the parliamentary
leadership, although the capacity of Conservative Party conferences to exert
informal influence on frontbench Tories should not be underestimated (Kelly
1989). In response to the heavy electoral defeat of 1997 and the recrimin-
ations of some local party members with the parliamentary party, the then
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leader, William Hague, initiated a radical new constitutional structure for the
party.

The reforms were set out in Fresh Future, a document suffused with the
rhetoric of participation and democratization (Conservative Party 1998: 1).
The Fresh Future proposals were overwhelmingly endorsed by the party
membership in March 1998 and provided the party, for the first time, with
a unified and codified constitution. One of the most striking features of the
new party constitution is the disappearance of the legal autonomy of the
Constituency Associations, which are now formally subject to the authority
of the central party in a number of ways concerning organization and
finances, a radical departure from established tradition (Webb 2000: Ch. 7).
In policy-making matters little has changed: the various internal party con-
ferences and councils can influence but not determine policy, which leaves the
leader’s traditional status as the fount of all policy intact. On the other hand,
the local membership organizations retain much of their longstanding inde-
pendence in matters of candidate-selection. Indeed, Conservative members
have been accorded new rights in the procedures to select candidates for the
European Parliament, the Welsh Assembly, the Greater London Assembly,
and the Mayor of London (Conservative Party 1998: 22-3).

A more striking democratization of Conservative Party procedure is ap-
parent in the method of selecting the party leader. Prior to the Fresh Future
reforms (and since the mid-1960s), party leaders had been elected by fellow
parliamentarians: when William Hague was elected in July 1997, he required
the support of an overall majority and a clear margin of at least 15 per cent
over any other rival. The new constitution replaced this with a system in
which the parliamentary party only has the right to act as the preliminary
selectorate which, through a system of ballots, reduces to two the number of
candidates; the final choice between these remaining candidates is then in the
hands of the party’s mass membership, who cast their votes in a one-mem-
ber—one-vote postal ballot. This system was first employed in the election of
Iain Duncan Smith as Hague’s successor in September 2001. Though it
cannot be denied that this provides for leadership election by a greatly
increased suffrage, two points should be noted. First, the parliamentary
elite deprived the membership of the opportunity to exercise its vote in
choosing Duncan Smith’s successor in 2003. This was achieved by simple
virtue of the fact that only a single candidate—M ichael Howard—presented
himself. Howard’s supporters managed to convince his potential rivals that it
was in the best interest of the party to avoid a public, and possibly fractious,
contest for the leadership. On the face of it, this amounted to a remarkable
return to the days when Conservative leaders ‘emerged’ from the private
negotiations of party grandees. We cannot be sure that the grass roots will
always be denied their role in future leadership elections. Second, it should
also be noted that the new system makes it harder to depose incumbent
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leaders than hitherto. Whereas a challenge to a sitting leader could previously
be sparked by a contestant with the declared support of 10 per cent of the
party’s MPs, it can now only be triggered by an explicit vote of no confidence
in the leader and such a vote can itself only be called when at least 15 per cent
of MPs request it by writing to the Chair of the 1922 Committee. Of course,
the deposing of Tain Duncan Smith in the autumn of 2003 demonstrates that
this is not an impossible feat.

Overall, though, and notwithstanding Fresh Future’s bold assertion that
‘the reformed Conservative Party will be an open and democratic organiza-
tion...owned by its members’ (Conservative Party 1998: 21), it must be
reiterated that democratization does not really extend to the critical domain
of policy-making within the party. While there is evidence that some in the
parliamentary elite have doubts about the democratic turn represented by the
new constitution, it is safe to conclude that the strategic autonomy of the
Conservative Party leader—always relatively great—and his or her parlia-
mentary elite remains intact.

Labour

In Labour’s case, policy-making reforms since the 1980s have almost cer-
tainly been motivated by the desire to enhance the strategic autonomy of the
leadership. In particular, the leader’s capacity to shape programmatic ap-
peals and manage election campaigns has been maximized. Even though the
party constitution formally attributes intra-party sovereignty to the annual
conference, McKenzie (1955) showed how the parliamentary leadership has
traditionally enjoyed considerable strategic freedom to devise election mani-
festos and to govern relatively unimpeded by the extra-parliamentary party
once in office.

Beginning with Neil Kinnock’s leadership, the party leader’s policy-
making autonomy has been raised to new heights. This was partly apparent
in the development of a new system of campaign committees and a highly
influential team of advisers and officials which he gathered around himself.
This process of centralized leadership control over election campaigning has
undoubtedly been taken further by Blair. Kinnock also achieved a major
reorientation of party policy between 1987 and 1989 by a completely innov-
atory method which marginalized the National Executive and its system of
sub-committees (Heffernan and Marqusee 1992; Shaw 1994: 110-11). In the
wake of this, two further developments have been especially significant in
respect of Labour’s policy-making process. First, the role of the affiliated
unions has been restricted in a number of ways, most notably during the brief
leadership of John Smith (1992-4 [Webb 1995]). Second, Tony Blair pio-
neered a radical recasting of the formal policy-making process after the 1997
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general election through the Partnership in Power reforms (Labour Party
Manifesto 1997). While it is certainly true that the new two-year ‘rolling
programme’ of policy formulation which this ushered in allows for input by
individual members, local branches, and their representatives, it nevertheless
enshrines a powerful role for the leadership (Seyd 1999; Webb 2000: Ch. 7).
In essence, the new system is designed to be iterative and consensual, so that
Conference might no longer be the venue for highly publicized (or ‘gladia-
torial’) conflicts, and it seems likely that the leadership has engineered a
process by which it sets the agenda of policy debate from the outset, and
maximizes its opportunities for guiding the flow of debate by hindering the
articulation of public opposition, interpreting the outcome of consultation,
and framing the proposals which Conference considers. This could not really
be said of the previous system in which extra parliamentary actors such as the
National Executive Committee played more prominent roles.

In addition to these changes, Blair occasionally resorted to exercises in
plebiscitarian democracy. This was first evident in 1995, when used a ballot
of individual members to approve the major and highly symbolic change
to Clause IV of the party’s constitution. It was deployed again to gain
membership approval of the main features of the next election manifesto in
1996. Though ostensibly democratic, this model of constitutional change
clearly served to bypass local party activists whom Labour’s modernizers
regarded as too likely to offer resistance. This process was not without
its critics. For many, the plebiscitarian model of democracy has always
suggested the manipulation of gullible masses by cynical elites: in this
case, it might be said that, as Blair fought strongly to consolidate his
leadership, it enabled the ‘charismatic leader’ to bypass the local activists
and claim the support of the more moderate elements of the inactive mem-
bership. Regarded in this light, plebiscitarian democracy served a clear party
management function.

In addition to this new plebiscitarianism, Labour has extended democratic
rights to grass-root members mainly in the areas of candidate-selection
without necessarily undermining the leadership’s autonomy. Paradoxically,
it may even have enhanced it, as Peter Mair (1994: 16) has pointed out:

...1t is not the party congress or the middle-level elite, or the activists, who are being
empowered, but rather the ‘ordinary’ members, who are at once more docile and more
likely to endorse the policies (and candidates) proposed by the party leadership. . . the
activist layer inside the party, the traditionally more troublesome layer, becomes
marginalized . ..in contrast to the activists, these ordinary and often disaggregated
members are not very likely to mount a serious challenge against the positions
adopted by the leadership.

Finally, it should be noted that various changes have been made to procedure
in order to enhance the leadership’s control over the Parliamentary Labour
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Party (PLP). For instance, after the 1997 election all Labour MPs were
issued with pagers which could both summon them and tell them how to
vote in parliamentary divisions. Backbenchers were also regularly sent
faxed personalized press releases ready to be sent unchanged to their
local newspapers, is another indication of the determination of New La-
bour to keep all its component elements ‘on message’ (Kingdom 1999: 395).
That said, it may be that the perception that the party’s leading coteries are
centralizing ‘control freaks’ has been exaggerated, for there is no doubt
that the leadership has been faced with both private criticism and public
dissent from the parliamentary party since 1997 (Cowley and Stuart 2004).
This pressure has grown perceptibly since 1997, with backbench unease
over a range of issues including public sector reform and the war on Iraq.
The growing willingness of Labour MPs to dissent from the party line in
parliamentary voting (ibid.) generated a number of defeats for the govern-
ment in Commons votes after the general election of 2005. Indeed, at the
time of writing, it seems quite possible that this will become ‘the most
rebellious parliament in the post-war era’ (Cowley and Stuart 2006: 1). All
of this tends to re-emphasize the limits imposed by the country’s parlia-
mentary regime structures.

Overall, then, it is reasonable to conclude that, while the leadership has
always enjoyed considerable autonomy within the Conservative Party, and
continues to do so, the Labour leadership’s freedom of manoeuvre has been
enhanced since the middle of the 1980s. This has primarily been motivated by
electoral imperatives, which drive the leader to seek greater strategic control
over the party. While it is quite true that neither these developments, nor
Britain’s famous fusion of executive and legislative power, render major
party leaders completely immune to the effects of intra-party factionalism
or backbench rebellion (see, for instance, Norton 1975, 1978, 1980, 1994,
1998; Norton and Cowley 1996; Baker et al. 19934, 19935, 1999; Garry 1995;
Sowemimo 1996; Taggart 1996; Webb 2000: Ch. 6), it is nevertheless the case
that their general power within the parties is probably as strong as it ever has
been in peace-time.

THE ELECTORAL FACE
Electoral behaviour

In general, acres of media coverage are devoted to the personalities and
abilities of party leaders (Seymour-Ure 1997; Foley 2000), yet academics
have remained curiously detached from this phenomenon. In part this over-
sight reflected a general conviction, at least in the 1970s and 1980s, that
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structural determinants of the vote (such as social background and ideological
predisposition) counted for far more, and in part it reflected the feeling that
leadership evaluations were often simply caused by prior partisanship. That s,
for many voters, partisan affinities were assumed to affect the way in which
they perceived the respective merits of party leaders. Until recently, therefore,
few academics engaged in detailed studies of the independent impact of
leaders’ images. David Butler and Donald Stokes constituted a rare counter-
example when they demonstrated as long ago as the 1960s that voters could be
‘cross-pressured’ by favouring leaders from parties other than the one they
generally preferred. While it was true that partisan identity generally tended to
count for more than leadership evaluations (something which is broadly
confirmed at the aggregate level by the victory of parties whose leaders were
personally less popular than their counterparts in 1945, 1970 and 1979), it was
also notable that the incidence of electoral defection from preferred party was
greater among cross-pressured voters (Butler and Stokes 1969: 462-3). It was
the 1980s, however, before political scientists in Britain grew more interested
in the electoral impact of leaders, and they did so chiefly because evidence of
partisan dealignment after 1974 generally induced researchers to investigate
the impact of short-term influences on electoral choice; like issue effects,
leader effects (which plainly vary from election to election) obviously merited
renewed investigation in these terms (Newton 1993: 149).

In general, the research conducted on leader effects on individual-level
voting behaviour since then has, despite its methodological variety, con-
curred in the view that they are modest but significant (Crewe and King
1994; Graetz and McAllister 1987; Mughan 1995, 2000; Stewart and Clarke
1992; Webb 2000: Table 5.1). But how much do leader evaluations matter at
the aggregate level? Bartle et al. (1997, 2001) suggest that, while the effect of
leadership evaluations on individuals may be relatively slight compared to
other factors (such as social background or evaluations of government
performance), the aggregate impact on the electorate as a whole could still
be considerable. This would be the case if the distribution of such evaluations
was clearly skewed in favour of one leader over another. Thus, although a
pro-Blair evaluation significantly increased the probability of an individual
voting for Labour in 1997, this fact alone would have made little difference to
the overall election outcome if the majority of voters had preferred John
Major (or even, perhaps, if the electorate had been split equally between the
two men). However, the individual-level impact coupled with Blair’s clear
personal advantage over Major (an 18-point lead on the eve of poll) probably
helped Labour, though the overall impact appears to have been slight. Bartle
and Crewe (2001: 24) argue that:

Leadership effects as a whole therefore contributed 0.0174 or 1.7 percentage points to
Labour’s recorded plurality of 22 percentage points. Yet again leadership effects
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cannot be ignored in the 1997 general election but they were hardly decisive. Had
Major and Blair been evaluated equally favourably Labour’s majority would have
been cut from 11.9 to 11 points, altering the outcome in just four seats.

In the context of an election in which Labour achieved a 179-seat majority
over all other parties, this hardly seems earth-shattering news, but one could
certainly imagine scenarios in which a handful of seats might determine the
overall outcome of the election; close contests such as those of 1950, 1964,
and February 1974 could have turned on the impact of leadership effects of
similar magnitude to those reported in 1997 (though of course it should not
be assumed that leadership effects always will be of similar strength from one
election to another).

Bartle and his colleagues make a further point about leadership effects
which serves to take us into the territory of more general party reputations.
That is, quite apart from the narrowly conceived leadership effects we have
been exploring up to now, a leader’s impact can also lie further back in the
‘funnel of causality’ by virtue of his or her effect on general party image. John
Curtice (2003: 16) makes an essentially similar point:

[[In a parliamentary democracy a powerful leader can be expected to demonstrate
their influence by being able to shape the image of the party that they lead. If this is the
case then leaders matter not because of their ability to win votes independently of
their party on the basis of their personal appeal but rather because they can have a
decisive impact on voters’ evaluations of the parties that they lead.

In fact, Labour’s general reputation improved markedly between the elec-
tions of 1992 and 1997, and we might plausibly suppose that this in no small
measure reflected the impact of Tony Blair on the party. For instance, under
Blair not only did Labour’s reputation for competent leadership improve,
but the party’s images in respect of ‘extremism’ and internal disunity were
also significantly enhanced (King 1998: 203). The question of how ‘extreme’
Labour was seen to be—a potentially serious issue in the context of an
electorate with normally distributed core values and centripetal party com-
petition—partly reflected Blair’s determination to shift the party into centrist
ideological space, but it also hinged on the leader’s particular style of party
management. That is, Blair quickly demonstrated his ruthlessness at impos-
ing party discipline and continuing the work started by Neil Kinnock in
marginalizing the radicals in his party. Similarly, while the importance of a
party’s reputation for cohesion has already been discussed, it is worth adding
that such a reputation will again reflect in no small measure the managerial
skills of the leaders. Thus, while John Major was often depicted as indecisive
and vacillating in the face of his recalcitrant colleagues, Blair was viewed as
utterly determined to impose a uniform party line. As Philip Norton has said
of Major, he was essentially a ‘balancer’ who sought to maintain some kind
of equilibrium between the various intra-party groups, but his many critics
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viewed such an approach as disastrous, and frequently said so in public
(Norton 1998: 96). By contrast, a priority of Tony Blair’s from the moment
he assumed leadership of the Labour Party was party unity, ‘. ..and both the
shadow cabinet and the PLP were run in a strictly controlled manner from
1994 onwards’ (Seyd 1998: 66).

But have leadership effects on voters grown over time—something we
would expect if the presidentialization thesis were accurate? Crewe and
King have estimated that the net aggregate impact of leadership evaluations
has not increased over time, but has fluctuated in a contingent manner, with
1979 representing the high point of net gains to one party derived from leader
preferences (Crewe and King 1994: 139). However, their evidence only tells
us about net effects at the aggregate level, and these are not necessarily
related to gross effects. That is, the overall number of voters for whom
leadership evaluations are important (the gross aggregate effect) may well
increase over time, but if these evaluations are distributed in such a way as to
(largely) cancel one another out, then the net effect may be barely visible. The
distribution of such leadership preferences is bound to vary contingently over
time according to events and personalities, so Crewe and King’s findings are
unsurprising. Of greater interest to us is measurement of gross aggregate-
level effects and individual-level voter effects. The presidentialization thesis
implies that parties will modify their campaign styles and structures as they
come to perceive a growing potential for votes to be swayed by leadership
evaluations. Evidence of an increase in individual-level or gross aggregate-
level leadership effects is all that is necessary to confirm such potential; the
actual net effects will vary in a contingent fashion. Mughan (2000: 49)
confirms that this is indeed the case, interpreting his evidence as implying
an increase in leadership effects since the 1960s and 1970s (with 1987 repre-
senting the high point). This would seem to be an important step in confirm-
ing the presidentialization thesis.

Campaign styles and media coverage

This aspect of the presidentialization thesis is closely connected with the
immediately foregoing one: clearly, parties can be expected to respond to
the growing potential for leadership effects on voting behaviour by making
leaders a more prominent focus of their election campaigns. Is this true of
modern Britain? Much academic attention has been devoted to the develop-
ment of election campaigning in Britain since the 1980s (see especially
Franklin 1994; Kavanagh 1995; Lees-Marshment 2001; Rosenbaum 1997,
Scammell 1995, 1999), reflecting widespread interest in the evolution of
campaign methods and styles. Prior to the era of mass access to television
(around 1960), election campaigns were characterized by limited (and
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relatively late) preparation, the use of traditional party bureaucrats and
volunteer activists, direct communication with electors through public meet-
ings, rallies, and canvassing (plus indirect communication via partisan news-
papers), and relatively little central coordination of campaigning across the
country. Televisualization of campaigning gradually altered this traditional
model, mainly by producing a far greater emphasis on indirect communica-
tion with voters via TV, but it was really only after 1979 that the modern-
ization and professionalization of campaigning took a ‘quantum leap’
forward in Britain (Scammell 1995: Ch. 2). By 1987, both major parties
had adopted a model of campaigning which differed from the traditional
approach in a number of important respects, including a growing emphasis
on the role and personal appeal of the party leader. Clearly, leadership
predominance has been considerably reinforced by modern ‘catch-all’ elec-
tioneering, something that encourages the marketing and packaging of the
party leadership, rather than the wider political party (Jones 1996; Mancini
and Swanson 1996; Scammell 1995).

Neil Kinnock’s leadership represents a significant turning point in presi-
dentializing Labour’s campaign style. This was revealed in two ways. First,
Kinnock took pains to develop a new system of campaign committees and to
gather around himself a highly influential team of advisers and officials
(Webb 1992b: 269-70). In effect, the previous system which had granted
the leading role to a hopelessly large and functionally undifferentiated cam-
paign committee of fluctuating membership was abolished, and its place was
taken by a new structure which allowed the leader and a small coterie of
strategic advisers to devise and coordinate a carefully planned national
campaign. Second, Kinnock himself took an unusually prominent place
in the public campaign, inducing commentators at the time to describe
Labour’s 1987 campaign as ‘presidential’ in character (Webb 19924). Par-
ticularly notable in this respect was the Party Election Broadcast (PEB)
produced by actor/script-writer Colin Welland and director Hugh Hudson
(the Chariots of Fire team) which was simply entitled Kinnock. This concen-
trated exclusively on the personality and qualities of Labour’s leader, and—
highly unusually—was even re-broadcast later in the campaign. Polls indi-
cated an immediate and positive reaction on the part of electors, although
William Miller argued that Kinnock’s image improved most in unimportant
areas like ‘seeming energetic’ or in areas where he already had a large lead,
like ‘being caring’ or ‘willing to listen’ (Miller et al. 1990: 151). Labour’s
strategists subsequently contended that the Kinnock broadcast was ‘not
simply a biographical tract...it was using him as a vehicle—in fact, as the
device—for saying something about the Labour Party’ (Hewitt and Mandel-
son 1989: 53). Even if this were so, however, it would tend to confirm rather
than contradict the presidentialization thesis since the leader would be cen-
tral to the message that the party strategists seek to convey to the electorate.
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As Butler and Kavanagh put it (1997: 91), ‘the running of a campaign
depends upon the party leader, who must be the ultimate campaign director
and the central bearer of the party message’. This brings us back again to the
argument proposed by commentators like Curtice and Bartle, that the pre-
sidentialization of electoral processes in parliamentary systems essentially
occurs through the impact of the leader on a party’s overall image.

Since Kinnock, Labour’s campaigning has maintained its leadership focus.
PEBs have, if anything, tended to be even more oriented towards Blair than
they were towards Kinnock (which is hardly surprising as the polls suggested
that Blair was overwhelmingly more popular than John Major in 1997 or
William Hague in 2001, thus indicating that he was potentially an important
electoral asset). It is well known that officials from Labour’s national head-
quarters spent time during the 1990s observing the work of the US Demo-
crats and attempting to draw lessons for British campaigning (Braggins et al.
1993). Bill Clinton’s presidential campaign in 1992 was studied carefully and
one of the central lessons which New Labour strategists felt they could adopt
from this was promotion of Blair as a dynamic young leader. He figured
heavily in Labour’s PEBs, especially in Tony: The Home Video, a ‘fly-on-the-
wall’ style film made by the director Molly Dineen. Interestingly, one PEB
concluded by exhorting voters to ‘Give Tony Blair your mandate’: it is hard
to think of a more presidential formulation than this personalized appeal.
Indeed, the much heralded decision of the Sun newspaper to switch its
allegiance from Conservative to Labour was carefully couched as an appeal
to vote for ‘Blair’ rather than ‘Labour’. This was illustrated by the front page
headline announcing the change—‘The Sun Backs Blair'—complete with a
photograph of the Labour leader reading the newspaper. Once again in 2001,
one of the party’s five PEBs was dedicated to the qualities of ‘the real Tony
Blair’ (Harrison 2001: 150). It is fascinating too to observe that even Blair’s
wife Cherie was a much more prolific subject for press photographers during
the 1997 campaign (and subsequently) than other leading Labour politicians
such as Deputy Leader John Prescott or Shadow Chancellor Gordon Brown
(Scammell and Harrop 1997: 181). This was surely not true of previous party
leaders’ spouses, even prime ministerial ones such as Norma Major, Dennis
Thatcher, Audrey Callaghan, or Mary Wilson, though Glenys Kinnock was
certainly quite prominent in campaign projections such as Kinnock: The
Movie. This rather suggests that Labour’s campaign strategists see leaders
and their families as a legitimate and significant marketing focus, something
which is typical of presidential candidates and their (putative) “first ladies’.

For the Conservatives, Margaret Thatcher always played very prominent
campaign roles, though not necessarily more so than Kinnock or Blair for
Labour. Typically, she too had entire election broadcasts devoted to her as
leader, and she inevitably dominated press conferences and TV appearances.
Her positive personal ratings held up throughout the 1980s although by 1987
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she was attracting an unprecedented degree of attention concerning her style
of government; she was closely questioned on TV about her capacity for
admitting mistakes and suppressing conventions of cabinet government,
while Labour tried to make the most out the personality and values which
‘cut her off from ordinary people’ (Webb 19924). Though this hardly dam-
aged the Conservatives at that time, it might have helped weaken Thatcher
herself in the long run. The question of her style of leadership was clearly a
central factor in her political demise in 1990. John Major was widely
regarded as an electoral asset to his party in 1992, at least compared to
Thatcher (Crewe and King 1994: 135), but was undoubtedly a net liability
by 1997, as we have seen. Nevertheless, almost perversely in view of his
persistently dismal personal opinion poll ratings, the Conservative campaign
focused heavily on him. This reflected a conscious strategy to pursue a
‘deliberately presidential race of Major versus Blair’, on the premise that
Blair was the ‘only thing’ which Labour really had going for it, but that he
had been given a ‘very soft ride’ hitherto (Norris et al. 1999: 57). For their
part, Labour’s strategists were keen to take up such a challenge, confident of
their man’s advantage on such terrain. Butler and Kavanagh (1997: 91) noted
how at times Major ‘seemed to be fighting apart from his own party, as he
made personal appeals to the voters to trust him on Europe, on health and on
pensions’. His importance to the party’s campaign was exemplified by its
PEBEs, three of which (out of five) were ‘straight-to-camera’ appeals by Major
(Harrison 1997: 152). Interestingly, the ‘presidential’ focus was dropped for
the hapless William Hague in 2001, an omission that ‘spoke volumes’, as
Martin Harrison (2001: 151) puts it.

The dominance of the leaders in media coverage of the 1997 campaign is
plain to see: Tony Blair was quoted in TV and radio news items nearly three
and a half times more than the next most cited Labour politician (who was
Gordon Brown), while John Major outdid his nearest colleague (Michael
Heseltine) by an even greater margin in these terms: Paddy Ashdown, for the
Liberal Democrats was over eleven times more likely to be quoted than his
next most visible colleague, Alan Beith! (Harrison 1997: 144). The situation
was very similar in 2001: Tony Blair and William Hague were quoted in TV
and radio news items nearly four and a half times more than the next most
cited party colleagues, Gordon Brown and Michael Portillo, respectively;
Charles Kennedy, for the Liberal Democrats, was over nine times more likely
to be quoted than his next most visible colleague, Simon Hughes (Harrison
2001: 140). It is interesting too to note that the voters were comparatively
receptive to a leadership focus in TV coverage of the campaign: even though
they were generally unhappy about the ‘excessive’ amount of coverage which
the campaign received on TV, they were much less inclined to regard items
about party leaders in such a light (Norris et al. 1999: 94). The general
increase in media attention on party leaders can be dated back to the 1960s
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and 1970s: specifically, there is evidence to suggest that TV focus on the
prime minister relative to other leading politicians leaped dramatically after
1960 (Rose 1980: 20-1), while a similar presidentialization of press coverage
followed a more uneven pattern reflecting deliberate initiatives in party
campaign strategies (Mughan 2000: 39).

It should be said that one continuing constraint on the presidentialization
of election campaigning in Britain is the failure of the main parties to agree on
a format which would allow the leaders to engage in a live TV debate. They
probably came as close in 1997 as they ever have done: disagreement about the
nature and scope of Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown’s role in any
such encounter ultimately played a big part in unhinging the delicate negoti-
ations between party officials and broadcasters (Butler and Kavanagh 1997:
85 ff). Nevertheless, the very fact that all concerned regarded this as such a
serious possibility should not be overlooked; it now seems inevitable that the
question of a leaders’ debate will emerge in the run-up to every general
election, though it is unlikely to take place unless both major parties see the
possibility of gaining an advantage. Prior to 2001, hopes that a debate would
actually occur were raised when the prime minister’s official spokesperson,
Alistair Campbell, suggested that it might help stimulate interest in politics,
but these were dashed by the perception that only the Conservative leader,
William Hague could gain. One of Blair’s aides is reported to have said ‘we will
enthusiastically support the idea [of a debate] until the moment we can
extricate ourselves with dignity’ (Butler and Kavanagh 2001: 28). Overall,
though, there is little doubt that the party leaders figure extremely promin-
ently in contemporary election campaigns in the UK, and that this pro-
minence has grown with the advent of televised campaigning. Furthermore,
as Mughan (2000: 120) says, leadership may be ‘a more manipulable short-
term electoral force than issues’, which makes it unlikely that strategists will
‘roll back their investment in television-based, personality-centred election
campaigning’. Thus, the increasingly presidential style of election campaign-
ing in Britain is likely to prove an enduring phenomenon.

CONCLUSION

The party leadership is increasingly at the heart of everything the electoral-
professional party does, and this has become a key feature of contemporary
party politics. Such predominance inevitably grants the leadership power, but
only provided it is able to deliver the public goods the party wants, principally
electoral popularity and policy success. Leaders invariably lead (and may
squabble in so doing), and members usually follow or complain (or else exit
the party). The evidence reviewed in this chapter demonstrates that party
leaders play an evermore prominent role in governing and electioneering.
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Specifically, we have observed three phenomena. First, election campaigns
have become more candidate-centred, with parties offering leaders greater
prominence in their election campaigns and the media devoting greater
attention to them. This development seems to have taken place since 1960,
which coincides with the spread of mass access to television in Britain, and
the erosion of class politics. Second, today’s major party leaders are in
significant ways more strongly placed to exert intra-party power than they
were in 1980, much as we might expect of electoral-professional organiza-
tions (Panebianco 1988). Third, and perhaps most important, it seems likely
that the potential for prime ministerial power within the state’s political
executive has been enhanced due to structural changes which have generated
a larger and more integrated ‘executive office’ under his or her control since
1970. In addition, we might add that there is individual-level evidence to
suggest that leadership evaluations generally have modest direct significance
for voter choice, and perhaps greater indirect significance in so far as leaders
play a crucial, if unmeasurable, part in shaping overall party images. While
the net effects of leader evaluations at the aggregate level will inevitably
fluctuate in a contingent manner, the potential for them to be significant
cannot be ignored.

We must not, of course, ever lose sight of the fact that these developments
have occurred in the context of a traditionally highly partified form of
parliamentarism. The impact of this institutional and historical structure
continues to be felt. In particular, parliamentary parties and cabinets can,
under certain circumstances, strike back at individual leaders, and occasion-
ally even knock them clean off their elevated political perch. We do not
contend that prime ministers have become completely indistinguishable
from presidents, but suggest that changes have occurred across a number
of political dimensions that are mutually consistent. These changes endow
leaders with enhanced intra-party power resources and autonomy, provide
prime ministers with greater structural resources within the political execu-
tive, and facilitate a more pronounced personalization of governmental and
electoral processes. Taken together these changes mean that politics in
Britain’s parliamentary democracy has come to operate according to a
logic which more closely echoes presidentialist politics than was hitherto
the case.

NOTES

1. According to one Blair aide: ‘There was never any intention of having collective
cabinet government if Tony was to have the policies he wanted. As in opposition,
he would have a centralised operation’ (Kavanagh and Seldon 1999: 245).

2. Speech, Cabinet Office press release, 16 September 1997.
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3. While private disagreements are rife, ministers tend to stick to the governmental
line and resignations on grounds of policy disagreement are relatively rare.
According to Dowding and Kang (1988), of 205 selected cases of ministerial
resignation (as opposed to dismissal) in 1945-97, only 60 were the result of policy
disagreements, compared with 65 for personal or departmental error, and 46 for
personal reasons.

4. Private information.

5. According to Nigel Lawson (1994), a minister ‘may well feel reluctant to spend too
much of his [sic] political capital, arguing a case against the prime minister in a field
which is totally outside his departmental responsibility. It is some other minister’s
baby and some other minister’s responsibility’. Lawson suggests this suited all
ministers, and recalls certain ministers who, while ‘arguing very strongly for more
collective decision-making in government, were at the same time busy cutting
bilateral deals with the prime minister on issues within their own bailiwick’.

6. Peter Hennessy, quoted in Michael Cockerell, Blair’s Thousand Days, BBC2, 30
January 2000.
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A Presidentializing Party State?
The Federal Republic of Germany

Thomas Poguntke

INTRODUCTION: CHANCELLOR DEMOCRACY,
PARTY STATE, AND PRESIDENTIALIZATION

When the parliamentary council designed the institutional framework of
the provisional West German state in 1948-9 under the guidance of the
Allied Powers, there was little controversy about the desirability to constrain
executive power. The experience of almost a century of strong and mainly
disastrous executive leadership seemed to leave little alternative but to
create a ‘semi-sovereign state’ (Katzenstein 1987) with highly constrained
and dispersed executive powers. Above all, the office of the President of
the Republic was to be reduced to little more than a ceremonial head
of state with very few reserve powers (Smith 1982: 47-8). Almost ironically,
however, the first chancellor of the Federal Republic Konrad Adenauer
assumed a dominant role in the early post-war years, hence giving rise to a,
at times heated, debate about the merits and dangers of Kanzlerdemokratie
(chancellor democracy). Clearly, this debate owed much to Adenauer’s spe-
cific style of incumbency (Jager 1988) and, arguably, the pronounced scepti-
cism among parts of the German public about the desirability of strong
executive leadership. Consequently, as his successors in the 1960s provided
less strong leadership, these concerns receded while unease with the para-
mount role of political parties in the Parteienstaat (party state) grew, a
debate that has continued ever since (Poguntke 20015; Stoss 1990, 1997).
This discussion concealed another, arguably more fundamental change in the
working of the first successful German democracy: a gradual shift towards
a presidentialized mode of governance that was not only a result of the
varying specific leadership styles of consecutive incumbents but that
was also sustained by underlying structural changes in the conditions which
determine the working of German democracy. It was not until the late 1990s,
however, that the increasingly autocratic leadership style of Helmut Kohl
and Gerhard Schréder’s interpretation of his office drew attention to this
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phenomenon in public debate and academic analysis (Liitjen and Walter
2000; Poguntke 2000).

Parteienstaat and Kanzlerdemokratie are probably the most widely used
labels to characterize the German system of governance. They refer to the
most distinct features of the German political system, that is, the pervasive
presence of political parties in all important institutions of the polity and the
elevated position of the German chancellor. Normative concept and empir-
ical reality of the party state go beyond models of party democracy or party
government in that the German Basic Law grants political parties a privil-
eged status in the political process and, in exchange, provides the normative
foundation of extensive legal regulation of their internal organization as well
as of their extensive funding by the state (von Alemann 1992; Poguntke 1994;
Stoss 1997). When it comes to their actual role in the political process, these
peculiarities are not very important (Pappi 2000: 345-6). No doubt, German
party government, like all other parliamentary regimes, has its distinctive
features, but they are not primarily related to the ‘party privilege’ of the Basic
Law’s article 21. Rather, it is the specifically German version of cooperative
federalism which provides both an opportunity and a need for political
parties to play a particularly pronounced role in the process of democratic
government: much of the political coordination between federal government,
individual Land governments and the federal chamber (Bundesrat) is facili-
tated through party channels (Padgett 1994b: 7; Pappi 2000: 346; Wewer
1999: 511). The label of chancellor democracy has been widely used to
characterize another important feature of German politics, that is, the ele-
vated position of the chief executive. To the extent that the term chancellor
democracy has not simply been used as a synonym for a strong chancellor
(Jager 1988) or his role within the core executive (Helms 2001: 155), it has
been conceptualized as comprising the following elements:

(1) prevalence of the chancellor in the cabinet;

(2) personalization of the political struggle;

(3) control of the leading party of government by the chancellor;
(4) juxtaposition of government and opposition camps;

(5) primacy of foreign policy (NiclauB3 1988: 67-8).

It can hardly go unnoticed how much this concept has been inspired by
Adenauer’s interpretation of the office, although many have argued that it
was not so much Adenauer’s personal style of leadership but the specific
powers of his office that have established the German chancellor’s strong
position (Mayntz 1980). Arguably, both perspectives tend to underestimate
the essential impact of contextual factors for moulding the German chancel-
lorship. Without the rapid concentration of the German party system, the
‘plebiscitary’ component of chancellor democracy, that is, the institution of
the chancellor candidate, which effectively turned Bundestag elections into a
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decision about the chancellorship, could not have developed (Niclaul3 1988:
267-82; Padgett 19945: 5).

In many respects, chancellor democracy seems to be an early version of a
presidentialized parliamentary system, particularly because the selection of
the chief executive tends to directly involve the public at large through the
nomination of chancellor candidates. There are, however, fundamental dif-
ferences to the concept of presidentialization, which means that we are,
evidently, not just pouring new wine into old bottles. First, in the age of
globalization (and, for most European nations: Europeanization) the ‘pri-
macy of foreign policy’ of chancellor democracy has been superseded by an
executive bias that has become a structural condition of national politics.
Inevitably, this concentrates more power resources and autonomy in the
hand of the executive leader. Second, while chancellor democracy is based
on tight party control, the concept of presidentialization envisages a growing
distance between the chief executive (or, when in opposition, the party
leader) and his or her party. In other words, just like in a truly presidential
system, the leader becomes more independent from the party organization
and the party in parliament. The mandate of the leader is no longer mediated
through the party, as was the case in an ideal-type chancellor democracy.
Instead, leaders increasingly seek a personalized mandate bypassing their
parties and appealing directly to the public at large, just like Gerhard
Schréder secured his position as chancellor candidate in 1998 (Niedermayer
2000: 203). Finally, while strong leaders have always been an electoral asset
for political parties since the early days of mass democracy, they have
become a necessity now. In other words, party leaders (or leading candidates)
are no longer selected because they unite a broad or dominant coalition
within their party. Instead, their ability to appeal successfully to voters has
become the prime selection criterion. Nevertheless, the debate about chan-
cellor democracy indicates that the Federal Republic’s institutional frame-
work should have made Germany’s political process particularly amenable
to presidentializing tendencies. In other words, we would expect to find clear
evidence of a trend towards:

(a) increasing leadership power resources and autonomy within the party and the
political executive respectively, and (b) increasingly leadership-centred electoral pro-
cesses (p. 5, Chapter 1, this volume)

The constitutional setting

The constitutional and legal framework represents a suitable point of de-
parture for an analysis of possible shifts in the actual mode of governance in
the Federal Republic. These formal legal-constitutional rules define the
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boundaries between distinct regime-types (see Fig. 1.1), and movement
across these boundaries is generally rare. Despite its explicitly provisional
character, the constitutional fabric of West Germany’s Basic Law survived
even the most far-reaching of events virtually unchanged, that is, a funda-
mental change of its territorial scope in the wake of unification. With its
weak presidency, the German political system falls unambiguously under
the rubric of parliamentary regimes. On the federal level, chief executive
power rests with the chancellor who has (constitutionally) considerable
discretion over the selection of cabinet members who are appointed upon
the chancellor’s suggestion by the president. Once elected by the Bundestag,
the chancellor enjoys a strong position as he or she has the right to determine
the ‘guidelines of policies’ (Richtlinienkompetenz) although this right is muted
by the two competing principles of collective cabinet decision-making and
ministerial responsibility (von Beyme 1979; Hesse and Ellwein 1992; Rudzio
1991; Smith 1982: 56-62). While a chancellor’s power to determine policies is
clearly limited by the structural need to form coalition governments, the
Basic Law provides the office with a special protection against parliamentary
rebellion. The ‘constructive vote of no-confidence’ stipulates that the incum-
bent can only be removed by parliament through the election of a successor,
and the chancellor’s right to ask for a vote of confidence equips him or her
with a powerful instrument for disciplining his or her own political camp
because it can be used to call an early election (Niclau3 1988: 278).

The most fundamental constraint on the power of a federal chancellor
to determine national policies lies with the nature of German cooperative
federalism which gives Land governments an important veto position
on a substantial portion of federal legislation via the Bundesrat (Benz
1999). While federal governments in the 1950s and 1960s could mainly
rely on a supportive Bundesrat, a dissenting political party composition
of the Bundesrat has become almost the rule since then (Wewer 1999:
511). The continuous growth of the share of national legislation that
needs Bundesrat approval and the increasing number of joint responsi-
bilities of national and Land governments (Gemeinschaftsaufgaben) have
given rise to another interpretation of German democracy as one that
should be characterized as ‘negotiation democracy’ where power is dis-
persed between different levels and arenas of governance rather than con-
centrated in the chief executive office (Holtmann and Voelzkow 20005;
Lehmbruch 2000; Mayntz 1980). This specifically German variant of
consensus democracy is characterized by majoritarian traditions of federal
government (a Grand Coalition is generally regarded as a means of last
resort in times of crisis) combined with strong elements of segmented cor-
poratism and strong institutional veto points (Czada 2000; Lijphart 1999:
43-57).



The Federal Republic of Germany 67

Patterns of government formation

Clearly, the power of a chief executive in parliamentary systems is also
strongly moulded by the format of the party system and concomitant pat-
terns of coalition formation. After a relatively short period of, first diffusion,
and then imbalance in the 1950s (Smith 1982: 102), the party system consoli-
dated into its proverbial two-and-a-half parties format which facilitated
stable governments while providing feasible alternatives, furnishing the cen-
trist FDP with a pivotal role (Poguntke 20015). When the success of the
Greens in the early 1980s upset this neat pattern by moving the German party
system towards a two-bloc logic, the basic pattern of government formation
remained unchanged. For most of its history, the Federal Republic has been
governed by coalitions led by one of the two catch-all parties with a smaller
coalition partner. Even German unification brought about relatively little
change on the federal level because the West German parties successfully
‘conquered’ the East (Niedermayer 1996; Niedermayer and Stdss 1994).
While party systems in the Eastern Lénder increasingly follow a different
pattern with a strong post-Communist Party of Democratic Socialists (PDS),
the PDS has not been able to consolidate its presence in the Bundestag (von
Alemann 2000; Niedermayer 2003; Neugebauer and Stoss 2003).! However,
the apparent resilience of the German party system on the national level
camouflages considerable growth in voter flexibility. Declining cleavage
strength and concomitantly receding partisan attachment in the West has
been complemented by a largely unattached Eastern electorate which only
hesitantly develops partisan loyalty (Dalton and Biirklin 1995; Niedermayer
2001: 67-71; Scarrow 2002: 82-6).

THE EXECUTIVE FACE

The nature of executive leadership is at the core of the debate over alleged
presidential tendencies of the German political process. Let us start with
those aspects that have not changed at all: the formal powers of the chancel-
lor have not been modified throughout the history of the Federal Republic.
This is, however, the only constant. As soon as we move beyond a narrow
focus on formal-constitutional powers, there are very substantial structural
changes. As mentioned above, the need for coordination of federal and Land
policies has grown substantially as a result of the extension of joint respon-
sibilities (Mayntz 1980: 162; Schmidt 2003: 94). This represents a significant
constraint even in (increasingly rare) times of supportive Bundesrat major-
ities as Land governments cannot be assumed to automatically support
‘their’ parties’ federal policies (Smith 1991: 51). On the contrary, there is a
constant temptation for Land governments to extract concessions from a
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federal government if their support in the Bundesrat is needed, even if this
means undermining national party political strategies. As a result of ever
more disparate economic pressures in the wake of unification, the tendency
of Land governments to prioritize Land interests over party political strat-
egies has grown stronger after 1990. In addition, the increasingly pluralistic
pattern of coalition formation in the Ldnder, caused by the need to accom-
modate the PDS in east Germany and eruptions of populist voting, has
further increased the need for negotiations between the federal majority
and the Bundesrat (Czada 2000: 404).

This institutional configuration furnishes the chancellor with a key role as
chief negotiator in order to get legislation approved by the Bundesrat, a role
that has become structurally more prominent as the role of the Bundesrat has
grown while the likelihood of supportive majorities along political party lines
has decreased. What seems to severely restrain a chancellor’s power makes
him or her a more autonomous player under the conditions of coalition
government. Quite akin to the chief executive in presidential systems, the
chancellor (or his closest aides) assumes the role of a mediator between
different power centres, that is, between federal and Land governments.
What has been identified as ‘negotiation democracy’ (Holtmann and Voelz-
kow 2000a; Mayntz 1980; Scharpf 1985) describes a mode of governance that
protects the chancellor from pressures of his own party (or coalition partner)
because he or she can rightly claim that the preferences of crucial Land
governments need to be taken into account. Of course, there may be times
when such constraints are strongly resented by a chancellor who would
prefer to have his or her way. Nevertheless, this does not invalidate the
systematic argument that the growing power of the Bundesrat has shifted
the logic of German executive leadership towards a more presidential mode.
The chancellor acts increasingly less as the leader of a unified parliamentary
majority. Instead, he or she needs to moderate between Bundestag and
Bundesrat in order to get legislation approved.

Europeanization and the growing internationalization of politics impose a
comparable logic on the chancellor’s office. On the one hand, the substantial
shift of powers to the EU and other supranational bodies like NATO, UN,
and international regimes in charge of certain policy areas means a loss of
national sovereignty and therefore of power of the chief executive (Haften-
dorn 1999: 256). At the same time, however, these processes have substan-
tially altered the nature of the chancellorship (and of ministerial office). They
have introduced a significant ‘executive bias’ into the process of national
policy formulation. When the chancellor (or a government minister) comes
back from a European or international summit, they are usually in no
position to negotiate the results with their parliamentary majority (or the
Bundesrat). What has been agreed between representatives of national gov-
ernments can hardly be unravelled by national parliaments. Effectively, the
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internationalization of governance injects an element of separation of powers
(that is, one of the defining element of presidentialism) into parliamentary
systems by making governments more independent of the legislature. To be
sure, the growing complexity and interconnectedness of international and
supranational decision-making shifts substantial power to technocratic pol-
icy networks and undermines the steering capacity of the centre. This,
however, applies mainly to the vast majority of non-politicized, technical
issues while the growing need to reach agreement on important policies in
international or supranational bodies clearly enhances the political power of
the chancellor and senior cabinet members.

Similarly, the specifically German combination of majoritarian federal
government with cooperative federalism and strong elements of corporatism
has given rise to a tradition of policy-making through special commissions
and advisory councils that put the chancellor (and to a lesser extent key
cabinet members) at centre stage. As early as the late 1960s, neo-corporatist
patterns of policy-making began to complement parliamentary democracy.
These tripartite arrangements broke down in 1977 when the employers’
associations appealed to the Constitutional Court against the co-determin-
ation reform implemented by the Social-Liberal coalition. Patterns of neo-
corporatist interest intermediation continued on a less conspicuous scale and
were elevated to new prominence by Chancellor Helmut Kohl in the ‘Alliance
for Jobs’ which was launched in 1996 in an attempt to combat rising
unemployment (Lehmbruch 2000; Voelzkow 2000: 186-7).

Gerhard Schroder has cultivated this tradition of a ‘mediating chancellor-
ship’ by appointing a range of cross-party policy commissions with the aim to
initiate policy innovation (Heinze 2000: 7-12). In order to strengthen their
non-partisan appeal and to protect himself from pressures from his own
majority, Schrdder has tended to appoint leading opposition politicians as
commission chairs. The special commission on immigration, the newly cre-
ated ‘Ethics Committee’ and, last but not least, the re-launched (but unsuc-
cessful) “‘Alliance for Jobs’ are conspicuous examples of a style of executive
leadership that does not primarily rely upon support from its own ranks but
seeks to forge shifting coalitions, depending on the issues at stake. The fact
that both Helmut Kohl and Gerhard Schréder have tended to appoint a
considerable number of cabinet ministers from outside the Bundestag par-
liamentary party is another indication of tendencies of chancellors to govern
past the dominant coalition within their own parties even though it may be
somewhat premature to identify a sustained trend on the basis of a relative
small number of cases (Helms 2002: 155-6). It is indicative of this style of
governance that Chancellor Schroder attempted to ignore one of the crucial
systemic boundaries of German parliamentarism, namely that a government
needs the support of its own majority in crucial foreign policy decisions.
When it became apparent in late 2001 that the government could not count
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on sufficient support from its own coalition for military involvement in
Afghanistan, Schroder first implied that it would not worry him if parlia-
mentary support for his foreign policy depended on opposition votes. It was
only after an increasing public debate over this issue that he decided to force
his coalition to close ranks by connecting the vote on the Afghanistan
mission to a vote of confidence on the government.

The preceding discussion has shown that both key cabinet members and
the chancellor have benefited from structural tendencies to strengthen execu-
tive action at the expense of parliamentary, and hence ultimately party
political, control. Given the constitutionally elevated position and prominent
political role of the chancellor, this created the potential for a role as key
coordinator of important executive action at the expense of collective cabinet
decision-making, which has, in any case, never been particularly strong in
German constitutional thought and executive tradition (Miiller-Rommel
1997: 178; Smith 1982: 56-69). An important structural prerequisite for this
has been the development of the chancellor’s office (Bundeskanzleramt),
which has, over the years, developed from a rudimentary support unit into
a formidable centre of executive power with sufficient manpower to screen
and coordinate governmental policy (Miiller-Rommel 1994: 111, 1997: 179;
Saalfeld 2003: 365; Smith 1991: 50). The office had some 120 staff during
Adenauer’s incumbency (1949-63) when it began to grow at an average
annual rate of 4.3 per cent for the subsequent four decades, reaching about
500 staff by the late 1990s, which makes it one of the largest of its kind in
Western Europe (Knoll 2004; Miiller-Rommel 2000). Even though the early
Brandt government’s enthusiasm for central planning did not lead to con-
vincing success (Padgett 1994b: 9), the chancellor’s office maintained its
pivotal role in executive decision-making, although this obviously varied
with leadership styles (Helms 2002; NiclauB3 1988; Padgett 1994aq).

It could be argued, however, that the structural need for coalition govern-
ment has tended to mitigate tendencies of strong executive leadership as
coalition steering committees have represented an important party political
decision-making arena in the German political process (Schreckenberger
1994). While it is true that these committees inject party political control
into the process of executive decision-making by including senior party
politicians like the chairs of the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary
coalition parties, they are nevertheless dominated by key cabinet members
and, most importantly, the chancellor (Rudzio 1991: 292-5; Saalfeld 2003:
364). In any case, the practice of deciding most important political issues in
such informal rounds clearly weakens the power of the parliamentary parties
supporting the government and strengthens small circles of leaders.

To be sure, the structural conditions discussed earlier create the potential
for presidentialized executive leadership. Equally important, arguably, are
personal and contextual political factors and, above all, the relationship
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between the chancellor and his or her party—a relationship that has under-
gone substantial structural transformation over the past decades.

THE PARTY FACE
Party leadership and campaign organization

One of the most important changes concerning the role and position of party
leaders is directly related to the wholesale mediatization and professionaliza-
tion of campaigning (see below), which has had substantial repercussions on
the distribution of power within German parties. The German Social Demo-
crats clearly set the example in their 1998 election campaign when they
physically separated the campaign organization from their party headquar-
ters. It was located in a separate building, given a distinct name, and tightly
controlled by the chancellor-candidate and his closest aides (though not
entirely without interference by party headquarters) (von Alemann 1999;
Schmitt-Beck 2001). The initiators of this substantial departure from sacred
Social Democratic organizational traditions certainly intended that this
organizational innovation would assume news value itself. In other words,
the very fact that the SPD ran an innovative campaign underlined the
innovative image the party was trying to create.

The success of the 1998 campaign organization suggested a similar
model in 2002. As in 1998, the SPD set up its campaign headquarters in a
separate building located in a different part of Berlin. This time, however,
spatial distance did not guarantee freedom from interference by other power
centres. In 2002, the chancellor’s office interfered substantially with cam-
paign planning and organization, undermining the coherence of the
campaign (von Alemann 2003: 57). In a way, the Social Democratic cam-
paign represents an example of the presidentialization of party leadership
taken one step further: if the party leader assumes chief executive office (or, in
coalition government, a senior role in cabinet), it is highly likely that the
party and its campaign become dominated by this particular part of
the executive, given the vastly superior resources which will normally be
at the disposal of a chancellor (or cabinet member) for planning and steering
a campaign.

All other parties attempted to imitate the successful SPD model to a
certain degree, although they did not go all the way to physically removing
the campaign headquarters entirely from party headquarters. The PDS went
furthest by opening a “Wahlquartier’ (campaign centre) where the campaign
manager resided. However, part of the central organization remained with
the federal party manager (Bundesgeschdftsfiihrer) who continued to reside at
party headquarters.
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The Christian Democrats where confronted with a particular challenge in
2002: the chancellor-candidate of CDU and CSU was CSU leader Edmund
Stoiber, whose Bavaria-based party has no headquarters in the national
capital Berlin. The solution was to install a ‘Stoiber Team’ within the CDU
headquarters in Berlin which was supposed to be in control of campaign
planning and coordination and which closely cooperated with the CSU
headquarters in Munich as well as with the regular staff at the Berlin CDU
headquarters. Edmund Stoiber’s most conspicuous (and arguably most suc-
cessful) move was the recruitment of a personal media adviser, the former
senior journalist Michael Spreng, who was to centralize and control his
media appearance and performance. Throughout the campaign, it became
obvious that he had substantial influence over decisions on policy positions
and personnel which were clearly driven by the considerations of ‘image
engineering’ for the chancellor candidate.

Mainly due to lack of financial resources, both Greens and Liberals ran
their campaign from their regular headquarters without much additional
staff. The pronounced personalization of their campaign strategy nonethe-
less had important repercussions on the way the campaign was organized. In
both parties, the leading candidate exercised substantial control over cam-
paign planning and conduct. While this was not particularly remarkable in
the case of the FDP, which had previously lived through periods of substan-
tial domination by one leader, this certainly represented a departure from
previous practices for the Greens.”

In many ways, the 2002 campaign represents the culmination of a wider
trend among German parties which is typical of developments in modern
democracies where parties increasingly turn themselves into campaign or-
ganizations in response to the changed structure of mass communication and
growing voter flexibility (Farrell and Webb 2000). The modernization of
political campaigning implies centralized campaign planning and manage-
ment. In conjunction with the increased use of external professionals and
polling organizations, this centralization removes campaign planning and
management from the regular process of intra-party debate and accountabil-
ity. In a nutshell (although this is obviously an idealization), while election
campaigns used to represent a party’s political aspirations (however dis-
torted, of course) they are now primarily driven by the professional norms
of campaign managers and their counterparts in the media system (Farrell
and Webb 2000: 105-6). In addition, the personalization of campaigning
means that a party’s front runner assumes a central role in the design of
campaign strategy and contents which can hardly be subjected to internal
debate. Inevitably, if the party leader is to be the central object of campaign-
ing he or she will also want to be in control of campaign planning and
management. No doubt, the modernization of campaigning leads to a mar-
ginalization of the party organization and the reduction of internal demo-
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cratic accountability. Given that election campaigns represent crucial junc-
tures at which parties (re)position themselves within the party system, this
clearly strengthens leaders at the expense of intra-party democracy.

While it makes leaders more autonomous of their party, it also makes them
more vulnerable. If they win, they win quite independently of their party, but
if they lose, they will have few allies in defeat. The example of SPD chairman
Scharping and his sudden removal by the 1995 Mannheim party congress is
an obvious case in point (von Alemann 1999: 39). Similarly, Gerhard Schré-
der’s difficulties to get his own party’s approval for his neo-liberal reform
programme in 2003 exemplifies the ambivalence of presidentialized party
leadership. In a way, his decision to resign from party leadership in early
2004 took presidentialization to its logical conclusion. Faced with increasing
resistance from his party’s rank-and-file, he decided to abandon party lead-
ership altogether and concentrate on his power resources as executive leader
of a coalition government in which the SPD was the larger coalition partner.
While this move made him somewhat more autonomous in his role as chief
executive, his essential power resources vis-a-vis the Social Democratic party
remained feeble: the Chancellor who had based his claim to leadership on his
electoral appeal presided over the lowest opinion polls ratings and worst
Land and Euro-election defeats for the SPD since 1949.

Bypassing the middle-level elites

The growing dominance of continuous campaigning over old-fashioned
programmatic debate has been accompanied by a tendency of most German
parties to resort to plebiscitary measures in order to bypass their own middle-
level elites. While the Greens were the first to provide for membership
referenda in their statute, it was again the Social Democrats who set the
agenda when they were the first party to use a membership ballot to decide a
leadership contest in 1993 (Poguntke 2002: 271). Since then, postal ballots
have also been used by Christian Democratic Land parties to select their
front runners, Social Democratic Land parties to select leaders and to decide
on policy emphasis, and by the Liberals to settle policy disputes (Reichart-
Dreyer 2002: 575; Scarrow 1999). So far, experiences have been mixed and
the new statutory opportunities have not been used fully. At first, it seemed
that membership ballots would have invigorating effects on rank-and-file
involvement by giving ordinary party members a voice in important de-
cisions, as the example of the successful SPD leadership contest seemed to
indicate. Likewise, the Greens successfully resolved a stalemate that
had plagued the party for more than a decade. After repeated attempts to
relax the strict separation of office and mandate for the national executive,
this issue was referred to a membership ballot held in spring 2003. The
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membership approved of a more flexible rule which now permits one-third of
the members of the national executive to also sit as MPs. The Liberals, on the
other hand, paid a substantial price for externalizing elite disputes when a
government minister resigned in reaction to the outcome of the membership
ballot over a civil rights issue in 1995 (Schieren 1996). Similarly, the ill-fated
performance of directly elected SPD leader Rudolf Scharping cautioned the
Social Democrats against further experiments with direct intra-party dem-
ocracy. Ironically, Gerhard Schréder unilaterally took the experiment one
step further and effectively turned the Lower Saxony Land election into a
referendum over his selection as chancellor-candidate (Niedermayer 2000:
203). By appealing directly to voters, he avoided one possible pitfall of
membership ballots, that is, that those who are popular with the party
rank-and-file may not necessarily be the most attractive candidates for the
population at large. It may be indicative from this perspective that Green
Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer, who has consistently led public sympathy
ratings, has never held a senior party office.

All these examples point to a growing tendency to base leadership
(or claims to leadership) on a direct popular mandate (be it by voters or
the party grass roots) rather than on the control of the party organization.
The last telling example from this perspective was the successful leadership
campaign of CDU chairperson Angela Merkel in 2000, which followed the
party’s leadership crisis in the wake of a massive party finance scandal. After
the sudden resignation of Helmut KohI’s successor Wolfgang Schéiuble, she
mobilized support for her leadership challenge in so-called regional confer-
ences open to the party’s rank-and-file. This non-formalized, yet highly
visible (and televised!) support allowed her to overcome reservations of the
party establishment and be elected as the first female, east German and
Protestant party leader of the traditionally predominantly Catholic CDU
(Schmid and Steffen 2003: 82-7).

While these changes have a structural component in that they are either
related to persistent changes in mass communication or rules, the full real-
ization of their potential is highly dependent on the qualities and talents of
individual leaders. In contrast, structural changes with immediate conse-
quences on the power resources of party leaders have not played a compar-
able role. None of the old parties has significantly revised formal rights and
powers of their leaders, nor have we seen fundamental shifts in terms of intra-
party resource allocation (Poguntke 2002: 267-8) even though there has been
a reduction in the CDU central office staff as a result of losses in public
funding in the wake of the party finance scandal of the late 1990s (Schmid
and Steffen 2003: 74). As is often the case, the Greens are the exception—this
time, however, because they chose to become ‘normal’. A series of organiza-
tional reforms has turned the formerly participatory party into an almost
conventional party with a leadership structure that is very similar to that of
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all other German parties (Poguntke 2001a). Ironically, this may have reduced
the party’s potential for presidentializing tendencies. After all, creating lead-
ership structures with real power may limit the scope for ‘virtual’ party
leaders to appeal to the wider public in order to lead the party.

While there are unambiguous indications of structurally sustained trends
towards more personalized party leadership in Germany, it is worth empha-
sizing that party ideology has represented an important countervailing force
within the Greens and the PDS where shifting coalitions of party activists
have frequently reasserted their influence using party ideology as a resource
in internal power struggles. In a similar vein, federalism has represented a
significant constraint against thoroughgoing presidentialization of both the
CDU and the SPD. Land party chairmen and Land prime ministers remain
powerful actors who cannot be easily bypassed by even the most successful
national party leader. In fact, Helmut Kohl’s impressive reign over the CDU
was as much based on his ability to forge coalitions within his party as it was
based on his appeal to ordinary party members and the electorate at large
(Schmid 1999).

THE ELECTORAL FACE

Like in all other modern democracies, the German structure of mass com-
munication has undergone substantial transformations that have thoroughly
changed the environmental conditions for political action in general and
campaigning in particular. Shortly after television was launched in the
1950s it assumed a leading role as a source of political information (Nieder-
mayer 2001: 135-47). Unsurprisingly, the controlling bodies of public TV
stations were frequently turned into party political battlegrounds. Neverthe-
less, party political leanings in some of the regional TV stations that make
up the first channel tended to cancel each other out, and the nation-wide
second programme (launched in 1961) was controlled by a board that was
broadly representative of relevant political and social interests thereby en-
suring fairly neutral political coverage (Humphreys 1990: 165-7). Naturally,
TV quickly assumed central importance in political communication strat-
egies (Hetterich 2000: 203-13), although it offered only limited opportunities
during election campaigns: free air time for political party broadcasts is
strictly limited and available to all parties on a broadly proportional basis
while additional air time cannot be bought. This did not change fundamen-
tally with the advent of private TV stations in the late 1980s, which follow the
same logic when allocating (limited) paid air time for political party broad-
casts (Hetterich 2000: 85-7; Holtz-Bacha 20005: 63-76). While private TV
did not substantially widen the scope for direct political advertising, it
profoundly transformed the overall structure of mass communication by
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changing the nature of competition between TV stations. Competition has
become fierce since then and, as a result, a certain degree of trivialization
of political coverage has crept in. ‘Infotainment’ and ‘talk show politics’
seem to have taken over while more analytical political programmes are
increasingly marginalized, even in the programmes of the public stations
(Hetterich 2000: 374; Holtz-Bacha 2000a, 2002: 49). Arguably, the concomi-
tant increase of personalization of political and quasi-political coverage
should have worked in favour of trends towards a presidentialization of the
electoral process.

Electoral presidentialization is essentially Janus-faced. On the one hand,
we need to look at media coverage, that is, we need to establish whether or
not the media concentrate more on leaders than in the past. Naturally, the
prime focus will be on election campaigns as they epitomize more general
changes in the structure of public communication. On the other hand, parties
may succumb more or less enthusiastically to the pressures of their commu-
nicative environment when devising their campaigns. In other words, party
strategists may chose to ride the tiger of personalization or they may continue
to strive for more substantive, programmatic debates. In addition to their
own ideological convictions, their decision is clearly influenced by their
perception of the true effects of such changes. Increasingly leadership-
centred campaign strategies are often regarded as evidence of a growing
leadership effect when it comes to opinion formation in general and voting
behaviour in particular. Clearly, this assumption is essentially flawed as it
may simply be the perception of party strategists—and not real electoral
gains—which may induce parties to change their campaign strategies. Never-
theless, the political effects are real in that the decision to embark on a
leadership-centred campaign inevitably shifts the balance of power inside
political parties in favour of the party leader and his team of campaign
specialists while the party’s rank-and-file is increasingly sidelined.

Media coverage

The preceding brief discussion has indicated that the changing nature of
media coverage represents an environmental change for political parties
which offers them opportunities to respond without determining a particular
path of action (Harmel and Janda 1992; Panebianco 1988). How exactly has
media coverage changed in the Federal Republic?

Personalization is as old as politics, of course, and it would be misleading to
claim that the mass media of the 1950s and 1960s did not devote a great deal of
attention to the most senior politicians in party and government. On the
contrary, we have already mentioned that the paramount stature of Konrad
Adenauer gave rise to debates about chancellor democracy. Consequently, a
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longitudinal analysis of newspaper campaign coverage shows only a modest
increase in the attention given to the chancellor candidates of the two main
contenders CDU/CSU and SPD since 1980. In addition, the greatest news-
paper focus on the leading candidates was in 1961 (Wilke and Reinemann
2001: 301-2). However, while the emphasis of the media on leaders may not
have changed that much, the quality of the coverage has. First and foremost, it
is the visualization of mass communication through the victory of television
that has fundamentally transformed the nature of the message that reaches the
public. The image has become an important part of the message; some even
say it is the message. Inevitably, this induces the personalization of political
controversies or debates. The very format of TV (in contrast to much of the
print media) puts a premium on reducing complex problems to a confronta-
tion between the main protagonists. Consequently, there is a widespread
consensus among analysts that German politics has seen a growth in the
personalization of media coverage (Holtz-Bacha 2002: 48-9; Keil 2003: 23).

A conspicuous example of the reduction of the political to its ‘show
element’ has been the media hype about who was to reap a longer applause
for his speech to the CDU party congress in late 2001, CDU chairperson
Angela Merkel or her contender for chancellor candidature, CSU chairman
Edmund Stoiber (Brettschneider 2001: 359-60). If anything, the trend to-
wards personalization of media campaign coverage has continued in the 2002
Bundestag elections. When the CDU and the CSU agreed on Edmund
Stoiber as chancellor candidate, it was Chancellor Schréder who aptly de-
fined the mode of the impending campaign by stating it would amount to
choice between ‘him or me’—and the media coverage followed suit.

Changing campaign strategies

There can be little doubt that all relevant German parties have increasingly
modernized their campaign techniques. This means that media communica-
tion has become more important at the expense of more traditional campaign
techniques like mass rallies or working through the membership organization
(Oellerking 1988; Wortmann 1989). And, as a probably inevitable corollary
of the ‘mediatization of campaigning’, they have also become more person-
alized (Niedermayer 2000: 195; Schoenbach 1996; Semetko and Schénbach
1999; Swanson and Mancini 1996). Again, one objection would be that there
are early examples of highly personalized campaigns in German electoral
history. In the 1950s, the CDU relied heavily on the appeal of Konrad
Adenauer and the legendary “Willy wiahlen’ campaign of 1972 was certainly
a conspicuous case of a highly personalized campaign. However, while those
campaigns were contingent upon the availability of a particularly suitable
candidate, personalization has now become an integral part of a highly
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professionalized campaign strategy which increasingly relegates substantive
messages to a secondary place (Niedermayer 2000: 195). Clearly, the chan-
ging structure of mass communication has made it more imperative to
attempt to find media savvy candidates (Schoenbach 1996: 95). Longitudinal
analyses of party campaign advertisements in leading German newspapers
show that both large parties have increasingly emphasized their leading
candidates or party leaders since the 1980s (Keil 2003: 342-3). Analyses of
TV spots show a comparatively high level of emphasis on leading candidates
without a change over time, which confirms the point made earlier about the
inherent personalizing nature of TV. Fluctuations over time also reflect the
quality of chancellor candidates and the political contexts (Holtz-Bacha
2000h: 183-93, 233-5). Given the format of German party competition, it
is unsurprising that the main contenders for power have adapted faster to the
logic of personalization than the smaller German parties. The extent to which
election communication has come to resemble commercial advertising was
epitomized by the 1994 Christian Democratic campaign which featured
a massive poster of Chancellor Helmut Kohl without a party label or any
other message. Clearly, the image was the message in the 1994 campaign
when personalization reached unprecedented levels (Hetterich 2000: 373-4;
Niedermayer 2000: 198), a trend that continued four years later (Hetterich
2000: 404-7). The 1994 campaign is, however, also a cogent example of
the inherent dangers and limitations of a highly personalized campaign
strategy in that the party becomes hostage to its front runner’s talents as a
media performer. When it became apparent that the 1994 SPD chancellor-
candidate Rudolf Scharping did not live up to the challenge, there was
relatively little the party could do to limit the damage.

To be sure, it is important to guard against the dangers of making hasty
generalizations on the basis of one or two possibly exceptional election
campaigns. After all, the Christian and the Social Democrats have always
been prone to personalization, not least because they are competing for the
chancellorship and the institution of nominating a chancellor candidate
before the election has become a regular feature of German electoral politics.
Furthermore, this is not likely to be an uninterrupted development as a
highly personalized campaign depends on the availability of a suitable can-
didate. Parties may not always find a gifted media performer and may
therefore attempt to ‘hide’ him or her in a larger leadership team, thereby
de-emphasizing the presidentialized nature of their campaign. However, the
fact that a party like the Greens took a conscious decision to focus its
campaign strategy on its leading personnel certainly testifies to the strength
of the perceived or real adaptive pressures towards personalization. After all,
the party has rejected both professionalized and personalized politics from
the outset, and its original organizational concept of grass-root democracy
was the very antithesis of leadership-centredness (Kitschelt 1988; Poguntke
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1987; Raschke 1993). While the party’s ‘unofficial party leader’ Joschka
Fischer had already played a very prominent role in previous election cam-
paigns (particularly in 1998), the decision to officially nominate Fischer as a
front runner (Spitzenkandidat) for the 2002 campaign was a significant
departure from the founding myths of the party. Given that the Greens
obviously need no chancellor-candidate, the option to select a team of leaders
instead of concentrating on an individual was clearly on the cards. The fact
that the party decided to go all the way towards personalization for the first
time in its history clearly indicates how strong the perceived competitive
pressures were—indirect yet unambiguous evidence of how much German
election campaigns have become personalized.

In the event, the Greens stuck unashamedly to their departure from
formerly sacred principles and ran a TV campaign which focused almost
exclusively on Joschka Fischer. One of the party’s central campaign slogans
read: ‘Second vote is Joschka vote’, thereby targeting SPD voters who might
be prepared to split their ticket in order to guarantee the survival of the red—
green coalition. The Liberals provided an even stronger (and somewhat
bizarre) indication of the perceived pressures to adapt to the format of
increasingly personalized campaigning in 2002. For the first time in their
history, and obviously without the slightest prospect of success, they nom-
inated their party leader Guido Westerwelle as chancellor-candidate. The
intention was obvious: the existence of an official chancellor-candidate would
force the media to include the FDP (and its leader) in their campaign
coverage on an equal footing. The effort was in vain: Guido Westerwelle
was excluded from both televised debates between Schrdder and Stoiber and
the Liberals scored a dismal result. It goes almost without saying that both
large parties focused their 2002 campaign almost exclusively on their chan-
cellor-candidates. As mentioned above, Chancellor Schréder had set the
stage by announcing that this was to be a personal contest, and Edmund
Stoiber followed suit by trying hard to steer clear of substantive policy
positions. Except for the PDS, who lost their media star Gregor Gysi over
the air miles affair, German parties took campaign personalization to new
heights in the 2002 campaign. Whether this paid electorally is, of course,
another matter to which we will now turn.

Leadership effects

In conjunction with the inescapable visualization of public communication,
the assumption that the qualities of leaders play an increasing role in indi-
vidual voting decisions has led to a growing personalization of election
campaigns. Yet, this may be a good example of perceptions rather than
facts having real political consequences. There is little controversy in the
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literature that processes of social pluralization, even individualization (Beck
1986) have resulted in declining cleavage voting. In other words, more voters
have become ‘available’ as their voting decision is no longer predetermined
by integration into a social milieu and/or by party identification (Falter and
Schoen 1999: 466; Feist and Hoffmann 1999; Forschungsgruppe Wahlen
1998; Jung and Roth 1998). It seems therefore likely that the influence of
candidate and/or issue effects on voting behaviour have grown (Falter and
Schoen 1999: 468; Klein and Ohr 2001: 126). Yet, longitudinal analyses are
inconclusive. There is no unambiguous evidence that leadership effects have
significantly increased over time. Rather, the impact of candidates on voting
decisions seems to vary with the political issues at stake and, not surprisingly,
with the quality of the candidates (Brettschneider 2001: 387-8, 2002). While
these findings seem to refute the thesis of an inevitable trend towards stronger
leadership effects, they can be read another way. After all, if much depends
on the issues and the candidates of the day, parties may choose to de-
emphasize issues and focus on their candidates in order to maximize leader-
ship effects in an increasingly complex and contradictory political world. In
other words: to the extent that campaign strategies based on coherent pro-
grammes appear to be less promising, party strategists may choose to embark
on a strategy of personalization. The fact that candidate effects have con-
spicuously risen in 1998 may be an indication of change and a longitudinal
perspective may disguise more than it reveals (Brettschneider 2001: 373;
Brettschneider and Gabriel 2002: 152).

CONCLUSION

The nature of the chancellorship is at the centre of the concept of presiden-
tialization. It is therefore consistent to start the conclusion by summarizing
those changes and changed opportunities that have directly affected the
chancellorship. Constitutional rights and powers represent a suitable point
of departure, and it has been mentioned already that the Basic Law provides
the German chancellor with a range of powers that situate the German
political system somewhat closer towards the ‘presidentialized pole’ of the
continuum (see Fig. 1.1). On the other hand, German chancellors have
always been constrained by the need to maintain a coalition (save for brief
exceptional spells). In fact, even in the only case of an overall majority, CDU/
CSU Chancellor Konrad Adenauer chose to invite the FDP into an oversized
coalition. In addition, German chancellors have become increasingly con-
strained by the growing role of the Bundesrat under the conditions of the
specifically German variant of cooperative federalism. However, what seems
to be a cause of weakness has increasingly come to represent an important
power resource of German chancellors: the need to build consensus among
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diverse veto players has provided German chancellors with an increasingly
prominent role as chief negotiators, allowing them to govern increasingly
past their parties.

There is strong evidence that many of the other structural factors favour-
ing this drift towards a more presidentialized mode of governance have also
become stronger over the history of the Federal Republic: the mediatization
of politics has given chancellors a more elevated role in the political process;
not only will they find it easier to claim a personal mandate (rather than one
that is derived from their party), but they can now make use of the powerful
machinery of the chancellor’s office in order to screen individual ministries
and coordinate government policies. Above all, European integration in
conjunction with a general internationalization of politics have made them
more autonomous of party political control although, at the same time, they
have lost real power as a result of a substantial transfer of sovereignty.

Similarly, there is a growing gap between the image of an ever more
powerful chancellor and the fact that his increasingly elevated role is not
necessarily substantiated by an enhanced steering capacity. In fact, and
ironically, much of his visibility flows from the peculiarity of German co-
operative federalism which gives the chancellor high visibility as chief nego-
tiator between the federal and Land governments. However, this comes at a
price: veto players in the Bundesrat are harder to overcome than veto
positions within a coalition government where all players tend to share a
common interest in the survival of the government. In other words, com-
pared to some colleagues in consensual systems of a more conventional
variant, the German chancellor may find it harder to substantially expand
his zones of autonomy. Clearly, his actions have become more autonomous
from his own party (and his coalition) but if power is the ability to achieve
desired outcomes, then the increased power of the German chancellor is
relative in that the desired outcomes shift as a result of negotiations with
Land governments. In fact, the growing structural opportunities for pre-
sidentialized governance in combination with the specific constraints of
German cooperative federalism makes German chancellors resemble chief
executives in truly presidential systems: they, too, combine high visibility and
strong leadership in international affairs with a sometimes very constrained
yet autonomous role in domestic politics.

The consistent growth of structural opportunities for presidentialization
over the past decades does not necessarily mean that there will be a linear
trend towards a growing presidentialization of German governance. While
there can be little doubt that these features have become much more visible
since the early 1990s, the importance of political contingencies and, above all,
of the skill of political leaders in exploiting these opportunities must not be
forgotten. First, we need to remember that German politics in the 1990s was
dominated by the imposing stature of Helmut Kohl whose success over
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unifying Germany had elevated him to monumental heights. Second, his
successor Gerhard Schroder could take advantage of an unprecedented
range of coalition options which allowed him to reach out to the opposition
parties and include all but the PDS in his variant of ‘negotiation democracy’.
The future may hold less dominant leaders, and while Rudolf Scharping’s
failure may have been inevitable given the requirements of modern presiden-
tialized politics, his ill-fated 1994 campaign and his subsequent ousting by the
SPD party congress reminds us of the persistent underlying logic of German
parliamentarism. German leaders rise from their parties, even if they enjoy
a quasi-plebiscitarian legitimation. Party members may not always choose
the candidate who is most suited for a presidentialized campaign or style
of government. More crucially, however, parties and their parliamentary
groups still have the power to remove their leaders, and sometimes they do.

NOTE

1. This may change if the merger between the PDS (which changed its name into Left
Party before the 2005 Bundesbeg elections) and the pro-welfare state protest party
WASG turns out to be successful.

2. The previous account and the section on campaign strategy below have benefited
from a series of interviews in July and September 2002 that were supported by a
British Academy grant (No. SG 32843). The author is indebted to the following
interviewees: Ms Wawzyniak, PDS election manager (Leiterin Wahlquartier PDS);
Matthias Machnig, SPD campaign manager (Bundesgeschiftsfithrer SPD, Leiter
der, Kampa’); Reinhard Biitikofer, general secretary Biindnis 90/Griine (poli-
tischer Geschéftsfithrer); Dr. Willi Hausmann, CDU party manager; Hans-Jiirgen
Beerfeltz, FDP party manager (Bundesgeschéftsfiihrer); Franziska Pagel (personal
assistant to Beerfeltz); Oliver Roseler, Stoiber-Team, CSU; Peter Radunski,
former CDU campaign manager.
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Presidentialization, Italian Style

Mauro Calise

INTRODUCTION

Italy represents, in most respects, an ideal-type for the presidentialization of
the political system. All the main features of the presidentialization process
have been present over the past twenty years. This has been the case in respect
of all three ‘faces’ of presidentialization: the role of individual leaders has
been greatly enhanced vis-a-vis their parties, while they have simultaneously
gained a stronger hold over the executive branch of the state through the
growing autonomy of the prime minister’s office and the exercise of an
increasingly monocratic form of rule. Presidentialization has also deeply
affected the electoral process, with relevant changes occurring in each of its
dimensions: campaign style, media focus, and voting behaviour have all
come to reflect an increasingly personalized form of leadership.

Among the major causes of presidentialization (see Chapter 1), two—the
internationalization of politics and the growth of the state—refer to general
trends common to most industrial democracies, and Italy has certainly not
been excluded from their effects. Thus, the presidentialization of the Italian
political system must be seen, at least in part, as a response to the growing
demands laid upon the political executive by the changing role of the state,
both domestically and internationally. However, in order to account for the
momentous and rapid nature of change in Italy, one needs to focus primarily
upon the critical role played by the other two factors: the erosion of trad-
itional social cleavage politics and the mediatization of politics.

The general understanding of the erosion of social cleavage politics is that
parties have lost their grip on their traditional social and political constitu-
encies. In the case of Italy, the process culminated in a dramatic crisis leading
to the breakdown of the party system in the elections of 1994 (Diamanti and
Mannheimer 1994). Each of Italy’s three main parties underwent profound
changes. The Socialists all but disappeared, while the Christian Democrats,
who had ruled the country for the entire post-war period, split into several
minor parties. The former Communist party was the only one to survive
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while maintaining a substantial degree of unity, although, following the fall
of the Berlin Wall, its ideological cohesiveness was deeply undermined.

Explanations of the breakdown of the Italian party system, once consid-
ered the most stable and immutable among Western democracies, have
mainly centred on the widespread exposure of political corruption within
the country’s political elite. As such excesses were widely and legitimately
considered a consequence of the enduring dominance of the Christian Demo-
cratic Party, the fall of the Berlin Wall suddenly created viable alternatives.
Thus, several actors—from the reformed ex-Communist party to the radical
anti-centralist Northern League—were eager to compete for government,
with an aggressive judicial branch as their formidable ally.

Political corruption and ideological renewal were not the only factors
leading to the transformation of the Italian party system. As long-term
data show, the decline of the major parties was well underway at both
electoral and organizational levels (Bardi and Morlino 1994). However,
this only serves to reinforce the conclusion that, by the early 1990s, a severe
crisis of the established parties had created a political vacuum that enor-
mously enhanced the opportunities for—and drives towards—the presiden-
tialization of Italian politics.

In order to better understand the relationship between the crisis of trad-
itional parties and the rise of presidentialization, one needs to focus on the
role played by the media in the transition from the First to the Second
Republic (as the pre- and post-1994 political systems became known). The
mediatization of politics—as we shall see—Ilargely coincided with the devel-
opment of modern communication techniques in electoral campaigning. In
addition, however, the national and local media played an instrumental role
in the transition by becoming the most outspoken sponsors of institutional
reform of the party system.

The proactive role of the media in the Italian crisis largely coincided with
their unprecedented autonomy. In the land of partitocrazia (as the First
Republic’s party-dominated political system was often referred to) the
media had traditionally been heavily dependent—both culturally and finan-
cially—on the party nomenclature. Political communication mainly worked
as a horizontal channel, conveying messages among the party elites rather
than between the government and the citizenry (Mancini 1990). This situ-
ation started to change with the growth of a (truly) independent press and the
expansion of private television networks. Yet, changes only became evident
with the collapse of the party system. After being, for so many decades,
carefully geared to the machinery of political patronage and power, the
media system suddenly found itself in a condition of quasi-independence.
The collapse of the party system did not just leave the media without their
traditional (party) filters, it also suddenly imposed upon both television and
the press an urgent need to fill the void in political communication, by
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developing a new agenda. This agenda revolved around the institutional
reform of the political system and the new creed of direct democracy.

The 1990s will be remembered in Italian politics as the decade of direct
election (Fedele 1994). Now that the parties were widely regarded as having
failed in their role as intermediaries between the people and the governing
institutions, many advocated the direct intervention of citizens to take on the
decision-making function. The creed of direct democracy enjoyed whole-
hearted academic support, as well as massive media coverage and promotion.
Yet, the decisive factor in its success was the institutional weapon that was
used to spread it throughout the country: the referendum. The referendum
brought the idea of direct democracy to each and every household, fostering
a handy functional substitute for the declining parties (Calise 1993). Political
participation could now be perceived as a much easier undertaking, with
almost instantaneous results.

The main object of referendum campaigns in the 1990s was the replace-
ment of proportional representation by a majoritarian electoral law (Chi-
menti 1999). The way it was presented to the people, a majoritarian electoral
law would enable them to directly choose the winning party or a coalition.
Leaving aside the issue of how sound the scientific foundations of this
supposition might have been (Calise 1998), the majoritarian platform
strongly reinforced the view that the people would henceforward directly
decide on political outcomes: first through the referendum, soon after,
through the new electoral law. In fact, when the new law was passed in the
wake of a sweeping referendum victory, the country stepped into its first
majoritarian electoral battle with one very clear expectation in the public
mind: the result of the election would no longer be a loose and flexible
parliamentary majority, but a government—and a head of the govern-
ment—directly chosen by the people. Through the Trojan horse of major-
itarian democracy, the presidentialization of the political system gained
momentum and legitimacy.

The media played a decisive role in legitimizing the presidentialization
process, though in a largely unconscious way, through their unanimous
backing of the referendum movement and the majoritarian platform. The
reform of the electoral law rapidly became the primary issue on the media’s
political agenda, for at least two reasons:

e First, it neatly fit the need for a public discourse focusing on innovation
and discontinuity with a discredited past. The collapse of the old party
system was presented as due in large part to the obsolete system of
proportional representation, which left the party elites to construct
and dismantle governments at will. By contrast, the new majoritarian
law promised to generate two, and only two, competing parties, so that
victory at the polls would coincide with governmental responsibility.
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The decision to form the government would be taken directly by the
people (Pasquino 1992).

e Second, the majoritarian platform represented an easy message to con-
vey. The notion that, by means of a mere new electoral law, the whole
political system could be reformed and made more democratic was very
appealing. The fact that some political scientists knew better (Sartori
1986), carried little weight with the media—hardly surprising in view of
the fact that other members of the discipline joined the majoritarian
crusade with the enthusiasm of neophytes (Barbera 1991; Fusaro 1991).
The simplicity and power of their case ensured that the media became
the apologists of the new system.

In spite of the fact that the constitution remained a strictly parliamentary
one, the presidentializing impact of the majoritarian ideology was immediate
and enduring. Soon after the victory of the centre-right coalition in 1994,
Berlusconi outspokenly referred to himself as an elected premier, a stance
shared by a majority of the press. The centre-left coalition at first tried to
defend some of the prerogatives of parliamentary democracy, hoping that the
President of the Republic would forbid a TV tycoon and his new party
(Forza Italia) from entering the Palazzo Chigi. Yet, it was soon compelled
to adjust to the new rules of the game. In the elections of 1996, the centre-left
Ulivo coalition unanimously backed Romano Prodi as its candidate for the
premiership. When Berlusconi ran for re-election as the centre-right nom-
inee, Italy entered its first full-fledged ‘presidential’ contest, with the leader’s
personality and appeal becoming a crucial factor in the voters’ decision-
making (Venturino 2000).

While the collapse of the traditional parties and the media’s campaign for
institutional reform precipitated the presidentialization of party and electoral
politics in Italy during the 1990s, it is important to note that a parallel process
had already been under way in the executive arena for more than two
decades.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION
A stronger executive

An important feature of the Italian road to presidentialization is the
strengthening of the executive branch. The representation of Italian govern-
ment as an inherently weak and unstable entity has deep historical roots in
the pre-fascist era and sound empirical evidence for the first thirty-five years
of its republican life. This may help explain why it has survived as a stereo-
type long after things started to change. The transformation of the Italian
executive has been massive as well as steady over the past twenty years.
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Its early stages were first identified and outlined in a seminal study by Sabino
Cassese (1980), who was able to foresee the momentous changes which were
set to take place. These changes can be sub-divided into two main categories:
normative and organizational.'

The former are ‘normative’ in the sense that they embody the idea that
legislative activity by the council of ministers (that is, the cabinet?), and by
individual ministries, is legitimate and should be expanded. Collective gov-
ernmental law-making has developed through three main channels:

1. The increased use of so-called emergency bills, that is, laws which the
government is constitutionally empowered to enact without parliament’s
approval, on the grounds of exceptional urgency. Since the early 1980s,
emergency bills have become more and more numerous, to the point of
becoming the predominant part of the total legislation passed. Formally,
emergency bills needed to be approved by parliament within 60 days of
their enactment by the government. Yet it became customary for the
government to reiterate a bill shortly before its expiry date up to six or
seven times (!), a practice which has in effect transformed emergency bills
into ordinary laws. In other cases, emergency bills could be employed to
accomplish certain (often expenditure-related) aims rapidly. Once such
expenditures were made, parliament could exercise the option of voting
the bill down, but this would have little practical effect.

2. The expansion of delegated legislation, or detailed measures directly
enacted by the government on the basis of broad guideline laws already
approved by parliament. Most EU regulatory activity has been handled
through such measures (Mené 1993; Calandra 2002), as well as some of
the most important reforms of the last decade, including those of the
pension system and the overall reorganization of the ministries (Crisci-
tiello 1999). This approach to law-making has been particularly favoured
by Berlusconi’s centre-right government. Indeed, the showdown between
Berlusconi and the unions in the autumn of 1994, leading to mass
demonstrations and a general strike, was caused by the government’s
determination to modify a key article of the Workers’ Statute through
delegated legislation.

3. The growing control of the government over the legislative agenda.
Thanks to drastic changes in the rules regulating the parliamentary
agenda, both on the floor and in committees, the government has
become able to promote its own bills far more effectively. The ratio of
laws originating in parliament and laws initiated by the government has
consequently shifted dramatically towards the latter.

Along with these changes which concern the collective decision-making
power of the government, account should also be taken of an increase
in secondary normative power, that is, the regulatory power enjoyed by
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government departments through their administrative prerogatives; these
detailed rule-making powers inhere both in individual ministers and in
the cabinet as a collective body (Calandra 2002: 100; Lupo 2003). The
domain of such power has grown, largely as a result of the deregulation
process, which has sought to eliminate the rigidity and confusion of parlia-
mentary legislation, while expanding the scope of ministerial responsibility
and intervention.

It is difficult to imagine such an impressive expansion of normative power
by the government without a parallel improvement in the organizational
resources available to it. The literature on the Italian council of ministers
of the 1970s reveals the disastrous condition of its secretariat at that time.
Most laws would be discussed and approved by the cabinet without the
formal texts being available, let alone previously circulated to ministers.
They were nicknamed ‘cover laws’, as the only thing available to ministers
were folders bearing the titles of the proposed legislation: empty dossiers
(Rodota 1977). This may not be surprising if one considers that the govern-
ment only gained a home of its own in 1961, with its relocation from the
Ministry of the Interior to its present residence at the Palazzo Chigi. At that
time, only fifty individuals serviced the Presidency of the Council (in effect,
the prime minister’s office).

From the time of the Giannini Report on the reform of public adminis-
tration (1979), the reorganization of the premiership became the object of
intensive research and reflection, culminating in the enactment of a new law
in August 1988. Attempts at such reorganization dated back to 1901, but the
1988 reform was saluted as a historical landmark, which thoroughly re-
defined the tasks of the prime minister’s office, as well as its financial and
administrative resources. Those involved in drafting and promoting this
institutional re-design included several of the most prominent Italian jurists,
some of whom were also politically active: Andrea Manzella became General
Secretary of the Presidency of the Council of Ministers; Sabino Cassese and
Franco Bassanini served as Ministers for the Public Function®; while Giu-
liano Amato became Prime Minister in 1992 and 2000.

Since the passing of the new law, several further reforms have reinforced
the position of the executive, the most recent approved by the D’Alema
government in July 1999, before being enacted by the Berlusconi government
in 2002. While the efficiency of Palazzo Chigi may still lag behind that of
other countries, the improvements in its decision-making and policy-steering
capacities are unprecedented (Lanzillotta 2003). It is little wonder, then, that
the focus of political competition has shifted from control of parliament to
governmental leadership. During the golden age of Italian partitocrazia,
Palazzo Chigi had remained in the shadow of the much more powerful
major party headquarters. Now the time had come to turn the power struc-
ture—and struggle—on its head.
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Prime Ministerial Dominance

The coming of prime ministerial dominance in Italian politics is by far the
strongest indicator of presidentialization. To a large extent, it is closely
dependent on the strengthening of the executive as a whole vis-a-vis parlia-
ment. Indeed, in many respects, it can be said to have been the driving force
behind the whole process. From the early 1980s, prime ministers took the
lead in the process of reorganizing and strengthening the executive branch.
Bettino Craxi, the long-standing general secretary of the Socialist Party,
played a highly visible role in this game, by advocating a formal constitu-
tional transition to a presidential regime. Although not all would have gone
as far as this, other prime ministers were also very active in pursuing the
expansion and reorganization of executive power. Importantly, they all came
from the ‘lay’ establishment, outside the Christian Democratic party. Indeed,
one may well say that prime ministerial dominance would never have
emerged without the historical discontinuity in the political and cultural
control of the Palazzo Chigi, which commenced with the Spadolini premier-
ship in 1981. Craxi, a strong personality, powerfully consolidated this his-
torical break, while successors such as Carlo Azeglio Ciampi (a former
governor of the Bank of Italy) and Giuliano Amato (a constitutional law
professor) brought to the leadership of the executive the prestige of their
considerable professional reputations. The stage was set for the coming of
the modern Italian premiership with the election in 1996 of Romano Prodi, a
manager and former president of IRL.*

Although the complex process of executive reorganization is still on-going,
it is interesting to note that, from the outset, the Italian reformers took as
their cue the British model.” Since the early committee work coordinated by
Giuliano Amato in 1981 to the more recent bilateral seminars held at Palazzo
Chigi during the Prodi premiership, the British premiership has served as a
guideline for innovation. The office of the president of the council of minis-
ters has been equipped with a general secretariat, with the role of the general
secretary clearly distinguished from that of the deputy minister in charge of
coordinating the work of the cabinet. For the first time, too, there is recog-
nition of, and provision for, the creation of a personal staff for the prime
minister, with full financial and organizational autonomy. Policy advisers
and political communications experts have thus at last entered the rooms
once accessible only to career politicians.

The General Secretariat has become a powerful coordinating centre for all
the activities of the prime minister’s office. The general secretary oversees the
budgetary policy and personnel organization of the PM’s office and, more
importantly, has been empowered since 2000 to promote all necessary ad-
justments to the internal functioning of the office. This creates the possibility
of autonomous adaptation of the organizational structure of the PM’s office,
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without any further need to seek parliament’s approval. It comes as no
surprise that Berlusconi was quick to use such enhanced self-regulating
power in order to create, within the PM’s office, a ‘Communication Centre’
for the electronic handling of classified documents, while greatly expanding
the functions and size of the premier’s press office.®

Because they occupy a pivotal position that requires technical, political,
and administrative skills, general secretaries have been selected from a close
circle of ‘political experts’, mainly with judicial or economic backgrounds, as
in the cases of Paolo de Ioanna (in the D’Alema Cabinet) and Linda Lanzil-
lotta (Amato’s Cabinet). The professional requisites change if we move
to the more overtly political tasks performed by the under-secretaries to the
prime minister. They share a very close fiduciary relationship with the prime
minister, and are his alter ego in handling the most delicate affairs. While
they are governmental appointees, only one of them has the special privilege
of quasi-ministerial status, which permits him to take part in the cabinet
meetings, where he serves as an important instrument of liaison between
individual ministers and premier.

Besides concentrating on providing the prime minister with an efficient
administrative machinery, organizational reform has changed the overall
structure of the office. Over the course of time, the Presidency of the Council
had developed into a large, but heterogeneous, super-ministry. The result
was that the premiership was overloaded with activities having very little or
nothing to do with its core political mission. They included, among others,
the departments for social affairs, metropolitan areas, tourism, and civil
protection, as well as a plethora of other administrative units. By dismantling
this unwieldy apparatus, which had a combined workforce of 4,500, the
prime minister’s office has been able to concentrate upon performing its
key political mission: legislative initiative and policy coordination (Pajno
and Torchia 2000). Thus, the prime minister’s office is now organized around
a limited number of departments, which all share a very direct relationship
with the overall functioning and coordination of the state apparatus. This is
a good example of the phenomenon referred to in Chapter 1, whereby core
executives seek to reduce the scope of their direct responsibilities, while
enhancing their coordinating power in the domain which they regard as
strategically critical.

The office of the prime minister still retains under its aegis a few depart-
ments with ministerial status; these enjoy substantial political autonomy
while still taking full advantage of the premiership’s special organizational
position. The Department for the Public Function, under Minister Franco
Bassanini, who served in the centre-left cabinets of Prodi, D’Alema, and
Amato, became the vehicle of an extensive programme of legislative reform
affecting central and local public administration. Similarly, the Department
for Institutional Reform has, during the past decade, been at the centre of
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recurring attempts to revise the constitution in a semi-presidential direction
and was eventually chosen by Umberto Bossi, leader of Lega Nord, as his
stronghold to push the centre-right coalition towards a federalist reorgan-
ization of the Italian state.

In light of such widespread and substantial change, it is only fair to
conclude that Italy has witnessed the emergence of a presidentialized political
executive, albeit still formally under a parliamentary regime. From being
scarcely even primus inter pares, with the status of little more than a mediator
among the parties (and factions) that comprised his government, the prime
minister has now evolved into by far the most prominent political figure in
the nation. Yet this unquestionable institutional primacy has inevitably
disrupted the pre-existing power balance. This became first evident during
the tussle between Ciriaco De Mita (Christian Democrat) and Bettino Craxi
(Socialist) for the premiership in 1986—7. Where hitherto the post could have
been traded for a number of ministerial portfolios, by the mid-1980s the
competition for control of Palazzo Chigi already offered very little scope for
such compromise. Neither political party—or leader—was prepared to
forego the premiership, a confrontation that eventually resulted in the break-
down of a thirty-year-old coalition, and of the party system as a whole.

Indeed, it may well be said that the premiership controversy strongly
contributed to the crisis of partitocrazia. When the Tangentopoli typhoon
hit the political establishment, it became evident that the coalitional equi-
librium had been deeply eroded by the emergence of such a powerful
premiership. Parties found themselves losing their ability to control the
governmental process from above at the very moment when the exposure
of widespread corruption precipitated them into a dramatic crisis. In any
case, it is hardly surprising that the presidentialization of the Italian executive
should reverberate within the very organizational structures of the parties
themselves, old and new alike.

THE PARTY FACE: THE PERSONAL PARTY

In Chapter 1, it is argued that there is a trade-off between partified and
presidentialized forms of politics. Parties embody the organizational prin-
ciple of collective action and their natural tendency is to resist the emergence
of strong, monocratic forms of leadership. Powerful confirmation of this
analytical framework is provided by the transformation of the American
presidential system. As long as American parties kept their firm organ-
izational grip on the electoral process, US presidents remained weak institu-
tional actors. Lord Bryce (1910) once famously explained ‘why great men are
not chosen as Presidents’: throughout the nineteenth century, real govern-
mental power remained firmly in party hands; it was only with the decline of
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party machines during the Progressive Era that the political conditions were
created for the rise of the modern presidency. US presidential history is
clearly divided into two constitutional epochs, with FDR as the watershed
(Pious 1979; see also Fabbrini’s chapter in this volume). In fact, its formal
presidential prerequisites notwithstanding, Woodrow Wilson would refer to
the American government of his time as ‘congressional government’. And
one may conclude that American presidentialism only became truly presi-
dentialized with the advent of the ‘imperial presidency’ of the post-FDR era
(Lowi 1985; Schlesinger 1973).

The Italian transition from the First to the (so-called) Second Republic
may well be considered a similar example of change from partified to pre-
sidentialized polity. As we have seen, the main factors behind this transform-
ation are the decline of the major political parties and the strengthening of
the political executive. When we consider this process at the level of intra-
party organizational change, the main result is a major shift in power to the
benefit of the leader. Such a development had been anticipated as early as
the mid-1980s, with the rise of Bettino Craxi as the general secretary of the
Socialist Party and the prime minister of Italy. Both offices were thus unified
in the same person. Until then, the unchallenged rule of the Christian
Democratic Party (the DC) had been based on a strict division of labour
between the party leadership and the prime minister’s office. With the party
secretary playing the role of chief political strategist and the prime minister
frequently at the mercy of his own coalition, there was little doubt that Piazza
del Gesu (the location of the DC’s headquarters) was of greater importance
than the Palazzo Chigi. The separation of the two roles between different
individuals testified to the ruling party’s determination to keep the prime
minister’s office from gaining strength and autonomy.

The advent of Craxi changed the rules of the game, and in a most effective
way. His premiership (1983-7) turned out to be the longest in the troubled
history of post-war Italian cabinets, thus forcing the Christian Democrats to
follow suit. The eventual ousting of Craxi was followed by the premiership of
Ciriaco De Mita, who was also able to retain the post of DC General
Secretary. However, it proved a short-lived innovation, as the party reacted
fiercely and swiftly to terminate De Mita’s experiment. This might have
seemed like a reassertion of partified politics, but ultimately it only served
to accelerate the process of party decline, for the Tangentopoli earthquake
found a party leadership profoundly weakened by internal feuding.

Bettino Craxi’s personalization of party and executive leadership reson-
ated with the media, and set the stage for the rise of his close friend, media
tycoon Silvio Berlusconi, as the new playmaker of Italian politics (Hine 1986;
Merkel 1987). The relationship between Berlusconi and his party, Forza
Italia, presents an extreme case of presidentialization of party control. The
party was founded by Berlusconi, largely as a by-product of his corporate
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empire, using his huge financial means as well as his sophisticated television
network to create the party’s central structure, which was mainly staffed with
leading executives from Berlusconi’s companies, such as Publitalia and
Fininvest (Poli 2001). Besides being, to a substantial extent, the private
property of its founder, Forza Italia was also highly dependent upon Berlus-
coni in a political sense, as it focused, from the very beginning, exclusively on
promoting Berlusconi’s ascent to the prime ministerial office. This implied
that Berlusconi would keep absolute control over both the communication
and organizational aspects of the party, creating an indistinguishable identity
between the party and the man (Poli 2001). In essence, Forza Italia was
conceived and developed as Berlusconi’s personal party (Calise 2000).

Yet, in establishing and consolidating his personal party, Berlusconi was
also facilitated by three systemic factors. At the institutional level, the
strengthening of the political executive had created an appropriate environ-
ment for the rapid ascent of a party whose main objective was the ‘presiden-
tial” victory of its leader: a monocratic party could have no better
institutional incentive than a monocratic premiership. At the political level,
the sudden collapse of all major governmental parties created an exceptional
vacuum and an opportunity for the rise of a new party. What is more,
achieving a national impact with his personal party was made considerably
easier for Berlusconi by the fact that he faced no strong competitors within
the centre-right camp. Indeed, the ideological platform of Forza Italia largely
reproduced the pre-existing orientations of the former Christian Democrats,
a feature that has been confirmed in more recent elections (ITANES 2001).
Finally, Berlusconi’s presidential campaign style was perfectly suited to the
new brand of electioneering that emerged as a consequence of the new law
establishing the direct elections of mayors in 1993 (see below).

This helps to explain why the ‘new model army’ of the personal party did
not remain Berlusconi’s exclusive prototype, but was quickly expropriated by
the centre-left camp. Needless to say, the format—and strength—of the
personal parties developed by the Ulivo leaders differed in various respects
from Berlusconi’s exact model. Lacking the huge financial and communica-
tion resources (as well as the professional skills) of the founder of Forza
Italia, the Ulivo’s leaders tried to maximize the only relevant organizational
asset that was available in the troubled waters of changing Italian politics: the
prime minister’s extraordinary media visibility and institutional leverage.

As a result, both Lamberto Dini (who served as Prime Minister—after a
coalition crisis brought down the first Berlusconi government—from Janu-
ary 1995 to May 1996) and Romano Prodi (who became Prime Minister after
the 1996 elections) managed to create personal parties as spin-offs of their
premierships. While Dini’s party never went beyond the scope—and influ-
ence—of a notable’s party, Prodi’s Democratici became very important
within the centre-left coalition, their main purpose being to counterbalance
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the hegemony of the former Communist Democratici di Sinistra (DS). The
Democratici’s role was further enhanced through merger, in 2001, with a
centre-left faction of the former Christian Democrats, the Partito Popolare,
to form the new Margherita party. Ironically, the Margherita gained a
significant number of parliamentary seats, in spite of the disastrous defeat
which the Ulivo coalition suffered in the general elections held that June. The
Ulivo’s leader in 2001 was also the Margherita’s founder, Francesco Rutelli:
while a personalized campaign enabled his own party to do well, the overall
coalition was nevertheless in disarray.

THE ELECTORAL FACE

Much of the popularity of presidential-style electoral contests sprang from
the successful implementation of directly elected mayors in 1993 (Fabbrini
2000). The new electoral law not only provided for the direct election of
mayors, but also for greatly expanded executive powers at city hall. This
reform provoked the first outright experience of candidate-centred cam-
paigning in post-war Italy. In 1993, all the major Italian cities, from Milan
and Turin (spring) to Naples, Venice, Genoa, and Rome (autumn) witnessed
a general shift—away from party competition towards a highly personalized
form of campaign organization and presentation (Marrone 1996). At local
level, personalization also found a very hospitable environment because it
was not so heavily dependent on the role of media. For the new politics of
mayoral government and electioneering, personalization simply stood, to a
large extent, for a more direct, face-to-face relationship between leaders and
supporters (Legnante 1999; Mazzoleni 2004).”

Following the first direct elections of mayors, Silvio Berlusconi’s entry into
the political arena had a huge impact. From the small-scale efforts of the
candidates for local office, the personalization of elections was suddenly
transformed into a massive nationwide undertaking. As a man who person-
ally owned a media empire—including the three main private television
networks in the country (Italia Uno, Retequattro, and Canale Cinque)—
and was himself highly adept in the language and logic of television, Silvio
Berlusconi would soon set a standard for personal campaigning with no
comparable precedents in modern mass democracies, and a very difficult
one to match.

Berlusconi’s personal campaigning has utilized all the major means of
communication. While television has obviously taken primary place, and a
vital one strategically, Forza Italia’s campaigning has also emphasized the
party leader’s role and personality through more traditional media, such as
newspapers and posters. During the 2001 national campaign, the country
was flooded with copies of a 150-page booklet, describing the candidate’s
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extraordinary road to success. Una Storia Italiana was sent to every house-
hold, at an estimated cost of €6 million. Meanwhile, for several months
before the official commencement of the election campaign, the major ad-
vertising locations in the largest Italian cities were occupied by gigantic
posters of Berlusconi’s smiling face and the main slogans of the coalition
he headed, the Polo della Liberta. National and local newspapers offered
little diversity, since Forza Italia’s parliamentary candidates were formally
prohibited from displaying photographs of themselves, in order to permit
their leader a total image monopoly (Poli 2001). Nevertheless, TV undoubt-
edly remained the most important channel of communication in establishing
the new personalized format of national campaigning which so rapidly
brought Silvio Berlusconi electoral success—and prime ministerial office.

Three features of Berlusconi’s political communication strategy deserve
particular attention:

® the distribution of pre-recorded campaign videos directly to voters;
® his ubiquitous TV presence; and
® the personalization of campaign issues.

The first of these is a technique that was imported from Ross Perot’s presi-
dential campaigns in the USA. These videos included a list of Berlusconi’s
campaign agenda items, shown on a coloured board, and backed by quan-
titative data which purported to support his case. A typical feature of his
campaign was to cite polling evidence showing that a majority of Italians
agreed with him about various political issues. This generated a bitter con-
troversy as to the reliability of the figures that Berlusconi quoted, the more so
as the sources were seldom cited, but tended to coincide with the findings of
survey research companies closely associated with Berlusconi’s business
empire. However, criticisms levelled by various opinion research and aca-
demic experts seemed to carry little weight with most voters.

If the use of pre-recorded videos was a clear departure from previous
practice, the domination of TV time by the prime ministerial candidates in
2001 was not unprecedented, and cannot be considered a peculiarly Italian
feature. Yet, it is still impressive how this rapidly became a dominant feature
of what formally remained a competition between two rather loose coali-
tions, each comprising a number of very heterogeneous parties. In the 2001
elections, Berlusconi and Rutelli, the two prime ministerial candidates,
enjoyed over 400 minutes each on the three public television channels (RAI
1, 2, and 3), which was more than four times the average accorded to the
seven other leaders from allied parties. Yet, even this level of coverage paled
into insignificance compared to the exposure accorded to Berlusconi on
his own Mediaset channels—a whopping 1,427 minutes, as against 887
minutes for his main rival, Rutelli. Of the other party leaders, only Alleanza
Nazionale’s Gianfranco Fini—Forza Italia’s main coalition ally—surpassed
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200 minutes, barely one-seventh of Berlusconi’s score. No other leader
received more than 40 minutes air time on the Mediaset channels.®

But perhaps the most striking feature of recent campaign strategy has been
the personalization of issues and platforms. The 2001 election campaign was,
in essence, about the question of whether to vote for or against Berlusconi. In
what is perhaps the most rigorous empirical analysis of televised electoral
communication, Legnante and Sani argue that most salient campaign issues
were ‘inextricably interwoven’ with the candidates’ personal roles and qual-
ities (2002: 47). Berlusconi’s own strategy of personalizing his campaign
dictated his adversaries’ main weapon against him: the centre-left’s main
campaign theme was the risk of Berlusconi becoming, because of his financial
wealth and media empire, an authoritarian prime minister.

It is not easy to assess the effect of this strategy of ‘dramatizing mobiliza-
tion’. When considered in terms of the impact on voting behaviour, it seems
that the strategy made a substantial impact, as anti-Berlusconi sentiment was
found to be the main factor motivating a vote for the centre-left (Mannhei-
mer 2001). However, in embracing the outright personalization of the cam-
paign, this strategy was considered by many to belittle the programmatic
virtues of the centre-left. By failing to stress the governmental record of
economic and social achievement since 1996, the Ulivo may have lost sight
of its main electoral asset. All the more so in view of the fact that the
strategy of personalizing its campaign led to the nomination, in the summer
of 2000, of Francesco Rutelli, the mayor of Rome, as the prime ministerial
candidate for the general election that was forthcoming in spring 2001. This
choice was made at the expense of Giuliano Amato, an internationally
renowned figure and at that time the incumbent prime minister. According
to the polls, Rutelli had the stronger personal appeal. As a result, the whole
electoral communication strategy hinged on Rutelli’s personal qualities, in a
manifest attempt to replicate Berlusconi’s own success story. The disastrous
outcome of an overwhelming and unprecedented parliamentary majority for
Berlusconi (Pasquino 2002), would show that polling is not an easy political
weapon to handle—at least for the strategists of the centre-left.

CONCLUSION

In presenting Italy as an exemplar of presidentialization, we have stressed the
fact that the process has long been underway on all major analytical dimen-
sions. The severe crisis of traditional parties undermined their parliamentary
environment, while generating the internal organizational transformations
which resulted in the emergence of a strongly presidentialized party type, the
personal party. At the same time, the mediatization of electoral competition
achieved its apogee with the rise of media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi, the
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dominant political figure of the past decade in Italy. Yet, in order to fully
appreciate the pervasive and enduring nature of change, one needs to look
into the sweeping institutional reforms that have paved the way for presi-
dentialization of politics in the country: the strengthening of the political
executive and the introduction of a majoritarian electoral law.

While the extraordinary expansion of leadership power in national govern-
ment can be traced back over twenty years or more, and may be considered
a long overdue development which enables Italy to catch up with most
other comparable countries, the new electoral law was mainly a response
to the breakdown of the party system. The movement for a new electoral
law had been active throughout the previous decade (Segni 1994), but it had
been hostage to the well-known paradox of institutional reforms: No major
change can be introduced to the (main) rules of the game as long as these
changes need the approval of the very political actors they are likely to
jeopardize (Sartori 1994; Sundquist 1992). Yet, with the collapse of all of the
major ruling parties, the way was cleared for the electoral reform movement,
aided by strong support within the mass media, to achieve its goal by way of the
referendum.

The combination of the new electoral law, a strengthened executive, and a
heavily mediatized political arena produced a majoritarian form of politics
quite different from the one the reformers had envisaged. While the referen-
dum movement had aimed for a Westminster model of two strong and
cohesive programmatic parties, the actual result was two very loose coali-
tions of parties constructed around the unifying factor of a highly personal-
ized leadership. The road to British parliamentarism got sidetracked onto the
path of American-style presidentialism.

This trend towards presidentialization, however, does not necessarily
mean that a regime change has definitively occurred. If we look at the
quasi-direct election of the prime minister, the chronicle of the last decade
has proved quite controversial. In the wake of the first two presidentialized
elections (1994 and 1996), parliamentary politics has been eager to step
back in. Both the first Berlusconi cabinet and the Prodi cabinet were
voted down by parliamentary votes, and were succeeded by new prime
ministers who assumed office without recourse to new elections. In the
first case, this occurred as a result of a change in the parliamentary majority,
while in the second case, Massimo D’Alema replaced Romano Prodi,
a succession within the centre-left coalition. Yet, in both cases the overthrow
was met with outright hostility from the press, a sign that the transition to
a new system, while far from complete, had gained widespread legitimacy.
This sentiment had been nurtured through the referendum crusades and,
probably to an even greater extent, through the changes wrought in local
politics.
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As we have seen, it may well be that the main turning point was repre-
sented by the victorious mayoral campaigns of 1993, with the winning
candidates from the centre-left soon becoming the apostles of a ‘new politics’
based on clear personal institutional responsibility and a closer personal
relationship with the electorate. The systemic influence of the mayoral reform
also eventually extended to the election of regional governors, who became
directly elected from April 2000. In the light of the popularity of these
reforms, and with some of the most prominent mayors also running for
election as heads of regional government, the term presidentialization
quickly became the catchword which characterized the new scenario. Yet,
the personalized political strategy deployed by Prime Minister Massimo
D’Alema for these regional elections proved ineffectual. The forecasts of
his polling advisers, who anticipated a sweeping victory for the centre-left
coalition, encouraged D’Alema to take a very assertive role in the campaign,
transforming an important yet limited mid-term administrative election into
a personal showdown with Berlusconi. But they proved misleading, and
electoral defeat led to the unexpected resignation of D’Alema.

In the end, as in any major transition, the institutional picture remains one
of conflicting forces or, more optimistically, checks and balances. The national
parliamentary elections of 2001, which saw the return to power of Silvio
Berlusconi with a sweeping majority, seemed to strongly reinforce the
trends towards presidentialization. This is clearly true at the electoral
level, as we have seen, in respect of campaign strategy and management,
media coverage, and electoral behaviour. But, if anything, it has proved
even truer in the running of the cabinet, where Berlusconi felt strong enough
to dismiss two of his most prominent ministers (those for the interior
and foreign affairs), an unprecedented move in the history of Italian govern-
ment. As a consequence, he himself served as foreign minister for several
months.

Yet, by stressing the importance of Silvio Berlusconi for the presidentiali-
zation of Italian politics, one is bound to wonder about the consequences
of Berlusconi’s eventual demise. That the process was well under way in
the country prior to Berlusconi’s ascent to power, suggests that it may
endure, in at least some respects. And the effects of institutional changes
and mediatization are likely to reinforce the long-term nature of the phe-
nomenon too. Yet, there is no doubt that Berlusconi has had an extraordin-
ary personal impact in elevating presidentialization to its current level in
Italy. Through the creation of his personal party he has introduced a short-
cut between party politics and presidential politics, and inspired a degree of
imitation well beyond the boundaries of Forza Italia. Whether this con-
sequence of the collapse of partitocrazia leaves a lasting legacy remains to
be seen.
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NOTES

1.

For an in-depth analysis of the expansion of executive power in Italy, see Calise
1997 and 2006.

. Note that the formal Italian title of the Cabinet is the Council of Minsters (‘Consiglio

dei Ministeri’), while the title of the prime minister is actually the President of the
Council of Ministers. In order to avoid confusion with the President of the Republic
(the formal head of state in Italy), and to ease comparison with other parliamentary
regimes, this chapter will refer to the President of the Council as Prime Minister or
Premier, and the Council of Ministers as the Government or Cabinet.

. ‘Minister for the Public Function’ loosely translates as ‘Minister for the Civil

Service’, in Anglo-Saxon terms.

. IRI was the Istituto per la Ricostruzione Industriale, a major public corporation

which held mixed assets across the industrial and financial sectors.

. For a detailed reconstruction of both normative and organizational aspects of

change, see Criscitiello 1999.

. See President of Council of Ministers’ decrees of 12 December 2001 and 23 July

2002.

. At the local level, organized face-to-face encounters may indeed prove to be a

successful substitute for indirect political communication through the mass media.
At a recent seminar, Mario De Biase, the mayor of Salerno—a mid-sized southern
city—declared that, during his victorious campaign, he had only spoken at half a
dozen public meetings, while personally taking part in more than 500 small
encounters, totalling over 10,000 personal contacts with his electors. It is perhaps
worth noting that this mayor holds a degree in Sociology.

. These figures refer to the entire two-month campaign period, for all broadcast

programmes, as measured by the Osservatorio di Pavia (Legnante and Sani 2002:
58-9).
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The Presidentialization of Spanish Democracy:
Sources of Prime Ministerial Power in
Post-Franco Spain

Ingrid van Biezen and Jonathan Hopkin

INTRODUCTION

Spain is a good example of a formally parliamentary regime subject to
presidentializing pressures. Although the degree of presidentialization has
varied over the post-Franco period, prime ministers have mostly been power-
ful figures, and election campaigns have been heavily concentrated on the
rivalry between prime ministerial candidates. This chapter will examine
the foundations of this presidentialization, focusing on three broad areas: the
formal constitutional framework and other institutional features stemming
from the nature of the Spanish transition to democracy, the internal dynam-
ics of Spanish political parties, and the dynamics of electoral competition. It
will assess the different levels of presidentialization at different points in time
in order to disentangle the relative importance of these factors in bolstering
prime ministerial power resources and autonomy in the Spanish political
system.

THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT:
TRANSITION AND THE 1978 CONSTITUTION

Spain is a young democracy, and the present parliamentary monarchy was
established by the transition to democracy after Franco’s death in 1975,
which culminated in a new constitution in 1978. The nature of executive
power in democratic Spain can only be properly understood in terms of the
dynamics of this democratization process. Two features of this transition are
particularly important.

First, the transition was itself influenced by historical legacies. The lessons
drawn from the failure of Spain’s first democratic regime, the Second
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Republic (1931-6), were consistently invoked during the transition to dem-
ocracy. Key transition leaders took the view that Spain’s bloody Civil War
(1936-9) was the result of the weak and fractious nature of the Second
Republic. The 1931 constitution had provided for an uneasy sharing of
executive power between the offices of president and prime minister, which
contributed to this weakness (Heywood 1995: 89). The new democracy, it
was argued, should have a strong executive capable of governing authorita-
tively.

Second, Spain’s transition to democracy avoided a clear break with the
Franco regime. The process began with a Political Reform Law passed by the
Francoist institutions themselves, and at all points in the process a pretence
of constitutional continuity was maintained. As a result, the institutional
features of the Franco regime inevitably influenced the nature of the post-
Franco democracy. The decision not to purge the Spanish public adminis-
tration, and institutions such as the army and the judiciary, of Francoist
appointees ensured elements of the governing culture of the dictatorship
would persist (Bar 1997: 116). Needless to say, the Franco dictatorship had
concentrated political power around the executive and around the figure of
the Caudillo himself, and so institutional continuities would tend to reinforce
the power of the executive, and in particular the prime minister.

The transition to democracy was achieved through consensus and negoti-
ation among the major political forces. This had important consequences.
Paradoxically, consensus weakened parliament: because of the difficulty of
the compromises the parties had to make, and the need to ensure the
acquiescence of extra-parliamentary forces (such as the army, the church,
and big business), the real action took place behind the scenes (Herrero de
Minon 1993). This set a precedent which has proved difficult to shake off: as
we will show later in this chapter, parliamentary parties have tended (with
some exceptions) to be subordinated to their leaderships, and parliament as a
whole has rarely challenged the dominant position of the prime minister and
executive.

The constitutional settlement of 1978 entrenched executive power, even
though the original parliamentary draft had advocated a much more bal-
anced system (Herrero de Minon 1993: 126). The PSOE (Spanish Socialist
Party) and the PCE (Spanish Communist Party) were initially predisposed
to a strongly parliamentary constitutional settlement, but Adolfo Suarez
(appointed prime minister by King Juan Carlos in July 1976) insisted on a
more ‘presidential’ approach, supported by the conservative Alianza Popular
(AP—Popular Alliance). Above and beyond his natural preference to con-
centrate power around himself, his main concerns were to convince hard-line
sectors of the military and the Francoist political class that democracy could
be compatible with strong and authoritative government, and to ensure the
government had sufficient means to manage and control the transition
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process itself. The Socialists in particular could sense the possible future
benefits to them of such an arrangement.

The 1978 constitution therefore adopted the so-called ‘Chancellorship’
model of the Federal Republic of Germany, with the explicit objective of
ensuring executive dominance over parliament, and prime ministerial dom-
inance within the executive (Heywood 1991, 1995). The prime minister (pre-
sidente del gobierno) is invested personally with the confidence of parliament
in a vote of investiture, and only then chooses a cabinet (consejo de ministros).
This reinforces the prime minister’s power within the cabinet itself, as only he
or she can claim this special legitimacy (Aragon 2002: 43—4; Heywood 1991:
98-9). The prime ministerial position is further strengthened by the ‘con-
structive motion of censure’, whereby the parliament can only censure the
government through a majority vote for an alternative candidate for the
prime minister’s office (ibid.). Finally, the parliamentary standing orders
established in 1977 were designed to maximize the government’s authority
over parliament (ibid.; see also Maurer 1999: 41). The government has the
dominant role in initiating legislation, and wide powers to issue decree-laws,
as well as far superior material means for drawing up legislation (Heywood
1999: 105).

The ‘Chancellorship’ model adopted by the 1978 constitution therefore
does more than simply strengthen the executive at the expense of parliament.
It also creates the conditions for the presidentialization of the political system
by concentrating executive authority around the prime minister’s office. The
prime minister directs the action of the government, names the ministers and
allocates responsibilities between them, and coordinates the activities of the
different ministers (Articles 98-100), as well as having the power to dissolve
parliament (Article 115) and sack ministers (Article 100). These powers
enhance prime ministerial authority and autonomy within the government
(Heywood 1999; Heywood and Molina 2000).

The electoral law is also crucial in determining the level of presidentializa-
tion. The current Spanish electoral system is one of proportional represen-
tation with a series of ‘correctives’ which were designed to make the outcome
as majoritarian as possible (Gunther et al. 1986; Montero et al. 1992). These
correctives included the d’Hondt system of calculation, which tends to
favour larger parties, and a low average district magnitude, as well as a 3
per cent threshold at district level. This system was designed to secure two
objectives: to limit the fragmentation of the party system, and to secure
strong governments (if possible, single-party governments). It has been
largely successful in achieving these objectives. Although the number of
parties with parliamentary representation has been comparatively high in
Spain (twelve in 1977-9, eleven in the parliament elected in 2000), the level of
parliamentary fragmentation has been relatively low, largely because almost
all the smaller parties in parliament have been regionalist forces incapable of
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TABLE 5.1. Governments, prime ministers and parliamentary
support in Spain 1977-2000

Dates Prime Minister Parliamentary Support Supporting Parties
1977-79 Suarez (UCD) 47.1 (Minority) UCD (+ various)
1979-81 Suarez (UCD) 48.0 (Minority) UCD (+ various)
19812 Calvo Sotelo (UCD) 48.0 (Minority) UCD (+ various)
1982-6 Gonzalez (PSOE) 57.7 PSOE

1986-9 Gonzalez (PSOE) 52.6 PSOE

1989-93 Gonzalez (PSOE) 50 PSOE

1993-6 Gonzalez (PSOE) 45.4 (Minority) PSOE (+ CiU)
1996-2000 Aznar (PP) 44.6 (Minority) PP (+ CiU, PNV)
2000-2004 Aznar (PP) 52.3 PP

2004— Zapatero (PSOE) 42.6 (Minority) PSOE (+various)

Notes: All figures are percentages of seats held by governing party. ‘Minority’ refers to minority
government status.

challenging the two main parties at the national level (Holliday 2002: Table
9.1). Spain has effectively maintained a moderate bipolar—one might say an
adulterated two-party—system ever since the restoration of democracy in
1977, despite the vote share of the two main parties oscillating between only
63.7 per cent and 78.6 per cent of votes cast. This makes government
formation a far more straightforward task than in some other multiparty
systems. As Table 5.1 shows, there has not yet been a case of formal coalition
government under Spanish democracy, and for fifteen out of the last twenty-
nine, Spain has had a single-party government with an absolute majority
of parliamentary support (and single-party minority governments for the
remainder).

With the help of a relatively majoritarian electoral law, prime ministers in
Spain have therefore been able to claim a democratic mandate to form
governments, strengthening their position vis-a-vis parliament and laying
the foundations for the presidentialization of the Spanish system of govern-
ment.

THE PARTY FACE: LEADERS AND THEIR PARTIES

The nature of party organization in Spain is a major contributor to the
personalization of politics. The image of the party leaders has come to
assume a prominent role in campaigning (see below) and politics more
broadly tends to be highly personalized. However, at least on the face of it,
Spanish parties seem quite decentralized. In the space of just a couple of
decades, Spain has evolved from the unitary and highly centralized state it
was under Franco towards an almost federal state structure, with the 1978
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constitution explicitly recognizing the right of regional autonomy. All Span-
ish parties have adapted their organizational structures to the federal struc-
ture of government, although the parties of the left have tended to grant more
formal autonomy to their regional organizations than those of the right. In
recent years, however, even the conservative Partido Popular has adapted its
organization to the rapidly federalized state structure, now defining itself as a
‘regionalized organization’.

Despite this formal decentralization, in practice Spanish parties are highly
centralized organizations. The formal autonomy granted to the regional
echelons of the party is often at the same time curtailed by statutes, with
provisions in the national party rules that ensure that decisions made by the
lower strata are bound to the confines established by the national party
programme and constitution. In many cases, moreover, the autonomy of
the lower echelons is effectively negated by stipulating that their decisions,
on financial matters, or the selection of candidates for sub-national public
office, for example, actually require the approval of the national party
leadership.

Similarly, candidate selection procedures for national office are highly
centralized, and have been ever since the first democratic elections (de Este-
ban and Guerra 1985). The candidates for the Partido Popular are normally
selected from the centre with very little influence from below. Even if the
selection process formally occurs according to a bottom-up procedure, as in
Izquierda Unida (United Left) the ultimate authority over the candidates and
their rank-order on the party lists rests with the national leadership. Equally,
in the PSOE the selection process starts off at the local branch and concludes
at the Federal Committee, which not only has formal veto powers over the
proposals of the lower strata, but may also add names to the lists. As Méndez
(1998: 195) observes in this context, the preliminary lists emanating from the
local branch have to pass so many stages that the final result can be com-
pletely different from the initial proposals, and there is no room for disagree-
ment or appeal.

Hence, the picture that emerges here is that, rather than operating
in relatively autonomous decision-making spheres, the national and
lower organizational strata of Spanish parties are in fact highly interde-
pendent. The parties are hierarchical and top-down organizations with
strong oligarchic tendencies, concentrating power at the highest echelons
of the party in the hands of a small elite (Gillespie 1989: 323-4). Para-
doxically, this tight hierarchical structure can also act as a constraint
on presidentialization, in that party leaders have to win organizational
control of the party in order to dominate. However, the main trend in
the Spanish democracy has been towards centralization and the institution-
alization of personalized leadership, as the following analysis of the major
parties shows.
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The Partido Popular: Concentration of powers
and the personalization of leadership

The clearest case of a party with high levels of centralization and personal-
ization is the Partido Popular (PP), the successor party to the Alianza Popular
founded during the transition period. ‘Presidentialism’, as Cotarelo and
Lopez Nieto (1988) observe, was already an essential characteristic of
Alianza Popular and was reinforced with the party’s ‘refoundation’ as Par-
tido Popular in 1989 (Garcia-Guereta 2001). The predominance of the leader
in the party’s early years was in part the result of the informal and highly
personalized networks surrounding the party president. Clientelism and
personal ties with the party president were important in establishing the
territorial structures of the party, and personalist features tended to domin-
ate internal party conflicts. This hindered the institutionalization of the party
and brought an excessive dependence on its charismatic leader and founding
father, Manuel Fraga, which continued until his resignation (Montero 1989:
516).

The presidential structure of the PP is codified in the party statutes through
the institutionalization of a personal leadership and extensive formal author-
ities assigned to the party president. The statutes institutionalize the party
presidency as a separate party office which occupies a privileged position
within the party as a whole and is granted important prerogatives. The
authority of the party president, moreover, has tended to increase over
time: for instance the president chairs all the national party decision-making
bodies and has a decisive vote. In 1993, in addition, the party leader acquired
the ex officio leadership of the parliamentary groups in the lower and upper
chamber as well as the European Parliament, extending his reach over both
parliamentary and extra-parliamentary arenas of party activity, even at the
supranational level. The party president can personally appoint additional
members to the executive committee (that is, over and above those elected by
the party congress) and, most tellingly, has the exclusive authority to choose
the members of the smaller, inner core, permanent executive. The subordin-
ation of the executive committee to the party president is furthermore expli-
citly recognized by authorizing him to discharge and replace those members
who are elected by the party congress.

As in most Spanish parties, the members of the executive committee are
elected by the party congress through a closed (and blocked) list according to
a simple majority system. In practice, this leaves the composition of the
executive committee to a large extent down to the party leader. Typically,
only one list for the future executive committee is submitted for ratification
to the party congress (although after Fraga’s resignation in 1986 a bitter
leadership contest pitted two candidates head to head at the 1987 party
congress, for the first [and so far only] time in the party’s history). The
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election of the executive is merged with the election of the presidency (with
the exception of a brief period between 1986 and 1989), making the choice of
executive members a vote of confidence in the presidency. Not only does this
discourage dissent, it also means that it is the party president who is invested
personally with a mandate from the party congress, at the expense of the
authority of the executive.

In many respects, the Partido Popular can be seen to resemble the former
Union de Centro Democratico (UCD), which also had a highly centralized
and presidential party structure, in which Suarez and his close allies con-
trolled virtually all facets of the party organization. The party president was
attributed substantial powers in manufacturing the electoral lists, for ex-
ample, and was also responsible for the coordination of the party in govern-
ment and parliament, to the latter of which he was the ex officio president.
The party presidency was also responsible for the supervision of the
party apparatus, which in practice gave him control over party expend-
iture, and the functioning of the lower organizational echelons, which were
directly subordinated to the central authority (Hopkin 1999: 84-93; Huneeus
1985: 234).

The Socialist Party: Oligarchic constraints on party presidentialization

Rather than a presidentialized party, the PSOE has traditionally been
an oligarchic organization, although with a predominant party leader. In
contrast to the Partido Popular or Izquierda Unida, the PSOE has not
institutionalized the party presidency, maintaining instead a formally colle-
gial executive. However, the Socialist Party leader is both by statute
and political practice much more than a primus inter pares. Felipe Gonzalez,
party leader for most of the democratic era, dominated the party, although
this was as much down to his personal charisma as to formal prerogatives
(Colomé 1998). Indeed, his predominance was such that it enabled him
to make the party embrace positions it had previously opposed, such as
when Gonzdlez persuaded the party to abandon its anti-NATO stance al-
most overnight in 1986. Throughout virtually the entire post-Franco period,
Gonzalez maintained a firm control over the party until his unexpected
resignation in 1997, leaving the party in disarray and creating a leadership
vacuum that culminated in the clashing ‘dual leadership’ after the 1998 party
primaries. The PSOE under Gonzalez can be seen as an example of a
personal leadership based on a personal mandate which he derived from
considerable and long-standing electoral success. However, the less fortunate
experiences of his successors demonstrate that the party structures of
the PSOE continue to act as an important constraint on intra-party presi-
dentialization.
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In addition to the widely used practice of a majoritarian election through a
closed list (as in the PP), until 1994 the executive committee of the Socialist
Party was elected by a so-called collective vote. This meant that the heads of
the provincial delegations, rather than individual delegates, cast a block
vote, and provincial delegations often pooled their votes so that a single
block vote could be cast by the regional leadership. At the extraordinary party
congress in 1979, for example, Vice-Secretary-General Guerra thus controlled
the whole region of Andalucia, representing 25 per cent of the total congress,
with one single vote.' This procedure effectively filtered out the representation
of critical minority groups, highlighting the high degree of internal central-
ization of the party organization and the hegemony of the internal party
oligarchy over the entire organization. Control over the party organization,
however, remained contingent upon the cohesion of the dominant coalition.

The first signs of a rupture in the dominant coalition emerged in the early
1990s and intensified after the resignation of Guerra as deputy prime minister
in 1991, following his brother’s alleged involvement in a corruption scandal.
As a result of the departure of Guerra and some of his followers—the
guerristas—from the cabinet, the government became more coherent and
uniform and, as Puhle (2001: 290) asserts, ‘it also became even more “‘pre-
sidentialist” and isolated from the party.’ In addition to the outcome result-
ing from a schism in the dominant coalition, the shift towards higher levels of
presidentialization can be seen from the modification of the party’s internal
electoral system and particularly the voting procedures for the election of the
party leader: in 1998, the PSOE introduced primary elections to select its
candidate for prime ministership.

Their election through primaries gives party leaders a direct and personal
mandate from the party rank-and-file, and thus potentially enhances their
autonomy vis-a-vis the party apparatus. As in most other western parties,
however, the direct involvement of the PSOE membership did not permit can-
didate selection to escape the control of the party elites entirely (Hopkin 2001).
In thissense, therefore, the nature of the party organization continues toactasa
constraint on presidentialization. As will be argued below, parties should also
be seen as the pivotal political institutions in the parliamentary arena, even
though the leaders’ dominance of their parties is a key factor in ensuring that
prime ministers are able to control their parliamentary support bases.

Executive strength, parliamentary group
subordination, and prime ministerial power

Spanish parties are primarily elitist organizations, with the locus of power to
be found within the extra-parliamentary executives (van Biezen 2003: ch. 7).
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This contrasts with the patterns observed for the longer established democ-
racies in the West European democracies (Katz and Mair 1995), where the
party in public office has become increasingly predominant vis-a-vis the
party central office and the membership organization. The Spanish scenario
of a national executive exercising a remarkable degree of control over the
parliamentary groups is a characteristic shared with recently established
democracies more generally (see also van Biezen 2000).

The subservience of the parliamentary party vis-a-vis the party central
office can be seen in all the Spanish parties, in a number of respects. First
of all, the party central offices tend to have an advantage over the party in
public office in terms of human and financial resources. Second, formal
provisions in the party statutes explicitly limit the autonomy of the parlia-
mentary groups in deciding on the distribution of its material and financial
resources or the employment and dismissal of parliamentary party staff, for
example, by stipulating that these require the approval of the party executive.
Political decisions are taken at the party headquarters and parliamentarians
are constrained by a severe party discipline. For PSOE parliamentarians,
failing to observe the compulsory voting discipline is formal grounds for
expulsion from the party. Similarly, the PP has enshrined this principle in its
party statutes as the so-called criterio de dependencia. This contrasts with the
higher degree of parliamentary group autonomy found in many established
democracies in Western Europe.

This leadership predominance does not imply, however, that leaders are
entirely autonomous of party organizations. Instead, the Spanish party
system continues to exhibit substantial elements of what Poguntke and
Webb (in this volume) identify as ‘partified control’. In other words, and
following King’s (1976) classification of executive-legislative relations, the
typical mode of interaction between government ministers and MPs in Spain
would be the inter-party mode, that is, one in which ministers and MPs
belonging to the governing party interact with MPs from opposition parties.
This particular mode of parliamentary functioning serves to underline that
political parties are the key institutions within the parliamentary arena and
highlights the fact that primary loyalty of ministers and MPs is towards
the party. In the relationship between government ministers and MPs,
and given the general subservience of the parliamentary party to the extra-
parliamentary executive, coupled with the constitutionally crafted executive
dominance over parliament, it is the party in government which has a
clear predominance over the party in parliament. This serves to further
strengthen the already substantial sources of prime ministerial power. At
the same time, however, the strong role of extra-parliamentary parties con-
strains tendencies towards the personalization of power implied by the term
‘presidentialization’.
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THE EXECUTIVE FACE

Party leaders” domination of their parties has generally coincided with prime
ministers’ domination of their executives, for a number of reasons. As
outlined above, the powers the constitution gives to the prime minister are
significant. The prime minister is invested by the vote of the parliamentary
majority before choosing the members of the council of ministers. Given that
the investiture process revolves around a debate of the government’s pro-
gramme to the Congress of Deputies, ministers find themselves bound to a
particular set of policy aims before they are even appointed (Aragdn 2002:
44; Bar 1997: 124).

Spanish prime ministers have also been able to strengthen their position
within the executive in other ways, for instance, through the concentration of
powers and resources around the prime minister’s office in the Palace of the
Moncloa. The minister of the presidency, directly responding to the prime
minister, has particular responsibility for coordinating parliamentary bills,
chairing cabinet committees (comisiones delegadas del gobierno) and for
overseeing the work of central state representatives in the seventeen regional
governments (comunidades autonomas) (Bar 1997: 119-22). The post of
deputy prime minister for economic affairs (vicepresidente economico) has,
for much of the post-Franco period, operated from the Moncloa complex,
indicating the prime minister’s close monitoring of economic policy (Hey-
wood and Molina 2000). The sheer size of the Moncloa complex, with 1,500
employees in the mid-1990s, gives a clear indication of the material and
human resources available to the prime minister. These resources are a
source of prime ministerial autonomy not only from parliament, but also
from the rest of the government, contributing to the presidentialization of the
system as a whole (ibid.). The gradual expansion of the Moncloa complex has
enhanced the ‘presidential’ nature of the Spanish executive over the quarter
century of democratic government.

This quasi-presidential dominance is enhanced by the length of tenure of
prime ministers in the post-Franco period: between 1977 and 2006 the keys to
the Moncloa changed hands only four times (see Table 5.1). If we exclude the
brief period of office of Leopoldo Calvo Sotelo (1981-2), each of the other
four incumbents have had sufficiently long tenures to ‘personalize’ the prime
minister’s office. This is most notable in the case of Felipe Gonzalez, whose
dominance of Spanish politics during his fourteen years in office spawned the
term felipismo, but the same dynamics have been observable in the cases of
Suarez and Aznar. However, prime ministerial autonomy has fluctuated
considerably over this period, and individual leaders have faced constraints
on their ability to presidentialize their office. This variation over time,
analysed in the remainder of this section, offers some indication of the
conditions under which presidentialization takes place.
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The Union of the Democratic Centre (1977-82).: Prime ministerial
dominance and the parliamentary backlash

The UCD, the party formed by Prime Minister Adolfo Suarez to direct the
transition to democracy, governed Spain for five years until the Socialist
Party’s landslide victory in 1982. Suarez was initially extraordinarily domin-
ant: his electoral popularity, the prime minister’s control over the highly
centralized and largely unaccountable set of state institutions inherited from
the dictatorship, and his pivotal role in the negotiations leading up to the
constitutional settlement of 1978, all contributed to presidentializing the
prime ministerial office (Hopkin 1999: chs. 2-3). For instance, the constitu-
ent negotiations with the Socialist and regionalist opposition had essentially
bypassed both the parliamentary party and most of the executive, being
controlled directly by the prime minister through his closest ally Fernando
Abril (Hopkin 1999: ch. 3).

The fact that this apparent presidentialization unravelled so swiftly in
the 1979-81 period confirms that Sudrez’s strong position was contingent
on a variety of short-term political factors (Hopkin 1999: chs. 4-5; Gunther
and Hopkin 2002). In 1977-9, most legislation was pacted with the oppos-
ition forces, so the UCD’s minority position had little effect, but after
1979 the Socialists adopted a more combative approach, leaving Suarez
constantly short of parliamentary support. The government’s weaknesses
undermined Suarez’s popularity and the party factions least close to Suarez
became increasingly critical to the point of challenging the prime minister’s
authority quite openly in an extraordinary meeting held in secret outside
Madrid (the so-called Casa de la Pradera). One of the main bones of con-
tention was Suarez’s extensive delegation of powers to unelected advisers
based in the Moncloa palace (the so-called fontaneros or ‘plumbers’),
whose policy responsibilities undermined the position of the government
ministers.

The decline of personal authority within the executive in this period is
clearly indicated by a series of unplanned and difficult cabinet reshuffles in
which Suarez was forced to include his main party rivals inside the executive
(Hopkin 1999: ch. 4; Huneeus 1985). Suarez’s last government before his
resignation, formed in September 1980, consisted of twenty-six ministers,
compared to an average government size of just seventeen ministers for the
rest of the 1977-2000 period (Linz et al. 2002: 82). Although the UCD’s
internal statutes placed Sudrez in a cast-iron position, internal opposition
in the parliamentary party forced him into resignation in 1981, and his
replacement, Leopoldo Calvo Sotelo, failed to resolve the party’s internal
divisions (Hopkin 1999: ch. 6). The experience of the UCD, which concluded
with electoral humiliation, demonstrates neatly that party cohesion is
a precondition for presidentialization in the Spanish case, and that this
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cohesion cannot be taken for granted, even in apparently highly centralized
party organizations.

The rise and fall of ‘Felipismo’: Socialists in power 1982-96

With the Socialists’ electoral victory in 1982 the balance shifted abruptly.
Not only was the new prime minister firmly in command of his party to an
extent that had never been true for his predecessors, the Socialists also had a
comfortable parliamentary majority which made Felipe Gonzalez’s first
government more or less immune to parliamentary blackmail. Gonzalez
centralized decision-making mechanisms in order to ensure cohesion in
executive—parliamentary group relations (Capo Giol et al. 1990: 107-10;
Lopez Garrido 1985). This had the effect of crushing internal opposition,
and ensuring that even the most controversial policies—for instance the
government’s ‘U-turn’” on NATO membership in 1986, which was opposed
by large swathes of the party grass roots—did not threaten the authority of
the prime minister. The sustainability of this strategy was heavily dependent
on the electoral appeal of the party leader, and his ability to control internal
party structures through his deputy Alfonso Guerra.

The relative cohesiveness of the Gonzalez governments is confirmed by a
much lower ministerial turnover than in the UCD period, and the relatively
smaller size of the government (Linz et al. 2002: 82-3). The Gonzalez—Guerra
partnership was key to this. As prime minister and deputy prime minister,
Gonzalez and Guerra were until 1991 (when Guerra resigned) the only
members of the government who were simultaneously members of the
PSOE executive committee. This placed other ministers in a markedly weaker
position, since the prime minister and his deputy could invoke the authority
of the extra-parliamentary party machinery to suppress any dissent within
the government.

However, as the Socialists’ parliamentary majority declined over time,
Gonzalez’s dominant position within the government declined too, and in
his third and fourth governments (the latter a minority administration
dependent on external support) ministerial turnover accelerated (Heywood
1995: 93). There are two key factors behind Gonzalez’s declining authority in
the later part of his period in office. First, the Socialists’ electoral decline
signalled a decline in the party leader’s electoral position at the same time as
it weakened the government’s parliamentary position (it was one seat short
of a majority). This meant that Gonzalez could no longer invoke his own
electoral appeal in internal conflicts. Second, closely related to these devel-
opments, the party’s internal cohesion was undermined by a corruption
scandal which forced Alfonso Guerra out of the government, opening up a
gap between government and the party organization. A further wave of
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corruption scandals weakened Gonzalez’s authority in the country, encour-
aging internal opponents to come out into the open.

However, even under the pressure of a hostile public opinion and difficult
parliamentary arithmetic, Gonzalez still maintained considerable authority
within his government and the party as a whole, indicating the degree to
which his power as party and government leader rested on his own personal
charisma and appeal. One indication of this is that even when Guerra began
to act as an internal opponent to Gonzalez within the party (after 1991), the
prime minister was still able to exclude Guerra’s own allies from the govern-
ment, appointing his own supporters, and even a number of ‘independents’
from outside the Socialist Party (Amodia 1994: 189). In the 1993-6 parlia-
ment, Gonzalez’s position was under challenge both in the parliamentary
and the intra-party arenas, yet he was still effectively able to manage and
control his Cabinet. Gonzalez is therefore a far better example of presiden-
tialization than Suarez, in that his position as party leader and prime minister
rested in large part on his own personal charisma and his historic role as
leader of the Socialist Party throughout the intense period of the transition to
democracy (Heywood 1995: 95).

Presidentialization or party control? Aznar in government 1996—-2004

It is perhaps early to draw many conclusions on the post-1996 period, given
the lack of primary research on intra-government dynamics available for this
period. The Socialists’ electoral defeat in 1996 ushered in a new prime
minister, PP leader Jos¢ Maria Aznar, but the essential dynamics of execu-
tive-legislative relations changed little, as the new government was again a
minority administration forced to rely on political rivals (the Basque and
Catalan nationalists) for parliamentary support. Aznar’s position was
stronger than Gonzalez’s had been in the preceding parliament, because the
last Socialist government had been subject to intense media criticism and
judicial investigations which placed it on the defensive. However, all parlia-
mentary activity was subject to a nationalist veto that was potentially more
threatening to the PP, which was unpopular in the Basque Country and
Catalonia.

Aznar’s position was immeasurably strengthened by his second electoral
victory in 2000, which gave the PP an absolute majority. With the high level
of internal party cohesion he achieved, the parliamentary arithmetic once
more pushed towards a high degree of government control over the policy
process. What is notable about this period is that, despite lacking the
personal charisma of Felipe Gonzalez or Suarez in his first government,
Aznar was able to control both government and party very effectively, and
there were few serious challenges to his authority. There are two possible
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explanations for Aznar’s dominant position. The first is that, after two
decades of electoral failure, Aznar brought his party to government, and
his own contribution to this electoral success was recognized by internal
party rivals. Moreover, the weakness of the Socialist party in opposition
gave Aznar a relatively ‘easy ride’, and his position as prime minister
remained solid, discouraging any internal challenges until the election defeat
of March 2004. The second explanation is that, unlike Gonzalez, Aznar’s
authority rested essentially on his institutional position as party leader, and
tended to integrate representatives of all the party interest groups inside his
governments. Even with an absolute majority, Aznar’s exercise of presiden-
tial power was ‘partified’ rather than personalized, all the more so since he
was publicly committed to leaving office at the end of his second term as
prime minister (a promise made in the early 1990s, as Gonzalez was facing
criticism for being ‘out of touch’ after such a long tenure in office). Aznar’s
well-trailed departure from office in fact made the presidentialization of his
premiership difficult, and enhanced the institutional and party-based elem-
ents of his authority.

THE ELECTORAL FACE:
THE PERSONALIZATION OF CAMPAIGNING

The nature of electoral campaigning itself has also pushed Spain in the
direction of presidentialization. From the very beginning of the transition
period, electoral politics in Spain has been highly personalized (Pasquino
2001; Rospir 1996: 163), and in particular, personalized around the figures of
the two main party leaders. There are a number of reasons for this. First of
all, the weakness of party organizations in the early stages of the transition
was such that party leaders monopolized the public image of their parties. In
part due to the consensual nature of the transition, Spanish parties had
difficulty mobilizing grass-root supporters, and for a long time Spain had
the weakest membership organizations of any European democracy (Mair
and van Biezen 2001; Montero 1981). In these circumstances a high degree of
personalization was inevitable.

A second factor was the strategic advantage that this personalization
brought to the incumbent Prime Minister Adolfo Suarez. Sudrez favoured
a strongly ‘presidential’ approach to electoral campaigning for a number of
reasons. His party, the UCD, was internally divided, and focusing on the
party leader helped hide these divisions. Moreover, Suarez was able to
capitalize on his successful stewardship of the transition process to enhance
his own image as a political leader. Sudrez also controlled important cam-
paigning resources: as a former Director General of Spanish State Television
(RTVE), he had a good understanding of the use of modern media for the
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promotion of political leaders, and a network of close contacts within RTVE,
as well as the power to appoint the director (Hopkin 1999: 47). As prime
minister, Sudrez set the tone of the political campaign, and his decision to
personalize the UCD’s campaign around himself encouraged the opposition
parties to do likewise. The Socialists adopted a similar approach, emphasiz-
ing the youthful image of their leader Gonzalez. The other main opposition
parties—the Communists and the conservative Popular Alliance—had less
telegenic candidates, and suffered as a result. The success of Suarez’s and
Gonzalez’s highly personalized campaigns in 1977 therefore established a
precedent: all the major parties began to focus on leadership image.

Party leadership was all the more important because of the low degree of
ideological and political awareness of the Spanish electorate during the
transition period. The majority of voters failed to identify strongly with
any political party and tended to bunch around the centre of the left-right
ideological scale (Linz 1980). This was an ideal context for electoral compe-
tition around personalities rather than ideological or programmatic issues.
The UCD exploited this successfully in 1977, and repeated this success in
1979, using even more sophisticated and ‘Americanized’ campaigning tech-
niques in this second electoral campaign (Garcia Morillo 1979). The party
organized spectacular but politically vacuous rallies, enlisted ‘apolitical’
media personalities to express support for the party, and generally adopted
a ‘show business’ style campaign, including the famous chicas UCD, young
women wearing T-shirts decorated with the party symbol (ibid.). A key
moment of the 1979 campaign was a dramatic televised appeal by Suarez
on the evening before the vote, with no right of reply, urging Spaniards to
reject the risks of Socialism and vote for UCD. The importance of person-
alized leadership in these inter-party battles is confirmed by survey data.
Voters in the transition period were very aware of the different party leaders,
and electoral research suggested that evaluations of party leaders were
a significant factor in determining the vote (Gunther et al. 1986: ch. 8; Sani
1986).

This emphasis on highly personalized leadership, channelled through the
modern mass media, continued in the period of Socialist dominance: Gon-
zalez was equally keen to exploit his popular image for electoral purposes
(Amodia 1990, 1994), and the Socialist administration was equally reluctant
to relinquish its political control of the state television network (Heywood
1995: 172). As well as confirming the bias towards the incumbent party,
RTVE broadcasting in the Socialist period contributed decisively to the
presidentialization of electoral campaigning, focusing attention on national
party leaders even during regional and local electoral campaigns (Gunther
et al. 2000: 82-3, note 42). The opposition Alianza Popular/Partido Popular,
first under Fraga, and then under the youthful leadership of Aznar, placed
similar emphasis on leadership image (Pasquino 2001: 195).
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This leader-oriented style of political competition culminated in the adop-
tion in 1993 of televised debates between the two main party leaders during
the election campaign (Heywood 1995: 172; Rospir 1996: 164-5). Studies have
shown that the second of the 1993 debates, in which Gonzalez gave a bravura
performance to reverse his ‘defeat’ by Aznar in the first debate, had a signifi-
cant impact on the vote (Gunther et al. 2000: 68-9; Wert 1994). By encour-
aging voters to see the election as a choice between two leaders, these televised
debates suggest a high level of presidentialization. Aznar’s refusal to accept
such a debate in the 1996 campaign put an end to that particular experiment,
and Spanish legislative elections have not entirely lost their ‘parliamentary’
character, in part due to the involvement of minority nationalist parties in the
governmental majorities between 1993 and 2000. But media coverage of
politics has continued to accentuate the role of party leaders at the expense
of other representatives of the main political forces. Even Aznar’s refusal to
participate in a leadership debate in 1996 is consistent with a leader-oriented
strategy. In 1993, the PP leader needed to develop and strengthen his image,
whereas in 1996 he needed to protect the image he had achieved; in both cases,
the importance of leadership for the party’s electoral fortunes was clear.

In part, of course, this is the consequence of the conscious strategies of the
party leaders themselves. The PP’s political strategy in the first half of the
1990s was clearly oriented towards undermining Felipe Gonzalez’s image
with accusations of corruption and dishonesty, while presenting the modest
tax inspector Jos¢ Maria Aznar as an unspectacular but honest alternative.
Aznar personalized the political debate by directly inviting Gonzalez to
resign—‘vayase Sefior Gonzalez’ (Aguilar 2000: 190). In turn, Gonzalez
himself, recognizing the dangers of a resurgent PP, took personal charge of
the Socialists’ 1993 election campaign, relegating the rest of the party lead-
ership to a secondary role (Pérez-Diaz 1996: 92). While in 1989, Gonzalez
had addressed only nine party rallies during the election campaign, in 1993 he
addressed twenty-one (Amodia 1994: 184), mounting ‘the most highly per-
sonalized campaign since 1977’ (ibid.).

These choices can only be fully understood in terms of the nature of party
organization in post-Franco Spain, since presidentialization is a function of
the inability or refusal of party organizations to fulfill their traditional role of
supporting and constraining their leaders. Like most other West European
parties, Spanish parties lack the human and financial resources to engage in
labour-intensive and long-term mobilization of social support, and focus
instead on rather short-term and capital-intensive means of attracting voters.
Moreover, party identification and interest in politics (Pasquino 2001: 208-9)
remain rather low in Spain, which means that a large proportion of votes are
at least potentially “up for grabs’, accentuating the importance of electoral
campaigns. These campaigns, given the organizational limitations mentioned
above, tend to imply a heavy use of television, which is amenable to a high
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degree of personalization of the political battle. The institutional and organ-
izational context of political communication therefore favours presidentiali-
zation.

The personalized nature of inter-party competition in Spain has varied
relatively little over the democratic period, despite significant changes in the
Spanish media since the 1970s. Most importantly, the television market has
been liberalized. In the 1970s, the state television company, RTVE, was the
only provider of television programming, and as a legacy of the dictatorship
remained under tight government control throughout the transition period
(Roldan Ros 1985: 265). Although the UCD came under a significant degree
of pressure from the Socialist opposition to reform RTVE, things changed
little in the initial period of Socialist dominance, as the new government came
to realize the advantages of the existing arrangements (Hooper 1986: ch. 11).
Only in 1990 were three new private channels allowed to begin transmitting.
The expansion of the television market was matched by a steady increase
in TV viewing in Spain (Gunther et al. 2000: 58), which by the 1990s made
Spaniards the most assiduous TV watchers in Europe after the British.
However, there does not seem to be any relationship between the changes
in the media environment and the degree of personalization of electoral
politics, which has remained broadly constant throughout the post-Franco
period. To this extent, Spanish parties’ adoption of a ‘catch-all’ model of
party organization and party competition, through which leaders are able to
reach beyond traditional cleavage boundaries on the basis of a very person-
alized appeal (Pasquino 2001: 194-5), seems to offer the best explanation of
the presidentialization of electoral politics.

CONCLUSIONS: HOW AND WHY
PRESIDENTIALIZATION VARIES

This chapter has argued that there are clear tendencies towards presidentia-
lization in the Spanish political system, but also countervailing factors which
to some extent redress the balance. Institutional arrangements strengthen the
position of party leaders and the head of the executive, and these arrange-
ments have remained more or less constant throughout the period analysed
here. Features of party competition, in particular the nature of party organ-
ization, also tend to militate in favour of the presidentialization of Spanish
democracy. However, party competition does not always work in favour of
leadership autonomy, and the nature of party organization, as the previous
section has argued, in some ways acts as a constraint on presidentialization.
Moreover, these factors do not move neatly in any clear direction over time.
Spanish democracy can therefore be described as a hybrid: parliamentarism
with some features of presidentialism (Aragon 2002).
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The empirical record assessed in this chapter confirms this mixed picture.
First of all, we would conclude that there is no clear evidence of a gradual
presidentialization of Spanish democracy over the post-Franco period. In-
stead, the new Spanish democracy was presidentialized from the very begin-
ning, and the difficulties of establishing mass party organizations in what was
in many ways already a post-industrial society ensured that this presidentia-
lized style of government would persist. As a result, the status and autonomy
of prime ministers have fluctuated over time with no clear pattern or direc-
tion, affected by contingent factors. Second, we suggest that the kinds of
structural changes which could promote a greater degree of presidentializa-
tion do not point unequivocally in any one direction in the Spanish case.
There has been an expansion of mass communications in post-Franco Spain,
but modern media were already well established in the 1970s, and party
leaders have used these media fairly effectively from the first democratic
elections in 1977. Electoral politics in Spain is very personalized, but has
been from the beginning of the transition. Party organizations have been
informally, and to some extent formally, very centralized from the outset, but
if anything, have become more institutionalized over time and more able to
impose constraints on their leaders.

In short, presidentialization has varied considerably throughout a period
in which the main structural factors addressed in this book have either
remained constant or moved in contradictory directions. This suggests
that the key to explaining the degree of presidentialization of Spanish dem-
ocracy lies in intra- and inter-party dynamics, and in the characteristics
of leaders themselves. Electoral strength, the personal appeal of the govern-
ing party’s leader, and leadership control over the governing party organiza-
tion, are key factors in presidentialization. Charismatic leaders have
personalized their office more than less charismatic ones, electorally strong
parties have conceded more powers to their leaders than electorally strug-
gling ones. In conclusion, the variations in the exercise of presidential au-
thority in Spain appear to us to rest on contingent rather than structural
factors. Spain has strongly ‘presidential’ tendencies, but its constitutional
arrangements can also accommodate the reassertion of parliamentary
power. In this sense, it has become quite a flexible institutional arrangement
where political authority can shift in line with the unpredictable evolution of
party politics.

NOTE

1. Given Andalucia voted first (the vote followed alphabetical order), Guerra was
able to set the tone for the vote of the whole provincial organization (Gillespie
1989: 350).
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The Low Countries: From ‘Prime Minister’
to President-Minister

Stefaan Fiers and André Krouwel

INTRODUCTION: THE PRESIDENTIALIZATION
OF CONSENSUS DEMOCRACIES?

Ever since Lijphart characterized the Dutch political system as a ‘consocia-
tional democracy’, this concept has become widely used to characterize
several European countries, including Austria, Belgium, and Switzerland
(Daalder 1987; Lijphart 1968, 1977, 1994, 1999; Luther and Deschouwer
1999). Historically, heterogeneous societies in both Belgium and the Nether-
lands resulted in consociational democracies characterized by broad multi-
party coalitions, numerous other power-sharing devices, and fragile checks
and balances in order to ensure due influence for all relevant minority groups
(Lijphart 1968; Luther and Deschouwer, 1999). In Belgium, moreover, the
division between French-speaking and Dutch-speaking parties, and the pro-
cess of federalization fragmented the political landscape further and resulted
in a political system with numerous devices of power dispersion.

The overarching logic of consensus democracies, that is, power-sharing
between various political groups, would seem to represent an obstacle to a
process of presidentialization. However, one of the main characteristics of
parties’ internal life in a consociational system is the need for strong leader-
ship, as ‘elites must be able to make the most appropriate strategic choices
without being constantly challenged about these choices’ (Deschouwer 1994:
80). So, within the last two decades, (parliamentary) party leaders and prime
ministers alike both in Belgium' and the Netherlands have acquired more
prominent and powerful positions, shifting these consensus democracies in
the direction of ‘presidentialized’ parliamentary systems.? This process of
presidentialization gained momentum in the Netherlands a decade earlier
than it did in Belgium. During the 1970s, Joop Den Uyl (PvdA) and Dries
Van Agt (CDA) exploited an already rudimentary tradition of strong Dutch
prime ministers (van den Berg 1990), while Ruud Lubbers (CDA) and Wim
Kok (PvdA) carved out an even more dominant role during the 1980s and
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1990s. In the Belgian ‘partitocracy’, this presidentialization only became
obvious in the 1980s, when Prime Minister Wilfried Martens (CVP) broke
the almost absolute power of the extra-parliamentary party leaders. His
successors, Jean-Luc Dehaene (CVP) and Guy Verhofstadt (VLD), could
clearly show themselves to be ‘strong’ prime ministers, with pronounced
styles of governing.

It is important to point out that these developments have taken place
despite there having been virtually no significant changes in the prime min-
isters’ constitutional rights or formal political prerogatives. At face value, the
systemic features and institutional formats of both countries even provide
clear constraints on tendencies towards presidentialization. First, the roles
and competencies of the prime minister are not constitutionally defined. In
Belgium, it took until 1970, before the existence of a prime minister was
recognized in the constitution, despite the fact that the title of ‘Prime Min-
ister’ was introduced in 1918 (Plavsic 1988),* while the Dutch prime minister
was given constitutional status only in 1983 (Rehwinkel 1991). Second, the
constitutional position in both countries is that prime ministers are only
primus inter pares, first among equals, which implies that formally they are
no more powerful than their fellow ministers. Prime ministers have no
specific legal resources at their disposal by which to assert their authority.
According to former Belgian Prime Minister Dehaene, they thus have to
derive their authority primarily from their own personality and experience
(Dehaene 2000).

Clearly, then, the recent increase in authority of Dutch and Belgian prime
ministers has occurred virtually in the absence of constitutional modification
(Andeweg 1988, 1990, 1997; Eyskens 1983). The only exception is a recent
change to the Belgian constitution, which served to strengthen the position of
the prime minister there. In 1993 a constructive vote of no-confidence was
introduced, meaning that parliament could only bring down a government
when a majority, involving at least four parties, agreed on a new prime
minister. This is a radical departure from the days when the fate of the
prime minister was in the hands of the extra-parliamentary leaders of the
coalition parties who often threatened to bring down the government in
order to influence governments’ policy.

Beyond the fact of their weakly defined constitutional role, it is difficult for
prime ministers in the Low Countries to dominate the political arena on their
own. First of all, they are not directly elected by voters, and are formally
appointed by their national monarchs. In reality, prime ministers are selected
in a (frequently) lengthy process of government formation involving complex
intra- and inter-party negotiations. Since 1919, only seven out of sixty-one
Belgian governments have been single-party formations, of which only three
lasted for more than three months. The only three Dutch single-party gov-
ernments in the post-war era have all been interim cabinets after the downfall
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of coalitions (Woldendorp et al. 2000). Typically, governments in the Low
Countries are broad multiparty coalitions committing themselves to exten-
sive agreements (De Winter et al. 2000; Timmermans 1994; Timmermans and
Andeweg 2000) which limit the premier’s freedom of action (Eyskens 1983).*
On top of that, in both countries each coalition party provides a vice-prime
minister and the government rules as a collective body by consensus (Ande-
weg 1990). This means that it is relatively difficult for one politician to
dominate the executive arena since a variety of leading politicians from all
of the major parties are usually involved in the nomination of ministerial
recruits and the decision-making process.

Nevertheless, in spite of the various constraints which apply, prime min-
isters have managed to become more predominant in the Low Countries in
recent decades. Even though their power resources and zones of autonomy
seem relatively limited, the consensual nature of the policy process and the
specific style of intra-cabinet decision-making provide them with an oppor-
tunity structure in which it is possible to extend their zones of autonomy
through skilful performance over time.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE

The emergence of modern national political parties led to an extensive fusion
of executive and legislative powers in Belgium and the Netherlands. This
strengthened the position of the cabinet versus parliament, and subsequently
of the prime minister within the executive (Raalte 1954). In Belgium, the
formal separation between executive and legislative powers became stricter
through the constitutional changes of 1993. Yet, this was counterbalanced by
the process of federalization and the introduction of a constructive vote of
no-confidence that strengthened the position of the prime minister. In both
countries prime ministers also became more powerful vis-a-vis their party
organizations and they increased their autonomy within the executive.

Limited control over ministerial recruitment . . .

Prime ministers in the Netherlands and Belgium have ‘little or no influence
on the composition of their own cabinet’ (Andeweg 1991: 116; Dewachter
1995). In Belgium, up until 1999, the bargaining process at federal level was
further complicated by the concurrent process of government formation at
the regional level.’ Although cases of cross-party obstruction to ministerial
appointments have been reported (as was the case in the Netherlands in
the 1960s when ARP-leader Biesheuvel refused to govern with certain nom-
inees of the Catholic People’s Party), ministerial recruitment is clearly the
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prerogative of the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary party leaderships.
This means that the Belgian and Dutch prime ministers, unlike their French
and British colleagues, cannot decide on cabinet reshuffles or dismiss minis-
ters at will, not even those from their own party (Andeweg 1988, 1991).° In
Belgium this role as ‘kingmaker’ is primarily the privilege of a small group of
extra-parliamentary party leaders who select ministerial candidates single-
handedly (Dewachter 1995; Fiers 1998). The prerogative of nomination is
therefore one of the most powerful assets of these party politicians, because it
provides the opportunity to decide upon the careers of both friends and foes
within their party. However, Prime Ministers Dehaene and Verhofstadt have
played more prominent roles in the few cabinet reshuffles that have taken
place over the last decade.

Despite this limited control over cabinet composition, prime ministers in
the Low Countries have become more predominant because of an important
change concerning their route to power. Recruitment of the prime minister
has shifted from the coalition negotiations to the intra-party leadership
selection process for parliamentary elections. Before the early 1970s, Dutch
parties tended to have multiple leaderships’ and the prime minister was only
proposed during coalition negotiations. Dutch Christian Democrats were
even wont to recruit their prime ministers from the parliamentary back-
benches. Since 1971—for all parties—there has been a shift from multiple
leaderships (between six and thirteen individuals for each party) to a single
leader (Toonen 1992: 91). Nowadays the ‘national leader’ (lijsttrekker) of the
largest party entering government in the Netherlands becomes the prime
minister almost automatically (Rehwinkel 1991: 33; Van den Berg 1990:
98). As a result, parliamentary elections have now turned into popular
elections to decide the prime minister, while intra-party leadership elections
have become the functional equivalent of prime ministerial primaries. The
PvdA has recently introduced direct elections for the /lijsttrekker and other
parties are moving in the same direction.® Their popular mandates through
general elections and their often substantial (prime) ministerial experience
enhance the status of prime ministers (Andeweg 1991: 123).

Likewise, the road to power in Belgium usually runs through the official
party leadership.” Formally, it is the king who selects the prime minister by
appointing a formateur after the elections, but the monarch’s choice is
normally limited to the leader of the largest party in parliament, or the
party which has made the most significant electoral gain. Moreover, since
the 1993 constitutional change, another factor works in favour of the official
party leaders, as they (or the incumbent prime minister) head the electoral
lists for the Senate. These nationwide lists are regarded as a kind of semi-
direct election for the prime ministerial position. Whoever wins this ‘clash of
titans’ will have the opportunity to make the first move in the post-election
game of coalition building.
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... Yet increasing decision-making autonomy

We have suggested that there have been only minor extensions of formal
prerogatives of Belgian and Dutch prime ministers (Van den Berg 1990).
Nevertheless, over time, prime ministers in both countries have enhanced
their autonomy in matters of cabinet decision-making primarily because of
the increasing need for policy coordination and intra-executive brokerage.
Slowly, but surely, there has been an abandonment of the pure primus inter
pares position of prime ministers (Schagen 1995), allowing them to take up a
more predominant role in policy development and coordination. This has
been caused by at least two, and in Belgium three, factors.

The first is that Belgian and Dutch prime ministers are not usually in
charge of a ministerial department or specific policy area and can thus
focus almost exclusively on policy coordination.'® The Dutch prime minister
heads the small department of ‘General Affairs’, responsible for policy
oversight and coordination, as well as press relations (Andeweg 1991: 118).
As Rose says (1982: 43), this leaves the prime ministers ‘in a unique posi-
tion. .. to see government as a whole’. Moreover, the need for coordination
has increased with a rise in the number of cabinet ministers and the process of
European integration.

In Belgium the need for coordination became even more pressing as the
federalization process generated some seven policy levels after 1970.'! Con-
stitutional changes in 1993 provided yet greater autonomy for the regions,
since then the federal prime minister’s coordinating role has been combined
with an increasingly outspoken role as arbiter. When conflicts arise between
regional governments, the regional minister-presidents often turn to the
federal prime minister to mediate, a tendency exacerbated by the fact that
the regional governments have very few direct lines of communication be-
tween each other. Furthermore, federalization strengthens the federal prime
minister by downgrading the influence of departmental ministers relative to
him. During the prolonged course of the federalization process, nearly all
federal ministries (except for Defence and Finance) have either been split up
or lost at least some competences in favour of regional governments. This has
inevitably diminished the influence of federal ministers, while the prime
minister’s powers remain untouched. As a result, the premier enjoys both a
strategic and psychological advantage over his cabinet colleagues.

On top of these advantages, King (1994: 161) identifies a second factor
strengthening prime ministers, which he coins ‘summitry’. A more presiden-
tial profile has been achieved in the media, as a result of ‘the increasing
tendency for prime ministers from different countries to meet and do busi-
ness with one another, especially under the aegis of the European Commu-
nity’. Since the prime ministers of both Belgium and the Netherlands are
mentioned in the Single European Act of 1979, their positions have been
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strengthened (especially vis-a-vis their respective ministers of Foreign Af-
fairs). While foreign policy has primarily been the prerogative of the minis-
ter of foreign affairs (especially in the Netherlands, where ministers have
been careful not to encroach upon each other’s policy areas), the prime
minister is nowadays increasingly involved in foreign affairs and often acts
as the main national spokesperson at summit meetings (Andeweg 1991: 126).
Increasing visibility is an important spin-off effect of this development.
Voters see their prime minister on European Councils or NATO summits
interacting with world leaders like the British prime minister, the German
chancellor, and even the president of the United States. Andeweg (1997: 238)
observes that summitry has even been used as an argument in favour of the
direct election of the prime minister, in order ‘to put the Dutch prime
minister on a par with his colleagues in the European Council’. Clearly, the
prestige acquired via summitry can be used as a power resource within the
domestic political sphere. An illustration of this is provided by Jean-Luc
Dehaene. As a result of the credibility Dehaene built through almost being
selected as President of the European Commission at the Corfu Summit in
1994, his domestic popularity climbed to an unprecedented level. This was
manifest in a remarkable change of attitude towards his person and his
government by both the press and his own CVP party (De Ridder 1996).
Equally, however, Dehaene demonstrates how a politician’s domestic pos-
ition can be undermined by the perception that he might not be suited to the
demands of international summitry. In 1988, King Baudouin of Belgium
refused to name the new coalition’s formateur Dehaene as prime minister, for
fear that his unconventional style would harm the country’s image. As one
commentator put it at the time, the royal entourage sensed that Dehaene
‘would not be representative enough for the country, given the leading role of
Belgium in the European and international context. Dehaene never showed
any interest in international problems, and did not seem to feel at ease on
summits. Other sources even go further, and talk about his image, his
language, and his unconventional performance...’ (De Ridder 1989, our
translation).

A third fact, peculiar to the Belgian case, is that Brussels hosts the head-
quarters of many international organizations, which places the Belgian
federal prime minister in a particularly advantageous position, as he meets
his foreign counterparts more often than any other European prime minister.
After six months in office, Prime Minister Verhofstadt expressed surprise
that he had spent half of his time on foreign policy (De Standaard,
1 December 1999). Furthermore, summitry is an important asset for the
federal Belgian prime minister vis-a-vis the minister-presidents of regional
governments, because the latter still have, with few exceptions, no formal
access to EU meetings. In short, the role of Belgian and Dutch prime
ministers in international summitry, and the media attention they attract
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thereby, has provided them with a status that exceeds that of all other
national political actors.

That said, prime ministers in the Low Countries exert most power over
policy-making through the capacity to set their cabinets’ agendas. According
to Jean-Luc Dehaene, ‘the prime minister is the chef in the cabinet’s kitchen:
he chooses the menu, decides on what goes into the refrigerator, puts the pots
in the oven, and decides on the baking-time’ (Dehaene 2000: 26, our transla-
tion). In this process, he has frequent contact with the vice-premiers of all
coalition parties in the inner-cabinet (kerncabinet). This power of agenda-
setting is reinforced by the centralization of decision-making. This is reflected
in the growing use of the kerncabinet, since the mid-1970s, as the forum for
both conflict-prevention and conflict-resolution (Claes 2000). Thus, in 2000,
for instance, it met nearly twice as often as the larger Council of Ministers
(that is, sixty-four times compared to thirty-eight times).

Dutch prime ministers have also increased their influence over the deci-
sion-making process as a result of more frequent cabinet meetings and
changing inner-cabinet procedures in recent decades. The Dutch Standing
Orders in Council provide the prime minister with some power to decide the
frequency of meetings, the timing of issues on the agenda and a decisive voice
in matters of conflict between ministers (Andeweg 1991: 117-18; Broeksteeg
et al. 2004; Rehwinkel 1991: 16-22; van den Berg 1990: 99). From a com-
parative perspective the Dutch cabinet has always met exceptionally often,
and this frequency has actually grown in the last fifty years. On an average
the number of full cabinet meetings increased from seventy-five times a year
in the late 1940s to more than 125 times a year into the 1970s. Recently the
number of full cabinet meetings has declined somewhat (Andeweg 1990), but
they still take place at least once a week. Looked at one way, this could be
seen as evidence of the high number of opportunities for collective decision-
making. In reality, however, this would be misleading, for, the frequency of
the prime minister’s bilateral meetings with individual (or subsets of ) minis-
ters has also increased, as has the number of meetings with the parliamentary
leaders of government parties. This reflects the fact that decision-making
within the Dutch cabinet is in fact highly departmentalized, with ministers
regarding themselves as representatives of their respective ministries rather
than their parties (Andeweg 1990: 26). In addition, the ‘non-intervention
principle’ within Dutch cabinets means that ministers only participate in
deliberations when their departmental interests are at stake, thereby render-
ing collective decision-making within the council of ministers a myth. The
Dutch prime minister and the minister of finance are usually the only two
cabinet members participating in the discussion of each item on the agenda
(Andeweg 1990: 27). Brokerage in the decision-making process has there-
fore increasingly been vested in the prime minister or has been devolved
to various formal and informal ‘meetings of sub-councils of ministers’
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(Andeweg 1990: 18), or to bilateral negotiations between the prime minister
and particular ministers. The full council of ministers only ratifies (and
legitimizes) decisions made by individual ministers or sub-councils, whose
membership is decided by the prime minister on an ad hoc basis.

Over time, the increasing frequency of inner-cabinet gatherings and bilat-
eral decision-making, combined with the exclusive focus on coordination
of government policy, has given the prime ministers of both Belgium
and the Netherlands more room for manoeuvre than their formal position
as primus inter pares would suggest. Indeed, this is highlighted by
Dutch plans to formalize the predominance of their prime minister constitu-
tionally by installing him as chair of the National Security Council, and
by providing him with a substantially higher wage than his cabinet
colleagues.

Professionalization and expansion of the prime ministerial office

Autonomy in decision-making for Dutch and Belgian premiers has also been
strengthened by enlargement and professionalization of the prime ministerial
office. For a long time, the prime minister’s office has been controversial in
Belgian politics, because it was regarded as an unnecessary intermediary
between the premier and the civil service. Information on the number and
nature of civil servants in ministerial offices has been characterized by a
degree of secrecy and non-transparency (Van Hassel 1988), but it is believed
that their number rose from 750 in 1960, to 1,867 by 1973, and an estimated
3,500 by 1991 (Hondeghem 1996). More recent estimates per minister range
from several dozen to 200 staff (De Winter et al. 2000). Notwithstanding the
introduction in 1995 of legislation designed to limit the number of people
employed in ministerial offices, and Prime Minister Verhofstadt’s 1999
pledge to get rid of these personal cabinets of advisers, they are still very
influential in policy-design.

It is easier to find hard data on the size of ministerial offices in the Nether-
lands, as the prime minister’s office is integrated into the Department
of General Affairs. A minimum of ten of its staff (of which there are
approximately 350 at present) can be considered policy advisers with exten-
sive access to the prime minister himself (Andeweg 1991: 118; Margés 1989:
207). Each adviser monitors one or more departments and reports to the
prime minister weekly. Recent Dutch prime ministers, particularly Kok
and Balkenende, have augmented their teams of advisers with party political
confidantes and media experts, who cover developments within the parlia-
mentary and extra-parliamentary parties. These agents further increase
the informational advantage of Dutch premiers over their ministerial
colleagues.
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Growing longevity in office of prime ministers
relative to other executive Actors

In both Belgium and the Netherlands, the duration of governments, and thus
of prime ministers in office, has increased. Despite government instability in
Belgium in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1970s, there is an overall linear and positive
trend in government survival. The average duration of Belgian cabinets rose
steadily from ten months in the 1970s, to more than twenty months in the
1980s, and over thirty months in the 1990s. The introduction of the con-
structive vote of no-confidence has been particularly significant in explaining
this development. However, greater average longevity of government has
been accompanied by more frequent reshuffling of ministerial personnel.
While, for instance, the mere two changes in the 1968-71 cabinet were due
to the sudden death of ministers in office, eleven of the original seventeen
ministers in Dehaene’s first cabinet (1992-5) left the cabinet prematurely.
None of the substitutions had been caused by the death of a member of the
cabinet. Instead all were due to voluntary or forced retirement of ministers.
Thus, while prime ministers have generally been enjoying more extended
periods of governmental incumbency, their cabinet colleagues have not.
This reflects a ‘decline in the collective character of government and a
concomitant gain in the individual element, that is, a growing supremacy of
the prime minister’ (Poguntke 2000). In contrast to Belgium, government
stability has always been relatively high in the Netherlands. Nevertheless, it
has also grown over time, from an average of thirty months in the 1940s and
1950s to more than thirty-five months in the 1990s. The only periods
with lower rates of government survival were the 1960s and early 1970s
and the first government of the new millennium, which survived for just
eighty-four days. In general, the growing longevity of cabinets in the Low
Countries provides Dutch and Belgian prime ministers with more authority
over, and decisional autonomy from, other cabinet members and civil
servants.

THE PARTY FACE

Three mutually reinforcing processes can explain the increasing control and
autonomy of leaderships within parties in Belgium and the Netherlands: the
centralization of candidate selection procedures, an accumulation of human
and financial resources at leadership level, and the professionalization and
specialization of decision-making, which make it increasingly difficult for
individual politicians to develop and promote policy alternatives. In add-
ition, in the late 1990s all Belgian and some Dutch parties introduced one of
the key elements of presidentialized politics: the direct election of their
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leaders by rank-and-file members, providing personal mandates to lead and
decide on party policy.

The accumulation of power and resources within leader’s offices

Before going into detail, it is crucial to point out an important difference
between Belgian and Dutch parties in respect of the party face. In the
Netherlands, parties have generally accrued material and human capital at
the parliamentary level, while Belgian party elites have accumulated their
resources at the extra-parliamentary level. By and large, this reflects the way
in which already existing power structures have been reinforced by resources
from the state (Krouwel 2004). Belgian parties derive a small proportion of
their income from membership fees (maximum 10 per cent) and depend
primarily on extensive public funding, which constitutes up to 94 per cent
of the revenues of the Vlaams Blok (Noppe 2002, 2003). Still, it is important
to note that the collection of membership fees was organized by the national
party headquarters since the mid-1980s, and that only a part of this sum is
redistributed to the local party branches. In former days, the collection of
membership fees at local level, which afterwards had to be transferred to the
national party organization, constituted an important lever for rebellious
local party branches in their battle for autonomy.

As Belgian political parties were under no obligation to publicize their
financial accounts prior to 1989, it is impossible to assess the long-term
evolution of party budgets with confidence (Deschouwer 1994). However,
it seems likely that the parties have gained substantially in financial terms, as
illustrated by the PS’s income of 2001, which totalled €8,997 million (Noppe
2002); this compares with a figure of €2,168 million in 1990 (Vos 1992).
Parties in the Netherlands, on the contrary, are still largely financially
dependent on membership contributions due to the low level of direct state
support: around 73 per cent to 80 per cent of their income comes from
membership fees (Koole 1996: 179; Krouwel 1996, 1999). Still, here, we
also witness the development towards political parties as professional cam-
paign machines instead of membership organizations. In the Netherlands,
substantial subsidies are given to various types of party activities, such as
research, development aid, and youth participation (see Koole 1992), and
although these funds are earmarked for specific activities, financial resources
and staff are frequently pooled for campaigning purposes.

The distribution of personnel reflects the general pattern of financial
resourcing in the two countries: Dutch extra-parliamentary party organ-
izations are generally much smaller in staff than their parliamentary
counterparts, while in Belgium the contrary is the case. Early introduc-
tion of generous state subsidies for parliamentary parties has resulted in
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well-resourced and professional parliamentary party organizations in the
Netherlands (Katz and Mair 1992; Krouwel 1999, 2004). Direct subsidies
to parliamentary parties were introduced in 1964, while assistance for indi-
vidual MPs was followed in 1968. Belgian MPs gained the right to hire one
publicly funded assistant each in 1971. In addition, the two largest parties
employed thirty-three (PS) and forty-two (CVP) parliamentary professionals
across the various assemblies in the federal state by 2000.'2

Our overall conclusion is that an increasing quantity of financial and
human resources has come under the direct control of the party leaderships
and they use these resources for personalized electoral campaign activities (as
we shall see below). As a result of direct state subsidies to extra-parliamen-
tary organizations, this development is stronger in Belgium than in the
Netherlands. Nevertheless, in view of Dutch developments at the parliamen-
tary level, we can reasonably state that increasing professionalism and capital
accumulation at the top party level are common to both countries. This
has coincided with the declining importance of party memberships as
sources of funding and personnel. In conjunction with directly elected lead-
ers, these developments have increased the decisional autonomy of the party
leadership.

Increasing formal power and policy autonomy for party leaders

Party leaders have also increased their grip over internal decision-making
processes by other means. Selection procedures for the national party chair-
person and parliamentary candidates have been centralized, as have those for
drafting party manifestos and the proceedings of national congresses. Once
again, the crucial difference is that power has shifted from the extra-parlia-
mentary organization to party representatives in parliament and government
in the Netherlands, while the extra-parliamentary party leadership is now
dominant in selecting leaders and formulating policy in Belgium (Dewachter
1995; De Winter 1996; Fiers 1998; Katz and Mair 1994). This power shift has
taken place even though the party rules define Belgian party leaders’ roles
only vaguely and attribute virtually no real power to them (Maes 1990). At
most, they describe how party leaders are entitled to arbitrate in conflicts
and, in the past, the number of members of the party executive they could
appoint single-handedly. Even so, Belgian extra-parliamentary party organ-
izations have developed several control mechanisms over their representa-
tives in parliament and government as a result of the development of an
oligopolistic partitocracy in Belgium, a process which started as early as 1918
(Dewachter and De Winter 1981). As former CVP leader Frank Swaelen
(1981-8) testifies: ‘Public opinion and the media regard the party leader as the
oracle of the party and they expect him to declare the definite truth on no
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matter what issue. They expect him to say: “So be it! This is the party’s point
of view”’ (F. Swaelen, cited in Fiers 1998: 246, our translation). Conse-
quently, Belgian parliamentary party groups merely serve as extremely co-
hesive voting machines (Depauw 2000; De Winter and Dumont 2000).
Analysis of party statutes does not reveal crucial formal changes of party
leaders’ powers in recent decades (Fiers 1998), but the increased number and
changing role of media appearances since the end of the 1980s have certainly
had an effect on the image of the party leader as the sole spokesperson of the
party.

In the Netherlands, power has shifted from the extra-parliamentary organ-
ization to the leadership of the parliamentary party and the representatives
in government. Andeweg (2000) argues that this shift was caused by the
more rapid professionalization of the parliamentary face of the party and
the fusion of the policy coordination function between the parliamentary
party and government ministers. This reflects the increasing specialization
of MPs and the growing importance of parliamentary committees. Some
MPs are partisan, some are policy advocates, others are pure specialists,
while only a few are ‘real parliamentarians’ that seek to scrutinize and
control the executive. Andeweg (2000) concludes that the Netherlands is en
route to become a ‘fractiocracy’. The blurring of the distinction between
legislature and executive is often referred to as a type of monism, in which
political power is concentrated within the parliamentary party leadership and
the contingent of ministers in the cabinet. All depends on whether the
electoral party leader (/ijsttrekker) opts for a position in government as
prime minister/vice-prime minister or for a role as leader of the parliamen-
tary party.

In sum, the trend towards specialization in policy-making and the subse-
quent ever-increasing need for policy coordination by leaders of the ‘three
faces of the party’ has augmented the policy autonomy of party elites in both
countries. A small group of party leaders, including the prime minister, is
able to dominate the policy decisions of their parties, particularly since the
elite has become more powerful in internal party decision-making procedures
and exerts substantial control over the careers of MPs.

The increased policy autonomy of party leaders can be identified clearly by
examining decision-making processes during party conventions. Open con-
flict over policy and the party programme causes a party to look divided and
weak, which can have serious electoral repercussions. Therefore, party con-
ventions have been transformed into carefully orchestrated media events
where dissent by the rank-and-file is downplayed in order to create an
image of a unified, united organization capable of governing. The national
leadership controls the agenda of debate, ensuring that congresses remain
‘little more than a forum for the expression of approval’ (von Beyme 1985:
235). In Belgium, party conferences mainly serve ideological and electoral
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purposes (Deschouwer 1994: 87); despite their official status as the highest
party body, they are seldom genuinely open forums for policy decisions. The
national executives maintain strict control over the agenda and decision-
making procedures. Motions are monitored (and sometimes rejected) and
their acceptability is evaluated before they are put to the conference (Krou-
wel 1999). A notable exception among the major parties was the Flemish
Liberal party after its reinvention in 1992, but only so long as it remained in
opposition.'? In addition, new, smaller, and more participatory left-wing and
environmental parties have adopted more open procedures which permit
members to participate in debates. Nevertheless, within most traditional
parties—especially when in government—policy decisions remain the pre-
rogative of a core group of national leaders (Laver and Hunt 1992: 84).

Centralized control in matters of candidate-selection

Policy autonomy of the core party leaders (including the prime minister) is
high, not only because they determine the agenda at national party confer-
ences, but also because they exert substantial control over the (pre)selection
of parliamentary candidates and the national executive. If leaders can deter-
mine the composition of the parliamentary party they can compel MPs to
accept the policy preferences of the leadership. Both in the Netherlands and
particularly in Belgium, selection procedures for MPs have become progres-
sively more centralized over the post-war period. During the 1960s, most
Belgian parties held closed primaries (among party members), yet, this
tradition was gradually abandoned by the party leadership (De Winter
1988: 42). Instead of the traditional poll, the party executive makes up a
so-called ‘model list’ which needs a two-thirds majority to be rejected.
Deschouwer (1994: 96) therefore concludes that ‘it is the leadership which
has the final word’.

A similar process of centralization has occurred in the major Dutch parties
(VVD, PvdA, and CDA) and, to a lesser extent, in the formerly ultra-
democratic D66. In many local branches the lists of candidates are not
even discussed, and when they are on the agenda only a limited number of
party members participate in the decision-making (Hillebrand 1992). Some
observers have argued that candidate-selection procedures were decentral-
ized during a wave of democratization in the late 1960s and early 1970s
(Koole 1994: 294). However, more recent developments show extensive
central control over the selection of parliamentary candidates (Krouwel
1999). In most parties the national leadership ‘pre-selects’ all the candidates
and put them on a so-called ‘model list’, which party members are subse-
quently asked to ratify, although D66 and recently the PvdA selected their
parliamentary leader through a membership ballot.
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Overall, parliamentary candidate-selection in the Low Countries is mainly
a prerogative of the national party executive with only formal ratification by
active (local) party members. Most parties shy away from giving members,
let alone voters, a direct voice in the selection of parliamentary candidates.
The practice of primaries and membership ballots has given way to more
central control. Regional or local elites usually nominate candidates while
party members are at best asked for their approval of these pre-selected
candidates. Even when members are given this opportunity, they usually
avail of it in very low numbers (Gallagher 1988: 246). Where candidate-
selection does take place at the local level, national executives generally
maintain tight supervision and control: thus, they generally retain the
power of veto as a final safeguard. What seems to be occurring is a move
towards a more direct election of the parliamentary party leader by the
membership, who then becomes the leader of a core elite within the party
that selects the other MPs, some of which move into ministerial position after
the election.

Control over party leadership selection

As with parliamentary candidate-selection, the selection of party leaders in
Belgium and the Netherlands is primarily an oligarchic process. Party mem-
bers are, at most, allowed to rubber-stamp decisions at the national party
congress or in a postal ballot after they have been taken by the party national
leadership. In this respect the selection of an extra-parliamentary party
leader is merely a ‘horizontal power game’ rather than a ‘vertical power
game’ (Miiller and Meth-Cohn 1991: 56); the real choice of the party leader
remains with the inner-party selectorate (Punnett: 1992). In both countries,
the national party leadership (meaning a core group of leaders from the
national executive, the parliamentary party and government ministers) has
typically maintained firm control over the pre-selection procedure. Despite
factionalism in almost all parties, overt challenges to incumbent leaders are
rare and party leadership elections in Belgium and the Netherlands are
seldom open and competitive. With the notable exception of the VLD in
Belgium, where, on a few occasions, members had a choice between several
candidates, all other parties usually only present a single candidate to their
members (Fiers 1998; Maes 1990). Even the recent introduction (after 1993)
in all Belgian parties of party leadership elections by OMOV (one-member—
one-vote), combined with a system of open candidacies, barely affected the
modest influence of party members. The real choice of the party leader is
hardly ever left in the hands of the rank-and-file members.

That said, the introduction of OMOYV has had an important conse-
quence for the party leader’s position vis-a-vis his fellow party officials.
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The personalized mandate enhances the legitimacy of extra-parliamentary
party leaders (especially when derived from a high turnout') and lends
additional weight to their policy preferences. Backed by their rank-and-file
supporters, party leaders find themselves in a much stronger position vis-a-
vis other party notables. In a way, and despite the basic idea of democratiza-
tion, direct leadership elections have thus further strengthened the already
powerful position of the party leader within his or her party.

In the Netherlands, where party leaders are far less powerful than their
Belgian counterparts, the national executives nevertheless maintain strict
control over the pre-selection of prospective extra-parliamentary party lead-
ers. Normally, their choice is confirmed by the national party congress. Since
the 1960s there have been few open challenges to the executives’ choices: on
the rare occasions they have manifested themselves, it has usually been within
the PvdA. In the PvdA and new parties, such as D66, more open elections
were held in the 1960s and 1970s. Nevertheless, most executives maintained
or increased their control over the selection of the extra-parliamentary
leadership. Since the merger of the three Christian Democratic parties into
the CDA during the 1970s, there have been only sporadic instances where
members have even been offered a choice. National executives have usually
coopted new party leaders, although recently Christian Democratic party
members have been offered a choice between two pre-selected candidates
who do not compete on policy. This procedure is also commonplace within
the right-wing VVD. Recent electoral defeats of the major parties and
declining membership levels have resulted in adoption of OMOYV practices
within the PvdA. This method of direct election of the party leader is now
also debated, but not yet adopted, by other parties.

Centralized control of party congresses, leadership and candidate-
selection procedures reinforces the policy autonomy of core groups of
party leaders. Within such groups, the prime minister is usually a key
player with substantial veto power and most resources and information.
Since he is also best informed about the policy preferences of other parties
and their ministers, as a result of their coordinating role within cabinet, prime
ministers in both countries have been able to increase their policy autonomy
significantly in recent decades. These developments have, especially in the
Netherlands, transformed relationships within the executive, and between
the executive and legislature. Government policy is increasingly identified
with the prime minister. More often now than before the prime minister
is called to the parliament to defend government policy, and other party
leaders debate government policies with the prime minister rather than with
the ministers responsible for specific portfolios. In short, politics in the
Low Countries is generally oligarchic, but within these small core groups,
prime ministers have become more powerful. In combination with more
human and financial resources being pooled at the top party level, there are
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clear trends towards the presidentialization of political parties in the Low
Countries.

THE ELECTORAL FACE

Voting behaviour in Belgium and the Netherlands was strikingly stable and
predictable until the mid-1960s as religious affiliation and social class largely
determined party choice. From the 1960s onwards, confessional parties in
both countries began to lose their electoral appeal in a process that became
known as de-pillarization (Lijphart 1968). The erosion of ideological and
institutional certainties that accompanied de-pillarization left all traditional
political parties with shallow claims for popular legitimacy, while depriving
citizens of their most important cues for voting behaviour. The result has
been a declining party identification and loyalty, and greater electoral vola-
tility, especially from the mid-1980s (Deschouwer 2002; Krouwel 1999).
As we shall see, parties have responded to this trend by focusing increasingly
on the qualities of their leaders in an attempt to attract floating voters,
thereby strengthening party elites, particularly the prime minister.

As a direct result of the de-pillarization process, and reinforced by its
growing commercialization, Belgian and Dutch parties lost control of the
media. Party-affiliated newspapers disappeared (as in the case of the Flemish
socialist Volksgazet in 1978), or became components of commercial corpor-
ations with only loose ties to the political party world (as in the cases of the
original Flemish Catholic De Standaard in 1976 and the Dutch Volkskrant
and Trouw). In addition, the emergence of commercial broadcasting com-
panies (in 1959 in the Netherlands and 1989 in Flanders) had substantial
effects on the political content of television (Witte and Craeybeckx 1997:
426-8). It is true that some potential for party-controlled patronage in public
sector television (for instance, via nominations for seats on the boards of the
broadcasting corporations VRT and RTBf in Belgium and NOS in the
Netherlands) remained. Arguably, party political influence over the media
evolved from direct control—which went as far as control over the content of
the programmes—into indirect influence by means of patronage. But even
this must be set in the context of competition from independent commercial
channels (Deschouwer 2002).

In such an environment, election campaigns have become increasingly
professional in the Low Countries, despite the fact that Dutch campaign
expenditures look moderate compared to those typical in many other ad-
vanced industrial countries (Koole 1992: 369-71; van Praag 1995: 235).
However, Dutch and Belgian parties have access to considerable non-mon-
etary resources, including free access to the media, patronage appointments,
and the use of state bureaucracies, all of which are exploited during electoral
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campaigns without being reported in official campaign expenditure state-
ments (Krouwel 1999). Furthermore, election campaigns have been central-
ized significantly as leaders have extended their control over external
communications (van Praag 1995: 233). In Belgium, control of election
campaigns remains firmly in the hands of extra-parliamentary party leader-
ships, even though the influence of commercial advertising and consultancy
has grown since the 1990s. Recent campaigns in both countries have become
more capital-intensive and, as we shall see, increasingly oriented towards
party leaders or prospective prime ministers (/ijsttrekker). This has been
accompanied by changes in press coverage of campaigns and in voting
behaviour.

Press coverage: More limelight for the dutch prime minister

Undoubtedly there has been a substantial increase in media coverage of
prime ministers in Belgium and the Netherlands. There are several reasons
for this. First, it should be understood that there is the long tradition of
governments being named after their prime ministers,'> which enables the
latter to personify the entire government (within the broad constraints of
consensus democracy). All references to government policy thus mention the
name of this individual. The resulting name-recognition among voters is
substantial; surveys show a level of name-recognition of between 92 per
cent and 98 per cent for the Dutch prime minister (Holsteyn and Irwin
1998: 143), and 93 per cent to 95 per cent for the Belgian prime minister
(Maddens and Dewachter 1995, 1998). Second, in both the Netherlands and
Belgium the prime minister traditionally meets the press on Friday, after the
council of ministers. Depending on the problems and legislative proposals
that have been discussed, the Belgian prime minister might be accompanied
by a couple of ministers, but in general he faces the press on his own. This is
always the case in the Netherlands. Moreover, the Dutch prime minister now
gets 15 minutes of broadcasting time on the Friday evening TV news to
comment upon and explain the most important decisions taken by the
council of ministers during the week. Significantly, this system has been
copied by Flemish public television since January 2002. Finally, the new
phenomenon of spin-doctoring has also infected Dutch and Belgian politics.
Prime Ministers Kok, Balkenende, and Verhofstadt have followed Tony
Blair’s example and employed full time press officers and special marketing
advisers.

Overall, the media focus on the prime minister is greater in the Nether-
lands. As suggested above, this can be explained by the less pronounced
political position of the Belgian prime minister, at least until the 1990s. In the
1980s, the Belgian prime minister participated no more than six times per
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year in the most important weekly political debating programme on Flemish
public television; in effect, the prime minister only represented the govern-
ment in one-third of cases, leaving the floor to junior or departmental
ministers on other occasions.'® The figures for the francophone public tele-
vision RTBf are very similar, with the prime minister’s share of government
representation on such broadcasts ranging from a low of 6 per cent (in 1989)
to a maximum of 25 per cent in 1985 (an election year). This clearly indicates
that the Belgian prime minister did not assume the role of government
spokesperson as frequently as his Dutch counterpart.

Despite this, there is still a discernible trend towards personalization of
politics in the Belgian media. In an influential though small tri-monthly
opinion poll by the journal La Libre Belgique,"” respondents are asked for
which party they would vote if elections were held the following day, and
‘which politician they would like to assume a more important role in politics
in the coming months’ (our translation). Since it goes back to 1992, it is, more
than any other poll, a good instrument for measuring popular support of
individual politicians over time. Its results are carefully analysed by politi-
cians, media advisers, and political analysts alike. In the federal elections of
May 2003, the number of surveys mushroomed remarkably, with almost
every newspaper and television channel commissioning one of their own. It
is interesting to note that the prime minister hardly ever comes first in the
ranking for popularity, even though all prime ministers score higher in
popularity than before assuming office (Nuytemans 2002).

The Dutch media focus much more on the prime minister than their
Belgian counterparts. Kleinnijenhuis et al. (1995, 1998, 2003) have shown
that 50 per cent of political news coverage mentions the name of a politician
and journalists personalize politics to a large degree. Leading politicians such
as prime ministers, cabinet ministers, electoral leaders, and parliamentary
party leaders receive a disproportionate amount of media attention. Overall,
between seven and ten politicians dominate political news coverage and the
media usually limit their focus to two or three politicians per party. As a
result, there is an almost total neglect of the opposition in Dutch news
coverage; the main opposition leaders receive around 7 per cent of all TV
coverage of politics (see also Oegema et al. 2001).

Election campaigns are increasingly presented as a horse race between the
leaders of the largest parties. For example, during the Dutch campaign of
1994, 25 per cent of political news coverage in the press and on TV showed
photos of the two prospective prime ministers (Kok and Brinkman); overall,
the two men received 23 per cent of all TV news coverage. Furthermore,
televised debates between leaders have amplified the ‘horse race’ character of
media coverage. This is reflected in the way in which viewers are polled and
newspapers and television report who has ‘won the debate’ in the eyes of the
electorate. In the 1998 campaign, media attention on the incumbent prime
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minister exceeded that of all other politicians by a factor of 20, and was three
times higher than that of other senior ministers. Television focused particu-
larly heavily on the incumbent Prime Minister Wim Kok: he was the subject
of 16 per cent of all broadcasts, and personally attracted 10 per cent of total
media coverage (Kleinnijenhuis 1998). This disproportionate concentration
on the incumbent premier by the media has been coined the ‘prime minister’s
bonus’.

Thus, parliamentary elections in the Netherlands seem to have been trans-
formed into a ‘presidential race’ for the position of prime minister; in this
sense, the elections of 2002 and 2003 culminated in the direct election of the
prime minister. In the former instance, the populist outsider Pim Fortuyn
entered the race by straightforwardly asking Dutch voters to make him prime
minister. In TV debates the leaders of the traditional parties looked bleak and
indecisive compared to the eloquent and colourful Fortuyn. When he was
able to attract one-third of the vote in the Rotterdam local elections preceding
the national poll, the mass media focused even more heavily on this political
entrepreneur, primarily discussing his personality and the (negative) reactions
of the established political elite. Personalization of politics reached an all-time
high when 65 per cent of all media coverage focused on individual politicians
in the weeks prior to the national elections (Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2003). The
twist on this particular occasion was that attention was focused principally on
an anti-establishment outsider without any formal political position, nor any
real party to speak of. Despite this, he was seen as a serious contender for the
premiership. When Fortuyn was assassinated a week before the elections all
political campaigning ground to a halt. As the coalition government that
emerged from this election only lasted some eighty days, new elections were
held in 2003. Notwithstanding the absence of Fortuyn from the hustings on
this occasion, the later weeks of the campaign were once again completely
dominated by a horse race between the incumbent Prime Minister Balke-
nende and his challenger from the PvdA, Wouter Bos.

Personalization of voting behaviour. Preference votes
and ‘personal appeal’

Leadership effects on voting behaviour are another important indicator of
electoral presidentialization. A higher share of preference votes for party
leaders can be regarded as an indicator of their growing personal appeal. The
Belgian data, which goes back to the first elections after the First World War,
show a remarkable increase of the proportion of voters who use a preference
vote. While in 1919 just 10 per cent did so for Senate and 18 per cent for
House elections, the corresponding figures for 2003—66.5 per cent and 68.0
per cent respectively—were new records (Wauters 2003). This represented the
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culmination of a process of gradual evolution, starting with the first person-
alized electoral campaigns in 1958.'% Interestingly, the steepest rise in the
number of preference votes cast is very recent: in 1991 only 41 per cent of
the electorate expressed a preference vote for the Senate and 48 per cent
for the House. This remarkable increase over the last decade can be explained
by three factors. Besides the growing awareness among voters that preferen-
tial voting is the only way in which the fixed-order of candidates on party lists
can be changed,'® and the possibility of expressing multiple preference votes
from 1994 onwards,?® the changes in the composition of the Senate have had
the clearest effect. In 1995, a re-districting exercise introduced the election of
(a reduced number of') senators by two nationwide electorates—one French-
speaking and one Dutch-speaking. This served to increase the visibility of
candidates, with the result that elections for the Senate turned into a ‘clash of
titans’ with all parties presenting their top candidates as prospective prime
ministers. Paradoxically, elections for the politically less influential Senate
became transformed into a kind of semi-direct election for the prime minis-
ter. This explains why the number of voters expressing preference votes for
the Senate exceeds that for the House.

Not surprisingly, the share of preference votes won by party leaders and
prospective prime ministers has also increased. Looking at the share of
preference votes that is given to the various heads of list compared to the
total number of preference votes for their respective parties, a clear picture of
personalization emerges. In the 2003 election, 80.1 per cent of VLD voters
who used a preference vote gave their personal support to the incumbent
Prime Minister Verhofstadt, while in 1999 some 82.6 per cent of the CVP
electorate voted personally for the then Prime Minister Dehaene.?' Prior to
1995, when MPs were elected in smaller electoral districts, prime ministers
attracted far fewer preference votes.

In the Netherlands a similar personalization of voting behaviour can be
identified, even though hard data on preference voting are lacking. Holsteyn
(2000), for example, has shown that voting on the basis of socio-economic
status, group interests, religion, and party identification (all indicative of a
pillarized society) is declining in importance, whereas voting on the basis of
programmes, issues, and personalities has increased. In particular, the pro-
portion of voters who vote according to leadership qualities has increased
from 2 per cent in 1971 to around 12 per cent in the late 1990s. Similarly,
Kleinnijenhuis et al. (1998: 116) reported that 15 per cent of Dutch voters
based their party choice primarily on the evaluation of party leaders in the
1998 election, while another 38 per cent were partly influenced by such
considerations.

Clearly, the personal appeal of leaders has become increasingly important
in the Low Countries, particularly as the main parties lose their strong links
with sociologically defined voter groups and their programmatic differences
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shrink. Human capital, in the shape of politicians who can connect with the
electorate, particularly via the mass media, becomes crucial for the electoral
fortunes of political parties. This has transformed parliamentary elections in
both countries into more presidential contests as the position of prime
minister becomes the ultimate focus for the media, the parties, and the voters.

Leadership Focus in campaigns: Familiar Faces as electoral assets

However, increasing personalization of politics only becomes presidentiali-
zation when leaders become the main focus of the electoral campaign at the
expense of policies, issues, and parties. As a concomitant, we might expect to
find evidence of an increase in campaign expenditures on individual candi-
date campaigns.

Personalized campaigns are not entirely new phenomena in Belgian and
Dutch politics. In the Netherlands, emphasis on the leadership qualities of
prime ministers was already visible from the late nineteenth century onwards
(Toonen 1992: 85). Prime Ministers such as Colijn (ARP) and Drees
(PvdA) conducted highly personalized campaigns in 1937 and 1956 respect-
ively. The PvdA focused their campaign entirely on Drees, often without a
visible party name or logo. However, the increasing influence of television
and the emergence of a more independent and commercial media landscape
marked a watershed in the early 1960s. From that time, Dutch voters
witnessed televised election debates between party leaders, including the
incumbent prime minister. Prime ministerial incumbency became even
more important for parties after the introduction of a weekly interview
with the prime minister (mentioned earlier) generated a considerable
‘bonus’ in terms of media exposure. This exposure undoubtedly impacted
on voting behaviour.?? Parties recognized this and have increasingly come to
focus on the personality and qualities of ‘their’ prime ministerial candidate.
In 1977 the PvdA campaigned with the slogan ‘Choose the prime minister’,
referring to their leader Den Uyl who subsequently won a landslide victory.
The Christian Democrats, who provided most Dutch prime ministers, made
equally personalized appeals. Thus, in 1986 the CDA campaigned with the
slogan ‘Let Lubbers finish the job’. During the 1990s the PvdA profited
heavily from the reputation of their leader and prime minister, Wim Kok,
as it became clear that the party was less popular than the man (Wiersema
1998). Neither of the Liberal parties (VVD and D66) has ever provided a
prime minister, yet they also tend to focus heavily on the qualities of their
leaders in their campaigns and the VVD habitually presents its lijsttrekker as
a prospective prime minister. In sum, despite the use of list-PR (which
compels voters to make a party choice, first and foremost) and the prevalence
of broad coalition governments, the personal qualities of prime ministerial
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candidates play an increasingly important role in Dutch national elections.
Party leaders have become the dominant focal point of national elections, for
all that they are, nominal parliamentary elections.

In Belgium the first clearly personalized election campaign dates back to
1958. This election was fought primarily over the choice between the so-
called ‘key plan’ of Gaston Eyskens (CVP) and the continuation of the
government of incumbent Prime Minister Van Acker (SP). For the first
time the (then unitary) Christian Democrats and Socialists tied their election
campaigns to their candidates for the premiership. Still, it will be another
decade before any politician ran an ‘Americanized’ campaign. In 1968 the
incumbent Prime Minister Vanden Boeynants got involved in a severe dis-
pute with his own PSC, set up his own list and ran a highly personalized
campaign. He sent some of his collaborators to the United States to learn and
adopt some of the campaign techniques that were used in presidential cam-
paigns there (De Ridder 1999). Ever since, election campaigns have been
predominantly characterized by a battle between an incumbent prime min-
ister and rival party leaders, each of whom is portrayed as a prospective
premier. In 1974, the CVP campaigned with the slogan that the country
needed its leader ‘Tindemans more than ever!” Interestingly, dual electoral
leadership campaigns do not work: The CVP’s experiment in 1978 of placing
both party leader (Martens) and prime minister (Tindemans) in the limelight
was criticized afterwards by the latter because ‘only one product or person
can be sold at a time, not two’ (Van Dyck 1981, our translation). From 1985
onwards, the CVP would always centre its election campaign on its incum-
bent prime minister: Wilfried Martens in 1985, 1987, and 1991; Jean-Luc
Dehaene in 1995 and 1999. When in opposition (2003), the campaign re-
volved around party leader Stefaan De Clerck. This emphasis on the prime
ministerial candidate is sometimes very explicit. In 1985, for instance, the
CVP devoted 43 per cent of its TV advertising time to the accomplishments
of Prime Minister Martens. The remaining 57 per cent was divided between
the party programme and the presentation of other leading politicians (Van
den Bruel 1986). A similar pattern characterized the SP campaign, where
party leader Van Miert was the only politician who featured in adverts and
took up 49 per cent of the party’s total air-time. Indeed, as early as 1965,
analysis revealed how television campaigning advantaged ‘national’ figures
and disadvantaged local candidates (Van der Biesen 1965).

Leadership-centred campaign strategies also leave their imprint on pat-
terns of campaign expenditure. While each political party in Belgium was
allowed to spend a maximum of €1.1 million on general campaigning by the
end of the 1990s, the total sum of candidate spending had risen to no less
than €17.35 million. This is in the context of a rise in total campaign
expenditure from €5.41 million in 1974 to €26.80 million in 1999 (Biondi
et al. 2000).”* Additionally, each party is allowed to identify six so-called



150 Fiers and Krouwel

national figures eligible for extra-party funding of their individual cam-
paigns. This is likely to have an effect on the number of preference votes
gained (Maddens et al. 2006) and, consequently, strengthen the position of
these individuals within their respective parties.

In sum, Belgian and Dutch leaders and their qualities have increasingly
become the key campaign assets. Prime ministers, in particular, draw very
substantial media attention and their international exposure is exploited by
parties in the quest for electoral support. Election campaigns have become
focused on the leaders of the larger parties and thus elections for parliament
are being transformed into contests for prime ministerial office. Party pro-
grammes, government policies, and political parties have been relegated to a
secondary role (Bowler and Farrell 1992; Farrell and Webb 2000).

CONCLUSIONS

Despite different institutional developments in the Low Countries over
recent decades, the position of their prime minister has been strengthened
significantly. This evolution has depended hardly at all on constitutional
changes; indeed, prime ministers remain poorly defined in a constitu-
tional sense in both countries. Clearly, there have been no formal regime
changes from parliamentarism to presidentialism, even though more recent
institutional changes such as the federalization of Belgium might suggest that
the position of the prime minister has been weakened. That is, as a result of
the division of competencies between the various levels of policy-making, it
could have been much harder for the Belgian prime minister to speak ‘on
behalf of the nation’, because he now had to share media attention with five
other regional minister-presidents. In reality, however, his role as coordin-
ator of government policies, combined with growing status as arbiter in
conflicts between regional governments, has served to place him at the very
heart of politics in the country.

Although no such radical institutional change has taken place in the
Netherlands, a similar trend can nevertheless be discerned. In former days,
the prime minister used to be a kind of arbiter within a cabinet in which
individual ministers enjoyed substantial policy autonomy. Owing to the
budgetary discipline imposed by the European Union, this role as arbiter
has been taken over partly by the minister for finance. Also the prime
minister spends an increasing amount of time playing the role of national
policy coordinator and figurehead of the whole nation in international
forums. Most notably, this development can be identified in foreign affairs,
where former Prime Minister Wim Kok worked hard to assert the prime
ministerial prerogative, even at the cost of frequent conflict with his ministers
of foreign affairs.
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Furthermore, several other developments have helped produce a kind
of presidentialization within the limits of the Low Countries’ well-known
variety of consensus democracy. First of all, recent developments have
resulted in a greater personalization of governmental decision-making, at
least in terms of presentation and media coverage of politics. The collective
identity of the council of ministers has been undermined by frequent inter-
ventions of prime ministers in specific policy areas and a stronger de facto
emphasis on the individual responsibility of each member of the council. The
personalization of politics is also visible in the increasing focus on party
leaders and prime ministerial candidates during national and even local
election campaigns. Today, few parties conduct issue-oriented campaigns.
To attract increasingly volatile voters, they prefer to highlight personality
and the qualities of individual politicians, most notably the managerial skills
of their prime ministerial candidates. Finally, popular perception of the
importance of the position of prime minister has risen significantly as a result
of greater media exposure and the internationalization of politics (via the
effect of summitry). In a fierce competition for scoops and appealing one-
liners, the mass media focus heavily on the prime ministerial candidates of
the major parties. Incumbent prime ministers, speaking as representatives of
their party and as heads of government, enjoy significantly more media
exposure than their main contenders, particularly those in opposition. Skilful
use of the media by the Dutch and the Belgian prime ministers, supported by
teams of spin-doctors and professional campaigners, turns this advantage
into a real ‘prime ministerial bonus’. At the same time, the status and
position of leaders within their own parties have also been strengthened by
a process of centralization. Resources and power have accumulated around
the extra-parliamentary elites in Belgium and around the party in govern-
ment and the parliamentary elites in the Netherlands. Control over the party
agendas and over the (pre)selection of parliamentary candidates has given
leaders room for manoeuvre needed to compete for the most important
political job in the system—the prime ministership. Indeed, parliamentary
elections have been transformed into contests for the position of prime
minister, especially in the Netherlands. This was best exemplified by the
Dutch parliamentary elections of 2002, in which a total outsider without
any significant party organization emerged as a front-runner for prime
ministerial power.

However, while similar trends can be observed in both countries, it seems
that they have had a much more profound effect in the Netherlands. Due to
the linguistic cleavage and federal structure, the Belgian political system
remains more balanced. Coalitions consist of at least four parties, each of
which is given a vice-prime minister. These individuals act as brokers be-
tween the government and their own parties and meet frequently with the
prime minister in the kerncabinet. It is the kerncabinet which sets out the lines
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for the policy at the federal level, preventing the prime minister from playing
cavalier seul. In the Netherlands the power-sharing elements are largely
cultural in essence, and are increasingly under pressure from a wide range
of factors pushing the system in a more presidentialized direction.

NOTES

1. Unless otherwise stated, the focus of interest in the Belgian case is the federal level
of government. Developments in regional politics will be discussed only in so far
as they contradict those occurring at the federal level.

2. Thus, for instance, Van den Berg concludes (1990: 120) that the office of the
position of the Dutch prime minister has developed from a relatively ‘invisible’
chairmanship to a role verging on personal leadership of cabinet and policy-
making.

3. The change in 1970 simply consisted of the statement that the prime minister
could be excluded from the parity provision governing the number of French-
speaking and Flemish ministers.

4. Coalition agreement documents in Belgium range between 3,150 and 43,500
words, averaging 14,183 words, while in the Netherlands they range between
3,100 and 36,000 words, at an average of 14,579 words (De Winter et al. 2000;
Timmermans and Andeweg 2000).

5. Until 1999 both formation processes took place simultaneously, and as fewer
parties were involved in the formation talks at regional level, these negotiations
resulted more rapidly in agreement. Since none of the major parties before 2004
was willing to form asymmetric coalitions (in which the coalitions at the federal
level do not match those in the regions), the regional government coalitions
strongly influenced developments at federal level. This was most notably the
case in 1988, 1992, and 1999.

6. Cabinet reshuffles are almost exclusively the prerogatives of the party leader of
the extra-parliamentary party. Recent examples are the decisions of PS leader Di
Rupo regarding his party’s ministers in Spring 2000, of PRL leader Ducarme
after the local elections of October 2000, and of VLD party leader De Gucht on
several occasions in 2003 and 2004.

7. The true leader was the leader of the parliamentary party (‘fractievoorzitter’),
while the national leader (‘lijsttrekker’) was the spearhead of the electoral cam-
paign and the party chairman was the organizational manager of the party. Quite
often the ‘lijsttrekker’ was a different person from the ‘fractievoorzitter’.

8. While direct membership elections for the Dutch extra-parliamentary party lead-
ers have also been introduced by several parties, they remain relatively marginal
political figures.

9. Notable exceptions to this rule are Prime Ministers Harmel (1965-6), Eyskens
(1968-72), Tindemans (1974-8), and Dehaene (1992-9), who were not formally
elected or appointed as partijvoorzitter before assuming the office of prime
minister.
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There have been some exceptions to this rule of prime ministers ‘without port-
folio’ in Belgium, including Lefévre (1961-5), Harmel (1965-6), and Vanden
Boeynants, who combined the prime ministerial office with responsibility for
Scientific Policy from 1966 to 1968, and for Defence from 1978 to 1979.

Besides the federal level, there are three regional levels (Flanders, Wallonia, and
Brussels) and three Community levels (the Flemish Community, the French
Community, and the German-speaking Community).

Note that these figures do not include purely clerical or secretarial staff.

During this period (1992-9) VLD party conferences were open: all party members
were invited to participate and had the right to intervene. It thus happened more
than once that the party leadership found itself in a minority position and had to
change its policy objectives. However, after the VLD joined government in 1999,
only one highly contested party conference was held (in February 2004 on voting
rights for immigrants at local level).

Recent participation rates vary between a mere 20.7 per cent (CVP in 1999) and
65 per cent in highly contested elections (PSC in 1996; Volksunie in 2000).

On rare occasions, a cabinet is named after both the prime minister and the
deputy prime minister. This was the case, for instance, with the cabinet Eys-
kens-Merlot, which was continued as the Eyskens-Cools cabinet after the death of
J J. Merlot (1968-71), or the Dutch Drees-Schermerhorn government. Similarly,
the fifth government of Martens in Belgium is often referred to as the Martens-
Gol cabinet (1981-5). Usually this happens when coalition parties want to stress
the importance of their deputy prime minister, and the political circumstances of
the time allow it.

Research based on data collected for the period 1983-90 in Res Publica’s Political
Yearbook of Belgium, editions 1984 to 1991.

The survey is based on a sample of 1000 Dutch-speaking and French-speaking
respondents and the results are published every third Monday of March, June,
September, and December.

Between 1919 and 1958 the total number of preference votes increased only
gradually by 10 percentage points (Wauters 2003).

Between 1919 and 1995 only thirty candidates were able to win seats on the basis
of the number of preference votes won. This represents a mere 0.64 per cent of the
total number of seats (4,507) won during the period (Dewachter 1967; Fiers
2000).

As a result, the average number of preference votes per ballot increased to 2.73 for
the Senate in 2003 (Wauters 2003).

In 2003, five other politicians figured on more than half of the preference ballots
of their parties, with a range of support varying from 53.8 per cent for Micke
Vogels of Agalev to 79.4 per cent for the popular Socialist leader Steve Stevaert
(Wauters 2003).

Estimates of the exact strength of this impact range between 5 per cent and 25 per
cent of the variance in voter choice, according to the individuals and parties
concerned (Bank 1989: 38-9; De Nederlandse Kiezer 1956: 10).

At 1999 prices, campaign expenditures in 1974 totalled €15.47 million.
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Party Acronyms

The Netherlands:

ARP — Anti-Revolutionaire Partij — Anti-Revolutionary Party (joined
CDA in 1980)

CDA — Christen-Democratisch Appel — Christian Democrats (1980-)

D66 — Democraten 66 — Democrats 66 (left-liberal party) (1966-)

PvdA — Partij van de Arbeid — Labour Party (1946-)

VVD — Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie — People’s Party for Free-
dom and Democracy (conservative-liberal party) (1948-)

Belgium:

Agalev —  Anders Gaan Leven — Flemish Greens (1982-2003, then reformed
into Groen!)

CVP — Christelijke Volkspartij — Flemish Christian-People’s Party (1968—
2001, then reformed into CD&V)

PRL — Parti Réformateur Libéral — Francophone Party of Liberal Reform
(1979-2002, then reformed into MR)

PS — Parti Socialiste — Francophone Socialist Party (1978-)

PSC — Parti Social Chrétien — Francophone Christian — Democrats (1968—
2002, then reformed into cdH)

SP — Socialistische Partij — Flemish Socialist Party (1980-2001, then
reformed into SP.A4)

VLD —  Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten — Flemish Liberal Party (1992-)

Viaams Blok — Flemish Bloc, (rightwing populist party) (1978-2004, then

reformed into Viaams Belang)
Volksunie — People’s Union (Flemish nationalists) (1954-2001, dissolved in
Spirit (left-liberals) and N-V A (Flemish nationalists))
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Denmark: Presidentialization
in a Consensual Democracy

Karina Pedersen and Tim Knudsen

INTRODUCTION

When the two Danish prime ministerial candidates in the general election
campaigns of 1998, 2001 and 2005 met in televised debates, the parallel with
US presidential election campaigns seemed stark. The voters’ clear choice lay
between two candidates for the office of prime minister and their attendant
governments. The media were quick to label these elections ‘presidential’.
But are such similarities deep-seated or merely superficial? The purpose of
this chapter is to assess just how pronounced the process of presidentializa-
tion is in the Danish case.

Denmark has a multiparty system with approximately ten parties repre-
sented in parliament. However, in spite of the relatively high number of
parties the Danish political system is not strongly polarized. Danish political
culture is not characterized by ideological posturing, but has often been
described as pragmatic and consensus-seeking (Elder et al. 1987; Henningsen
1980; Pedersen 1987). Indeed, consensus-seeking is a necessity, given that no
political party has held a majority since 1909. There is a long-standing
tradition of comparatively effective minority and coalition cabinets. Since
October 1945 Denmark has had twenty-one governments, as defined by
party composition (whereby changes of the prime minister are not counted
as a change of government), eleven of which were coalitions. Furthermore,
all seven governments since 1982 in Denmark have been coalition govern-
ments. Among these, the Social Democratic-led four-party coalition of
1993-4 is notable for its dependence on a fragile single-vote majority in
parliament. However, there is political stability within this context of appar-
ent instability insofar as there is a core of ministers that often continues from
coalition to coalition. The most stable of all posts in the cabinet is that of
prime minister; from 1975 to 2006 Denmark had only four prime ministers.

The Danish system of government follows the logic of ‘negative parlia-
mentarism’, according to which a ruling government survives as long as the
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prime minister is not ousted by a vote of no-confidence supported by a
parliamentary majority (cf. the chapter on Finland in this volume). Infor-
mally, this has been the case since 1901, though it was only legally codified in
1953. However, votes of no-confidence have only been passed on three
occasions, in 1909, 1947, and 1975, and unsuccessful attempts have been
extremely rare.

Danish parties tend not to formulate detailed political manifestos prior to
elections, and governmental platforms rarely extend beyond a few pages.
This reflects the consensual nature of the political system. It maximizes
flexibility, and requires trust and willingness to compromise between coali-
tion partners. Leadership in cabinet involves the creation of team spirit and
the avoidance of conflict as much as top-down command. That said, it should
also be stressed that the team spirit is most important among leaders of the
governing parties and one or two other core members of the cabinet. As long
as they stand united it is easier to discipline less important ministers.

Ministers do not form a cabinet in the British sense, as there is a greater
emphasis on each minister’s individual responsibility to parliament than on
collective accountability. Thus, individual ministers can be subjected to
parliamentary votes of confidence. In practice these virtually never take
place, although ministers have occasionally resigned ‘voluntarily’ after criti-
cism from parliament has led them to anticipate a vote of no-confidence. Five
times since the 1850s individual ministers have been put before the Court of
Impeachment.

The prime minister has important powers vis-a-vis parliament. He
may dissolve parliament and call a general election at his own discretion,
and exert much influence on the parliamentary agenda, even though the
latter is formally decided by parliament. These powers are important,
though ultimately the prime minister cannot lose sight of the fact that
he needs the support of several other political parties in order to get things
done. ‘Leadership’ in the Danish context requires flexibility and compromise
rather than confrontation. There is a need for compromise within governing
parties and, on occasion, between governing parties and elements of the
opposition. This seems to be an unpromising setting for the presidentializa-
tion of politics; rather, it emphasizes the partified nature of the governing
process.

When discussing presidentialization it is important to bear in mind that
not all Danish party leaders are potential prime ministers. Since the intro-
duction of democracy only the four old parties—the Social Democratic
Party, the Conservative People’s Party, the Liberal Party, and the Social
Liberal Party—have produced prime ministers. In the last decade only the
leaders of the Liberals and the Social Democrats have been realistic candi-
dates for the premiership. When assessing the presidentialization thesis,
therefore, it is important to distinguish between ‘prime ministerial’ parties
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and other parties, as this enables us to consider whether it relates only to the
former or has a broader systemic impact.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

The strengthening of the executive vis-a-vis the legislature is a common
theme in comparative politics. In the Danish case there is no doubt that
executive power has been enhanced through the growing importance of
delegated legislation over the decades, but this must be seen in the context
of frequent minority government. This leaves non-governing parties in a
relatively strong position to exert influence on day-to-day administration,
rendering difficult overall judgements about the relationship between parlia-
ment and government. In addressing the specific issue of prime ministerial
power resources and autonomy, we draw on four factors which have been
identified as influencing the strength of prime ministers:

the ability to hire or fire ministers;
influence in cabinet committees;

the range of patronage; and

the level of policy advice (Weller 1985).

The right to hire and fire ministers is an old power which has steadily grown
in importance. Ministerial terms of office have become more short-lived. In
part, this is because of the greater incidence of reshuffles, and in part because
prime ministers since 1964 have been more inclined to exploit their right to
dissolve parliament. The average duration of ministerial terms of office has
roughly halved by comparison to the period 1920-40. The increasing turn-
over of ministerial incumbents has been especially marked since the early
1970s. However, there are some exceptions to this trend. These are the core
ministers, first and foremost the prime minister, plus the minister of finance
and the minister of foreign affairs. This suggests that core and periphery
layers of Danish government have in reality become more distinguishable
(Knudsen 20005). We may reasonably speak of a centralization of the cabinet
around the ‘core’ ministers and especially around the prime minister. This
core has the upper hand in the formation of the government’s general
strategy, while other ministers are easier to discipline given that they know
they can be fired. The prime minister at the time of writing (Anders Fogh
Rasmussen) has, in the view of many observers, also been able to neutralize
his coalition partners to an unprecendented degree in the formation of policy
(Taudorf 2003).

Genuine cabinet reshuffles were not routine prior to 1973, although min-
isterial turnover was already prevalent in the 1960s, due to the more frequent
incidence of general elections from that time. In 1973 seven ministers were
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reshuffled. Then, in 1986 Prime Minister Poul Schliiter reshuffled his Cabinet
on an unprecedented scale, introducing nine new faces to ministerial posts.
Between 1993 and 2001 Poul Nyrup Rasmussen reshuffled his ministerial
pack on no less than twelve occasions. In all but two of these instances, the
reshuffles were brought about by general elections or changes in the party
composition of coalition governments. However, there is not much doubt
that the desire to renew the government’s image with fresh faces often
motivated these reshuffles, even after general elections. In contrast, Thorvald
Stauning, Prime Minister from 1929 to 1942, altered his list of peacetime
ministers (1929-40) on only four occasions. Significantly, the present prime
minister declared publicly, at the outset of his premiership, that ministers not
doing their jobs in a ‘satisfactory’ manner would be sacked. This kind of
public declaration is without precedent. The very possibility of a reshuffle
may in itself create discipline within cabinets and thereby enhance the pos-
ition of the prime minister. It should be added, however, that changes of
ministers from parties other than that of the prime minister need to be
negotiated with the leaders of these parties, though this does not prevent
such changes from happening.

Danish prime ministers also have a legal duty to monitor individual
ministers. This was originally established by the Court of Impeachment in
1910. This requirement had no practical consequence until the 1990s, when
the Conservative prime minister from 1982 to 1993, Poul Schliiter, was
compelled to resign before impeachment became a reality. He had been
criticized for not fulfilling his obligation to monitor a minister who was
accused, and later found guilty of, illegal administration. Schliiter’s succes-
sor, Poul Nyrup Rasmussen, was far more active in intervening in his
ministers’ affairs. The tendency for premiers to be more activist in this
monitoring role nowadays further implies that they exert greater ‘hands-
on’ control over their cabinets.

The second indicator of intra-executive presidentialization is the prime
minister’s influence on cabinet committees. Ministers gather each week at full
cabinet meetings chaired by the prime minister, but many important issues
are not really discussed at these meetings as individual ministers do not like
to interfere in each other’s affairs: to try to deprive other ministers of their
autonomy is to risk being deprived of one’s own. Cabinet meetings are
therefore not the most important mechanism in coordinating the work of
governments. Denmark is no different from a number of other countries in
this respect, though the importance of cabinet meetings as means of conflict-
resolution is probably less than in most cases. The expectation is that con-
flicts between ministers will be settled prior to full cabinet meetings. On the
rare occasions this does not happen, the prime minister takes the final
decision; cabinet votes, as a means of resolving conflict, are last thought to
have occurred in 1924. The most important function of full cabinet meetings
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nowadays is to perform a final check on government initiatives before bills
are presented in parliament. In addition, ministers” memoranda to parlia-
ment, ministers’ replies to parliament, and bills and proposals from other
parties or private members of parliament are among the most important
matters discussed in cabinet (Knudsen 2000a, 20005; Nielsen 1996; Wolf
1996).

In the past, cabinet meetings had a much more important role. In the 1930s
more than 100 meetings were held each year, whereas the annual number is
now less than forty. Under the present government, they often only last for
no more than an hour (Taudorf 2003). Today, the cabinet is often the last
ritual link in a chain of decisions. In its place, a system of cabinet committees
has become prominent since the Second World War, a trend common to a
number of other countries (Andeweg 1997: 69). Cabinet committees will
usually be the venues for important strategic discussions of policy initiatives.
Such initiatives will be coordinated ‘top-down’ through a series of core
government consultations, which set out the framework to be filled in by
line ministries. In some cases detailed negotiations are conducted (or at least
supervised) by the ministry of finance and the prime minister’s office (PMO)
in order to control politically sensitive issues (Knudsen 2000a). The right to
shape this committee system and to choose where to participate within it, are
important means by which the prime minister can exert control over govern-
ment, although negotiations over committee composition can constitute a
part of the coalition-building process. The most important committees
in Denmark are the Coordinating Committee (formed in 1982), the Cabinet
Committee on Economic Affairs (formed in 1947), and the European Sum-
mit Committee (formed in 1975). The most important ministers meet in these
committees, joined by less important ministers on an ad hoc basis. It is much
easier to discipline an individual minister in these meetings than at cabinet
meetings where all ministers are present (Knudsen 20005). The number
of committees was reduced in 2001 to six by the present prime minister.
He is a member of five and the chairman of four of these. This level of
prime ministerial dominance within the cabinet committee system is without
precedent.

An interesting trend in the prime minister’s own membership of cabinet
committees can be observed. The Social Democratic Prime Minister from
1993 to 2001, Poul Nyrup Rasmussen, became increasingly involved in
committees related to international affairs. Throughout his time in office,
Nyrup Rasmussen was chairman or member of seven committees, of which
four were exclusively dedicated to international affairs—including Danish
membership of the EU. By contrast, his predecessor was a member of only
one committee related to international affairs. The growing importance of
regular EU summits is one of the reasons why the prime minister has
generally become much more visible in the media as the personification of
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the Danish state, while the minister of foreign affairs increasingly plays
second fiddle. One indication of the growing importance of the Danish
premier’s role in international affairs is the increasing frequency of foreign
travel which his official website reports: On sixty days of the year 2000 he
travelled, or participated in international conferences, which was a new
record. Subsequently, in 2002, his successor Anders Fogh Rasmussen trav-
elled on a total of sixty-nine days. This is interesting because, since 1870
Denmark has considered herself to be a ‘small state’, with few pretensions
to playing a leading role in international affairs, and premiers have conse-
quently restricted themselves largely to the domain of domestic politics.
Several of them, including Anker Jorgensen (Prime Minister from 1972 to
1974 and from 1975 to 1982), only had a rudimentary knowledge of English
and other foreign languages. The new trend reflects the fact that presidents
and prime ministers are much more heavily involved in foreign affairs than
hitherto because of the EU and other forms of supranational cooperation.
This development seems likely to have strengthened the prime minister within
the cabinet, though it does not necessarily strengthen him in relation to the
electorate. Opinion polls suggested that Nyrup Rasmussen was regarded as
having handled the ‘war on terrorism’ well after September 11, 2001; accord-
ingly, he called a general election in November 2001, but he and his party
suffered defeat. The voters seemed more interested in domestic politics.

Presidentialization in Denmark has its limitations, especially in respect of
prime ministerial rights of patronage. Indeed, the most striking characteristic
of the Danish civil service is that patronage as such does not exist. In
principle, each ministry is autonomous in establishing its own pattern of
employment, a state of affairs which follows logically from the emphasis on
individual ministerial responsibility. Denmark resembles Germany and the
Netherlands in this respect, rather than countries like the United Kingdom or
Sweden, where the prime minister enjoys considerable power over appoint-
ments. That said, the reality is not entirely straightforward. Danish prime
ministers have significant influence over individual ministers’ decisions con-
cerning the appointment and dismissal of senior civil servants. Since 1977,
there has been a small appointments committee within the cabinet, which
affords the inner core of ministers influence over these decisions. The oper-
ation of this committee is somewhat obscure, but it appears to serve as a
reminder to individual ministers not simply to accede to the requests of their
civil servants in making appointments. Moreover, since the mid-1970s top
civil servants have been removed from office more frequently. Consequently
there have been more opportunities for prime ministerial intervention over
these appointments (Borsen 2003).

What of the final aspect of prime ministerial power, the level of policy
advice which he or she may enjoy? Here, we also find evidence of constraints
operating on the Danish prime minister. Denmark permits an unusually
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restricted number of political appointments in government. There are no
Jjunior ministers, state secretaries, or coteries of political advisers. All but a
few appointments are non-partisan and purely meritocratic. However, since
1998 ministers have been allowed to appoint ‘specific advisers’. These ad-
visers can only be employed on a short-term basis and are supposed to have
a ‘specific’ relationship—either political or personal in nature—with the
minister involved. The conveniently vague concept of ‘specific adviser’ facili-
tated the smooth introduction of a limited number of political appointees
and expert advisers. Such individuals can only be appointed to positions
within a minister’s personal secretariat. Thus far, only a dozen or so
media consultants have been appointed to such positions. Hence, Danish
ministers are still largely left to depend on advice from career civil servants,
although for election campaigns, they will normally seek advice from party
specialists.

Until 1964, the PMO was very small and organizationally not suited
to meet the requirements of giving policy advice or parliamentary analysis.
However, organizational reforms in 1964 and 1980 greatly enhanced the
level of service and advice enjoyed by the prime minister, especially in
foreign affairs. As a result, the prime minister’s ability to steer the cabinet
and to set the parliamentary agenda has been dramatically improved. Fur-
ther reforms were introduced in 1994, which strengthened the hierarchy
within the PMO, enlarged its staff from twenty-three to thirty, and enabled
it to recruit younger civil servants from line ministries on a temporary basis.
In addition, the prime minister has a private secretariat, which has also
been strengthened, while the handling of the media has been upgraded and
centralized.

These changes have not always produced straightforwardly positive results
for the prime minister. This was especially evident in the case of Poul Nyrup
Rasmussen. The ‘old guard’ within the PMO reacted with hostility to their
new boss, partly because he gradually phased them out, and partly because
he twice informed the press about the removal of a permanent secretary
before the permanent secretary himself was informed. Moreover, suspicion
was generated by a media which created an exaggerated impression of a new
‘super ministry’ staffed with young party affiliates of the prime minister.
Further, there have also been a number of instances in which the PMO has
had severe problems over political communications, notably in international
affairs. In November 2001, a change of government brought a new prime
minister, Anders Fogh Rasmussen, who introduced a new system of central-
ized control of media relations. The most important media advisers met
weekly under the leadership of Fogh Rasmussen’s personal adviser to de-
velop joint media strategies. This implies a new, if moderate, degree of
centralization and coordination of media relations in the hands of the
prime minister and his personal media adviser.
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To sum up, the historical institutional background of the Danish prime
minister means that he (or she) has strong powers in relation to hiring and
firing ministers, the (re-)distribution of portfolios, and the cabinet committee
system. However, prime ministers are constrained by a necessary respect for
their coalition partners. These constraints are not new, but their importance
has grown due to the increasing frequency of coalition governments. Fur-
thermore, the prime minister is comparatively weak when we look at the
power to control appointments below ministerial level, and when we consider
the level of expert advice available. Neither does the Danish prime minister
(unlike his Swedish counterpart, for example) have an apparatus for formu-
lating administrative policy; for historical reasons, that lies with the minister
of finance (which still has to face the fact that every other ministry is formally
independent in internal organizational and personnel matters). In general,
the comparatively small size of the PMO means that the prime minister has to
be very careful in his relations with the minister of finance and minister of
foreign affairs. These actors, and their ministries, are important to the tasks
of coordinating the work of government and handling international affairs.
In essence, then, the weak point of the Danish prime minister is the relative
under-capacity of the PMO.

That said, if we look at trends since 1960 we see a more general strengthen-
ing of the prime minister. Prime ministers themselves enjoy growing longev-
ity in office compared to other ministers. They have used their right to
hire and fire other ministers—with the exception of the ministers of finance
and foreign affairs—more often. Cabinet reshuffles have become more
prevalent, and the organization of governmental work in ministerial meet-
ings and committees, including the Appointments Committee, has changed
in ways that have improved the prime minister’s potential for control over
political and organizational processes. The PMO has gradually been
strengthened to enhance the level of advice and service available to him.
And finally, the prime minister has gained an increasingly important
role in European and international affairs since the early 1990s. This has
afforded him a stronger hand within the cabinet, and vis-a-vis the legislature.
Perhaps the most remarkable sign of this change is the (symbolic) Danish
participation in the war against Iraq in 2003. It was decided only by a
small parliamentary majority, and represented a dramatic break with the
traditions of Danish foreign policy, which have long centred on the UN
and the need for consensus at home. This was, in reality, first and foremost
the decision of the prime minister personally, abetted by a somewhat
more reluctant foreign minister. The new developments seem to be
caused largely by two factors: First, the need to discipline individual
ministers and their ministries in the context of a highly ambitious welfare
state; and second, the twin and allied processes of Europeanization and
globalization.
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THE PARTY FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

To what extent have leaders in Denmark become more powerful within their
own parties since 1960? In addressing this question, we will draw on three
indicators:

e the manner of their own election;
e the influence they exert over processes of candidate-selection;
e the financial and personnel resources at their disposal within the party.

A number of leadership positions are found within Danish parties (Bille
1997: 379-86). The leader of the party organization is the leader in the case
of the Socialist People’s Party, the Social Democratic Party, the Centre-
Democrats, the Liberal Party, and the Danish People’s Party, and has
primarily been so in the case of the Christian People’s Party. These leaders
are elected by the members at their parties’ annual conferences, and are
therefore able to claim a personal mandate from the grass-root activists. In
the Social Liberal Party and the Conservative People’s Party the party
leaders have primarily been the leaders of the parliamentary groups, and
are elected by their respective parties’ MPs. The Red-Green Alliance does not
have a party leader but is led by a collective leadership body.

Though formally elected by their members or parliamentarians, some
party leaders have a more personal mandate than others. Personal mandates
are in particular claimed by party founders, such as Pia Kj®rsgaard of
the Danish People’s Party, Mogens Glistrup of the Progress Party, and
Erhard Jakobsen of the Centre-Democrats. The latter was succeeded
by his daughter, Mimi Jakobsen, who ‘inherited’ the leadership and the
personal mandate. Party leaders elected in contested elections, rather than
at elections where they are the only candidates, may more legitimately claim
a popular personal mandate than in situations where the party elite effect-
ively chooses the one and only candidate. Overall, there is a modest trend
towards contested party leadership elections. The Socialist People’s Party
has always had genuinely competitive party leadership elections, but they
have tended to be more sporadic among the other parties: for instance,
the Liberal Party experienced one in 1984, the Social Democrats in 1992,
and the Christian People’s Party in both 1979 and 1990 (Bille 1994: 143).
On all other occasions there has been only one candidate for the leadership,
and therefore only notionally an ‘election’. Party leaders may also claim a
more personal mandate, and thereby a higher degree of autonomy, when
chosen in a plebiscitary consultation of the membership. Across Western
Europe, there is evidence of a trend towards a greater role for party members
through the introduction of leadership elections conducted by postal ballot
(Scarrow et al. 2000: 142). In Denmark, however, this applies only to the
Social Democrats, and only on occasions when no candidate gets 75 per cent
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of the votes cast at the national congress; in fact, this procedure has yet to be
implemented.

The second indicator of leadership power in the party relates to the process
of candidate-selection. Always a source of potential conflict within parties,
this area of activity tends to be heavily regulated by the party statutes.
Disputes may arise when the national party leadership seeks the selection
of specific candidates against the wishes of local constituency organizations,
particularly in ‘safe’ constituencies; similarly, conflicts can occur between
different party factions over their preferred candidates. Rules regarding
candidate-selection in Danish parties have been fairly stable since 1960
(Bille 1997: 119). Generally, local party organizations are autonomous
when selecting candidates, although approval by the national party organ-
ization is required by the Social Democrats, the Socialist People’s Party, and
the Christian People’s Party. Local or regional party organizations are
sovereign in these matters in most other Danish parties.

The major innovation in respect of candidate-selection in Denmark (as
elsewhere in Western Europe) has been the increased use of membership
ballots since 1960. No Danish party used this procedure in 1960, whereas by
2000, postal ballots were mandatory for the Social Democrats, the Socialist
People’s Party, the Centre-Democrats, and the Red-Green Alliance, while
they were optional for the Liberal Party and the Social Liberals. Thus, the
party selectorates have become more inclusive in Denmark (Bille 2001;
Rahat and Hazan 2001). On the face of it, this might seem to run against
the grain of a ‘presidentialized’ party, but this is not necessarily true. Even
though party leaders have not formally been empowered in the process of
candidate-selection, the use of postal ballots effectively by-passes the middle-
level elites and party activists. This increases the autonomy of the party
leadership because the middle-level elites and activists are generally in a
better position to constrain the leadership than the ordinary party members;
through channels of communication such as the media, party leaders can
directly appeal to all their members. When the power of the activists is
curbed, the capacity of the leadership to manoeuvre freely is enhanced. In a
nutshell, postal ballots tend to strengthen, rather than weaken, the autonomy
and power resources of the party leadership, thereby ‘presidentializing’ the
party arena.

The final aspect of leaders’ intra-party power concerns the resources at
their disposal. Have these increased? Party central offices tend to be small,
but are effectively under the control of the leadership. In general, party staff
in Denmark has grown since 1960, especially within the parliamentary or-
ganizations (Bille 1997: 205). Since party leaders normally assume a prom-
inent position in their parliamentary groups, we can infer that this has
enhanced the resources at their disposal. It has, among other things, enabled
them to bring a new professionalism to the party organizations, in terms of
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people with political, financial, or media expertise. Similarly, the parties’
financial resources have increased considerably since 1960 (Bille 1997: 339—
45). This was the case even before the introduction of public subsidies to
party organizations in 1987, but state funding—which rose particularly
sharply after 1995—has really boosted this process. What is more, party
leaderships have particularly benefited from this development, thanks to
the degree of control they tend to exert over party finances.

Overall, the evidence suggests that the presidentialization of the intra-
party arena is somewhat limited in Denmark. There is a modest trend
towards more personalized mandates for party leaders, and the latter have
also benefited from greater capacity to influence candidate-selection pro-
cesses, and are better resourced. But the leaders remain constrained by
party statutes to a significant degree.

THE ELECTORAL FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

The electoral face of presidentialization draws us into discussion of three
issues:

® have the media focused increasingly on party leaders during election
campaigns?

® have Danish parties emphasized the appeal of party leaders more now
than in the past?

e is there evidence of a growing leadership effect on voting behaviour?

The Danish media environment has undergone substantial change. The
‘four-newspaper-system’ where each of the four old parties owned a news-
paper or had a newspaper affiliated to it in most parts of the country
disintegrated following the Second World War (Pedersen 1987: 38). The
number of newspapers declined and those which remained were de-party-
politicized. Furthermore, the introduction of television in the 1950s funda-
mentally transformed the media environment. Television is now the most
important medium, not only as a channel of information for Danish voters,
but also as an instrument of agenda-setting (Siune 1992). Subsequently, the
introduction of computers, cable and satellite television, and the internet has
further changed the media context (Farrell 1996).

The growing role of the electronic media is significant, for it naturally
tends to focus on personality and sound bites, and thereby sets different
conditions for political actors to operate in. The internet, for example,
facilitates a weekly newsletter and other kinds of personalized communica-
tion from party leaders to voters. Most Danish parties—even those without
genuine prime ministerial candidates—have chosen to create party leaders’
newsletters; this direct form of communication between leaders and
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grass-root followers—members as well as voters—exemplifies the kind of
elite-mass relationship on which presidentialization is founded.

Danish parties are legally prevented from advertising on nationwide tele-
vision, and they therefore depend on broadcasters for their coverage. All
parties represented in parliament are entitled to equal broadcast time on
state-regulated channels of communication, a principle derived from the
constitution (Jensen 1989). However, the principle of equal representation
does not apply to news coverage, where journalistic criteria apply, and
neither does it apply so strictly to the second national broadcasting channel.
Party leader debates on the first television channel have been a regular
feature of election campaigns since the establishment of nationwide televi-
sion in the 1950s. Each party has the right to a prime-time broadcast slot
during the campaign, and all party leaders participate in the televised debate,
which traditionally takes place on the evening before election day. Over the
past three decades, political parties’ control over these debates has receded,
while the broadcasting station and its journalists have increased their influ-
ence. Analysis has shown that campaign coverage gives priority to party
leaders, to controversial issues, and to parties that are particularly interesting
in a given election campaign because of their position on certain salient
issues. Television broadcasters also seek to achieve a balance in their cover-
age of governing and opposition parties. Overall this indicates that there are
limits to the extent to which television can focus on party leaders alone, but
this nevertheless happens more now than before. Thus, the coverage of
election campaigns by television has become somewhat more presidential.

The national elections of 1998, 2001 and 2005 were widely described as
‘presidential’ even before they had started. There is a danger that the media’s
approach to the campaigns might have made this a self-fulfilling prophecy
(Nielsen 1999: 20). Much media attention was thereby devoted to the format
of the campaign, while content and messages tended to attract less attention.
Moreover, since the media designated them ‘presidentialized’ elections and
focused on leaders, the parties needed to adjust to this fact in their cam-
paigns. This, in turn, may have influenced the voters. This process may be
facilitated in elections where there is a clear division between government and
opposition, each with a clear candidate for prime ministerial office. In such
instances, competition is bipolar, a phenomenon which is characteristic of
presidential elections (as well as of parliamentary elections in the Westminster
model). In fact, this scenario is common in the Danish context. Of the last
sixteen national elections, eleven (including those of 1998, 2001 and 2005)
have had two prime ministerial candidates (cf. Borre 1999: 109). However, not
every election in Denmark is so straightforwardly bipolar. The multiparty
system calls for consensual politics with coalition governments and cooper-
ation across the political spectrum, and implies that it is not the case in every
election that there are only two candidates for prime minister. When there
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are more than two prime ministerial candidates, the election campaign will
not take on the dynamics of a presidential system to quite the same extent,
and the media will focus on more than the party leaders.

The focus of the media on leaders forces political parties to adapt their
campaigns accordingly. This brings us to the second indicator of electoral
presidentialization: party campaign strategies. The changing context pro-
vides challenges as well as possibilities for parties in the way they conduct
election campaigns. In the three most recent campaigns, Danish parties drew
inspiration from both the USA and the United Kingdom on how to conduct
campaigns, but the national context does impose certain limitations on how
far this can go. First, the money available to Danish parties is limited
compared to other West European parties, even though the introduction of
state funding in 1987 enabled parties to undertake more capital intensive
campaigning. Second, access to the mass media is regulated and political
commercials are banned from national radio and national, as well as local,
television. Third, the electoral system affects the way in which parties cam-
paign. Parties cannot focus exclusively on the party leader’s personality, as
they need to enhance the general party image so that candidates across the
country get votes. Voters can only vote for parties or candidates within one
of seventeen electoral districts. It may of course be argued that party leaders
are important to the general party image, in as much as the latter is enhanced
through focus on the former. But other party candidates still need to be
promoted.

On the other hand, many of these constraints apply to other parliamentary
democracies in Europe, and the erosion of traditional cleavage politics and
increased electoral volatility imply that parties may be obliged to appeal to
voters on the basis of personal qualities instead of ideological packages. The
potential for fundamental policy differences is particularly limited by the
process of globalization in a small, open economy like Denmark’s. Thus,
Danish parties largely agree on welfare issues, though they may give priority
to different improvements in social policy.

There are no systematic longitudinal studies of Danish parties’ election
campaigns but anecdotal evidence points towards a weak tendency towards
an increasing emphasis on their leaders. Analyses of election campaigns in
1990 and 1998 suggest that the campaign focus on party leaders has not
increased substantially in this period (Andersen and Pedersen 1999; Bille et al.
1992). Most, but not all, parties focused on their leaders throughout
this period. In 1990 the Social Democrats presented their party leader
as the natural prime ministerial candidate. He debated only with the incum-
bent prime minister and attempted to appear ‘statesmanlike’. The incumbent
prime minister at that time was Conservative, and his party ran a leader-
focused campaign, the key theme of which was ‘Schliiter again—who else?’
The Liberals also focused on leader image in their campaign (Bille et al. 1992:
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73-6). In 1998, the Liberals found it hard to distinguish between the leader
and the party, while for the Centre-Democrats, the leader was ‘the one
pulling it all’; and the Socialist People’s Party depended on their leader to
the extent that they posted his name ‘in neon lights’ (Andersen and Pedersen
1999). In both 1998, 2001 and 2005 many parties did not advertise in national
newspapers without including pictures of their party leaders. The major
parties sent their leaders on bus tours around the country to talk at schools,
town square meetings, and the like, the purpose of which was not merely for
as many voters as possible to ‘shake hands with’ the party leader, but
primarily to provide photo opportunities. Overall, these developments indi-
cate a pronounced emphasis on leadership throughout the 1990s, but there is
no direct evidence as to how far this contrasts with earlier elections.

To a degree, the various parties reveal differing attitudes towards the
presidentialization of campaigning because of their rather divergent internal
political cultures. Some have always focused on their party leaders, and have
sought charismatic individuals who will serve this purpose: this has been
particularly pronounced in the case of the Centre-Democrats, the Progress
Party, and the Danish People’s Party. Others, however, have tended to
refrain from personalizing politics, not least for ideological reasons: the
Red-Green Alliance is the prime example here, although the Socialist
People’s Party was also resistant for a long time.

The picture is harder to characterize in simple terms for most other cases.
Analyses of the 1990 and 1998 campaigns show that parties find it difficult to
focus their campaigns on their leader if he or she is not supported by a large
majority within the party. This applied, for example, to the Christian
People’s Party before 1990 when the party elected a new young party leader,
and for the Conservatives in 1998, after a period of frequent changes in the
party leadership. Another obstacle to personalization is prior (negative)
experience, as illustrated by the Social Liberals who lost support in the
election of 1988 after running a leader-oriented campaign. Thereafter, they
decided to focus on the parliamentary group more generally, and particularly
on those who served as members of the government (Bille et al. 1992: 74). The
internal balance of power within a party can also act to constrain the
presidentialization of campaigning, as can evidence that a particular leader
lacks appeal for the electorate.

The third aspect of electoral presidentialization concerns the effect of party
leaders on the electorate. There are few studies of leadership effects on
Danish voting behaviour, but there is some evidence upon which to draw.
The extent to which prime ministerial candidates directly determine voter
choices has been analysed for national elections held in 1971, 1994, and 1998,
and shows that in four out of six cases (that is, two major party leaders at
each of the three elections) sympathy for the leader had a significant effect.
The effects were modest, however, in that they never amounted to more than
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one-sixth of the effect of general party sympathy (Borre 1999: 112-13). In
a nutshell, this does not support the proposition that leadership effects
on voting behaviour have grown in Danish electoral politics. That said,
this analysis only takes into account the direct effect of voter attitudes
towards party leaders (ibid.: 113). What this type of research cannot easily
do is gauge the extent to which party leaders influence voters’ attitudes
towards their parties as a whole. Leaders are in some cases associated with
their parties to such an extent that the two become virtually indistinguish-
able; this leaves us uncertain as to where the party effect finishes and the
leader effect starts.

On the basis of these—admittedly somewhat meagre—results, it is tempt-
ing to agree with the view of one of Denmark’s most experienced electoral
analysts, who argues that there is little evidence to suggest that electoral
behaviour in the country is becoming more presidential (ibid.: 110). Never-
theless, the contemporary media seem determined to adopt a ‘presidential’
focus in their coverage, while the evidence on party campaigning is not clear-
cut; most parties—both those with and those without prime ministerial
candidates—seek to emphasize the appeal of the party leader, but it is not
certain that this is universally true, nor that it holds to a substantially
increasing degree.

CONCLUSION

Presidential trends are apparent, if limited, in both the electoral and party
faces of politics in Denmark. In the latter, there is a discernible strengthening
of party leaders in respect of the resources available to them and their
potential to influence the candidate-nomination process; however, these
tendencies remain limited and have not been formalized in party statutes.
There is also some presidentialization of the electoral process, especially in
relation to media coverage. Perceiving the way in which the media seeks to
personalize its coverage of politics, the parties have sought to accommodate
this in their campaign strategies. Thus, parties focus on their leaders, prob-
ably a little more than earlier—but the extent to which the leaders’ personal
qualities determine voter choice remains limited.

The presidentialization process seems stronger in the governmental arena.
This is apparent in the growing longevity of prime ministers in executive
office vis-a-vis other ministers (excepting the ministers of finance and foreign
affairs), and in the increasing frequency with which the premiers reshuffle
their cabinets. It is also evident in the growing use of cabinet committees for
executive coordination, the gradual, if modest, growth of the PMO, and the
new system by which media relations are coordinated by the prime minister’s
staff. Last, but not least, the Europeanization of politics has imposed a more
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visible and active role on the prime minister in international affairs, which
has strengthened the premier’s hand within the cabinet, at the particular
expense of the foreign minister.

Nevertheless, even within the governing arena, constraints operate on
presidentialization. For one thing, the prime minister does not enjoy any
formal rights of patronage; for another, anything looking like an attempt to
create a super-ministry out of the PMO has met with criticism from line
ministries and the media. Most significantly, though, prime ministerial power
in Denmark is still kept in check by consensus politics. The tradition of
minority and multiparty government makes this a necessity, and consensus
culture does not generally call for strong personalized leadership. Thus, even
though structural causes of presidentialization such as the growth of the
state, the development of a modern mass media, the erosion of cleavages,
and the Europeanization of politics, all exist in the Danish case, the logic and
reality of consensus politics means that domestic politics is still not heavily
presidentialized.
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‘President Persson™—How Did
Sweden Get Him?

Nicholas Aylott!

INTRODUCTION

By any formal, constitutional measure, Sweden is a parliamentary democ-
racy. The political executive, the government, emerges from the legislature
(Riksdagen), and is responsible to it. Second, the executive is collegial. There
are no direct, popular elections to individual executive positions at any level
of Swedish government. Lijphart (1999: 119), for one, classifies Sweden as a
pure parliamentary regime. Moreover, Swedish parliamentarism has deep
roots. A proto-parliament developed as a counterweight to royal power
during the Middle Ages, with four chambers or ‘estates’ representing the
nobility, the clergy, the emerging urban bourgeoisie, and—in an early indi-
cation of the country’s egalitarian, participatory political culture—the peas-
antry. A new constitutional law was adopted in 1719-20, and this heralded a
period in which the estates enjoyed political dominance, an ‘age of liberty’.

True, a type of separation of powers existed then and after the constitu-
tional reform of 1866, with political authority divided between crown and
parliament (Larsson 1999: 324). As late as 1914, in the ‘courtyard crisis’, the
king could resist the cornerstone of parliamentary government, namely, the
executive’s responsibility to the legislature (Petersson 1994: 25).2 But the new
constitution adopted in 1974 entirely separated the head of state, the mon-
arch, from the head of government, the prime minister.® It also placed a
unicameral parliament unambiguously at the centre of the constitutional
power structure. In fact, by the 1990s the constitution was widely seen as
having promoted a sort of super-parliamentarism. Minority governments
have increasingly become the norm in Sweden, and, according to Lijphart
(1999: 136), ‘minority cabinets are by their nature at the mercy of the
legislature in parliamentary systems’. Lijphart’s view seemed verified by the
fall of a Social Democratic government in February 1990. It had made its
emergency economic package an issue of confidence, and the government
lost the vote. It duly resigned. It quickly became clear, though, that there was
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no tenable basis for an alternative administration, given the balance of
parliamentary forces. Within a week the same Social Democratic prime
minister was back in office, minus his finance minister, and the country
seemed no nearer to tackling its crisis (Lindbeck et al. 1994: 171; Petersson
1994: 95).

Yet within a few years this argument had been turned on its head. Political
commentators complained that, far from being beholden to the whim of the
legislature, the prime minister, Géran Persson, was actually too powerful.
Dagens Nyheter (2002), the biggest-selling broadsheet, frequently presented
such a view, arguing, for instance, that ‘instead of ultra-parliamentarism we
have ended up with a type of presidentialism’. A respected political journal-
ist, Bjorn Elmbrant (2002), broadcast a much-discussed series of radio art-
icles entitled ‘President Persson—hur fick vi honom?’ (How did we get him?).
Away from the corridors of power, meanwhile, a comparable development
had already been identified in electoral politics. The director of the Swedish
Institute for North American Studies at Uppsala University observed:

In contrast to the US, Sweden is a parliamentary democracy, built around a multi-
party system and proportional elections. The US has a presidential system with two
dominant parties, whose candidates are chosen according to majoritarian principles
... Our political system has long had a collectivist character, in which party represen-
tatives would rather talk in terms of ‘we’ than ‘I". In the US, individual politicians take
centre stage, and the media’s fixation with personality has over the years been very
strong. ... Many of these differences seem now to be diminishing or disappearing.
(Asard 2000)

Given its unambivalently parliamentary constitution, how can these asser-
tions about Swedish politics be explained? Is there more to its ‘presidentia-
lization’ than journalists sniping at a prime minister’s domineering
personality? This chapter argues that, in fact, there is more than a little
substance to the idea of an informal Swedish presidency, but that some of
the conditions that created it may not be structural—that is, they may
diminish in significance according to prevailing political circumstances.

Examining presidentialization

One way of understanding the nature of power in different political regime-
types is through the powerful yet essentially simple concept of principals and
agents (Strem 2000: 266-70). The principal is a political actor that wants
something done; the agent is the actor to which the principal delegates the
task. In all systems of representative democracy, a chain of principals and
agents, and thus a chain of delegation and accountability, can be modelled.
In parliamentary systems, the basic principals, the electors, delegate certain
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powers to their parliamentary representatives, who delegate in turn to a prime
minister, who delegates to individual ministers, who delegate to the people
who actually administer the implementation of public policy, civil servants.
In presidential systems, by contrast, electors delegate power directly to a
single-person, non-collegial executive—the president. But they also delegate
to a separate, competing agent, or even two of them—namely, the legislature,
which may comprise two chambers. There is, then, more than one chain of
delegation and accountability in a presidential system.

However, delegation in a parliamentary system is also not quite as
straightforward as it might first appear, thanks to the role of one additional
set of actors: political parties (see also Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991). They
help principals at each stage of the chain of delegation to overcome agency
problems—in other words, they reduce the agent’s scope for pursuing its own
interests above those of the principal. Indeed, parties are so important to this
process that they should, according to Miiller (2000: 317-19), constitute a
distinct ‘track’ through which delegation and accountability pass. A prime
minister, for instance, is not just accountable to parliamentarians, who are
accountable to voters (the constitutional channel). She is also, as a party
leader,* accountable to her party organization, which is accountable to its
activists, themselves drawn from the ranks of more passive party members
(the party track). The leader of a party in a parliamentary system is,
therefore, much more accountable to her party than a presidential candidate
is to her party in a presidential system. The latter, once nominated, is largely
free of control from the party. If elected, her mandate comes directly from the
electorate, and her party cannot remove her from office.”

Of course, envisaging regime-types in these principal-agent terms does
involve considerable simplification.® But envisaging a political chief execu-
tive in a parliamentary system as an agent of two principals, parliament and
party, suits our purposes here, because it illuminates the nature of the
phenomenon, presidentialization, that interests us. We may assume, then,
that de facto presidentialization in the sense set out in this book’s introduc-
tory chapter occurs when the head of government, the prime minister, slips
the controls that her supposed principals, the country’s parliamentarians and
her party, have placed on her, and she instead acquires a ‘personal mandate’
to hold her office, rather than one bestowed on her by dint of her being party
leader. Rather than remaining practically accountable to these two actors, as
the chain of delegation in a parliamentary system would suggest, the prime
ministerial agent has established, albeit informally, a direct accountability
relationship with the ultimate principals in each track, the voters and the
party rank-and-file—precisely the sort of accountability that formally char-
acterizes a presidential system. As Poguntke and Webb (this volume) argue,
this sort of personal mandate may—somewhat counter-intuitively—even be
more readily acquired in a consensual system than in a majoritarian one, as
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the prime minister claims the licence to broker deals in the crowded thicket of
veto players. Arguably, this process of presidentialization is driven by
changes at the elite level, including the growing internationalization of
governance and the overall growth of state activity. However, it is also
facilitated by wider social changes, particularly as regards mass communica-
tion and the way voters relate to political parties. This explains why the
overall process is increasingly centred on political leaders, irrespective of
their being credible contenders for prime ministerial office.

The questions now are: has this process occurred in Sweden and, if so, to
what extent and with what degree of durability? In seeking answers, the rest of
this chapter is divided into three main sections, which address the various
‘faces’ of presidentialization (see Chapter 1). The first is the executive face.
Here we look at the means by which parliament can hold the executive to
account, the cabinet can hold the prime minister to account, and the effect-
iveness of these means in practice. The second is the party face, and accord-
ingly we turn to examine power within the parties. The third face of
presidentialization is the electoral one. Here we examine the extent to which
electoral campaigns have become focused on individuals, either at the media’s
or the political parties’ instigation, and whether this has influenced voting.
Finally, we draw overall conclusions about presidentialization in Sweden.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE
The prime minister’s material power resources

Long after the wartime national government, Sweden’s chief executive was
still not much more than first among equals. But, under the 1974 constitu-
tion, the prime minister, like a president, has the constitutional right to
choose the rest of the cabinet, which then takes decisions as a collegial
body. Moreover, the resources available to the prime minister for coordin-
ation have grown considerably (see Larsson 1986: 182ff). When Tage Erlan-
der, prime minister for a record twenty-three years, assumed the position in
1946, his staff comprised—famously—just one caretaker and a part-time
secretary. Erlander apparently held a general antipathy to building up
prime ministerial resources, which he feared might drag him into day-to-
day management and conflict. But when, in 1963, he was left ill-informed as a
spy scandal broke, this approach changed. Since then, the accumulation of
the chief executive’s resources has been concentrated in the newly established
Prime Minister’s Office (statsrddsberedningen). This comprises both career
civil servants and politically appointed special advisers. Headed by the prime
minister, its next-most senior figures are a ‘minister for coordination’ and one
or more under-secretaries of state (politically appointed bureaucrats).
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In the mid-1980s, Larsson (1986: 194), in his exhaustive study of the
Swedish cabinet, could still claim that the Prime Minister’s Office was pri-
marily for internal government coordination, rather than for promoting the
prime minister as a party politician. But a reform in 1997 enhanced the role of
the Prime Minister’s Office in the budgetary process, at the expense of the
traditionally powerful finance ministry (Elder and Page 2000: 146). Further-
more, Goran Persson felt able and inclined to replace with his own people
fifteen of the twenty political advisers in the Prime Minister’s Office when he
became prime minister in 1996 (ibid.: 138). By some accounts, it accrued still
more power as Persson continued as prime minister. During 2003 the govern-
ment’s major initiatives in three crucial policy fields—promoting economic
growth, reducing sickness in the workforce, and reforming social security—all
emanated from the Prime Minister’s Office.” In 2002 it employed sixty-three
staff, up from forty-six in 1994 (Regeringskansliet 2003: 144).

Above all, one major institutional and political reform has, almost all
observers agree, given the government greater licence to act than hitherto:
namely, EU membership, which Sweden took up in 1995. The Union’s
democratic deficit is well known (cf. Bergman and Damgaard 2000). Sweden,
like the other member states, has seen the power of its executive increase
under this system, and that of its parliament decline. Some attempt has been
made to offset this problem through the establishment of a parliamentary
Committee on EU Affairs to scrutinize ministers’ behaviour in EU negoti-
ations. But, although the committee was modelled partly on the famously
powerful Danish equivalent, most observers suggest that it has not proved to
be as effective a constraint on the executive (Bergman 1997; Lindgren 2000).
There may also be subtler ways in which EU membership has promoted
presidentialization in Sweden, through its serving to insulate the prime
minister from the control of parliament. Elmbrant (2002: part 2) points to
a specific policy initiative, the sanctions that EU members implemented
against the new right-wing Austrian government in early 2000. This, he
argues, was the result of ‘mobile-phone diplomacy’—EU prime ministers
communicating directly with each other, and initiating policy without refer-
ence to bureaucrats or cabinets, let alone parliaments.

Block politics, the pivotal party, and negative parliamentarism

While these power resources and the developing European political arena
have certainly boosted the prime minister’s standing, domestic political
circumstances may be just as germane to our topic. The dynamics of com-
petition in the party system, the constitutional rules that apply to govern-
ment formation and maintenance, and the internal life of the parties are all
vital to our understanding of presidentialization in Sweden.



‘President Persson’—How Did Sweden Get Him? 181

In Lijphart’s (1999: 131-4) comparative framework, the strength of the
executive vis-a-vis the legislature is indicated by cabinet duration. Of thirty-
six countries for which an ‘index of executive dominance’ is calculated,
Sweden lands just above mid-table, a long way behind Britain, the country
that is, for Lijphart, the ‘exemplar of cabinet dominance’. As Fig. 8.1 shows,
the trend in Sweden is towards smaller minority governments, whether
comprised of single parties or coalitions. The absence of majority bases for
governments has, by necessity, cemented the Swedish tradition of consensu-
alism in policy-making. Proposals for legislation usually emanate from the
cabinet. They are sent to the appropriate parliamentary committee, which
then requests a commission to investigate the prospective law’s conse-
quences. The commissions include MPs as well as outside experts and
advisers (Arter 1990: 126). Opposition parties are thus incorporated into
policy-making at a comparatively early stage, even before the commission’s
thoughts are sent for referral to interested bodies outside parliament, such as
local authorities.

This does indeed look like the antithesis of ‘executive dominance’. Yet the
government’s capacity to ram its legislative preferences through parliament is
not the appropriate indicator in our discussion of presidentialization. After
all, real presidents often have to bargain tortuously with other branches of
government in order to enact legislation. What matters to us is whether the
modern Swedish prime minister has gained greater autonomy to act without
constant deference to other political actors.

- - -trend line (linear)
75

50

25

governing parties’ percentage of seats

R S S I R S S A A R MO S LN
FFFF I I FFTFFTFI I IS

Fi1G. 8.1. Trend in Swedish governments’ parliamentary bases



182 Aylott

The ultimate way in which his autonomy might be constrained is, of
course, if parliament exercises its constitutional right to bring down the
government. Certainly, the formal right to do so is present in Sweden.
Under the rules incorporated into the constitution in the early 1970s, a new
prime minister requires a parliamentary vote of investiture; he can be
removed by a parliamentary vote of no confidence; and a government can
fall if it loses a vote that it has declared a formal test of confidence (Bergman
2003: 601-3). But these mechanisms, in practice, have become weak means of
parliamentary control. This is essentially because there have been precious
few ‘partisan veto players’ (Tsebelis 1995: 302-3) in parliament with the
strategic power to bring down a government and—even more import-
antly—the inclination to exploit that power. And the reason for that is an
interaction between, on one hand, the constellation of party preferences
among the electorate, particularly bloc identity; and, on the other, the basic
rule of government formation and maintenance.

The Swedish party system has become more fragmented in recent decades.
Sweden’s five ‘old’ parties, which for many years comprised the range of
parliamentary representation, have been supplemented by two newer ones.
Thus, from 1994 there have been seven parliamentary parties, divided into
two competing and (with some exceptions) reasonably coherent blocs. On the
left, the ‘socialist bloc’ consists of the system’s dominant party, the Social
Democrats; the former Communists, now called the Left Party; and, with
what might be called associate membership, the Greens. On the right,
the ‘non-socialist’ or ‘bourgeois’ bloc features the Centre Party, with its
agrarian roots; the Liberals, the Christian Democrats and the conservative
Moderates.

The Social Democratic vote has declined. The party won an average of
47 per cent in parliamentary elections in the 1960s, and was even able to form
a single-party majority government in 1968-70. By the 1990s this average
had fallen to 39.8 per cent. Yet the Social Democrats could still dominate
government office, thanks to their frequently maintaining control of
the ‘median legislator’ in parliament—that is, the position at the middle
of the left-to-right spectrum. Such a position has been crucial because of
the continuing relevance of the two blocs to the Swedish party system. In
other words, despite their firm anchor in the socialist bloc, the Social Demo-
crats have been the only party capable of forging coalitions—usually legis-
lative coalitions, occasionally executive ones, recently something in between
(Bergman and Aylott 2003)—with parties in both blocs. In addition, the rules
of government formation, ‘negative parliamentarism’ (Bergman 1993), have
meant that formal, executive coalitions involving the Social Democrats have
been rare, and unknown since 1957. Negative parliamentarism means, essen-
tially, that a prime minister does not require the active backing of a parlia-
mentary majority in order to be seen to enjoy the confidence of the
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parliament. Instead, all that he requires is that an absolute majority does not
support a vote of no confidence against him or his government. Thus,
abstention is interpreted as passive support for prime ministerial candidates
in votes of investiture, and for sitting prime ministers in votes of confidence
and no confidence.

The reason that negative parliamentarism, inter alia, allows a Social
Democratic prime minister to keep government dominated by a single
party (his own) is because it improves his bargaining position vis-a-vis the
leaderships of cautiously supportive parliamentary parties. He can say to
them, in effect: tolerate my single-party government, or actively vote against
it and thus allow in the opposition—which, because of the traditional antag-
onism between the two blocs, your party memberships would probably not
like.® This, in fact, is pretty much what has happened in Sweden in recent
years. The Greens, who gained the prized median-legislator position in
parliament in both the 1998 and 2002 elections, nevertheless joined the Left
Party on both occasions in agreeing to prop up a purely Social Democratic
government. The Greens did this largely because of their members’ likely
suspicion of any coalition between them and the bourgeois parties.” In this
way, the Social Democrats have combined exclusive power with strategic
flexibility. When the government has found itself at odds with its support
parties, as over European policy or security doctrine, it has simply attained
parliamentary majorities by cooperating with opposition parties that, on
those questions, were of like mind.

Indeed, according to Lewin (1996, 1998), the framers of Swedish constitu-
tional arrangements consciously rejected the Westminster model of single-
party majority governments, in favour of something much closer to Lij-
phart’s (1999) consensual ideal-type: rule, not by the majority, but through
‘representativeness’—that is, through bargaining that involves as many as
possible of the parliamentary parties. In this model, the likeliest governing
party was not necessarily the largest one, but the one that ‘could play the role
of pivot, putting together voting majorities from its position in the political
middle with support sometimes from the left and sometimes from the right’
(Lewin 1998: 197).'"° With the continuing strategic power of the Social
Democrats in the party system, plus the effects of negative parliamentarism,
the tradition of minority, consensual government has grown stronger in
Sweden. The pivot—usually, the Social Democratic prime minister—has
certainly not been all-powerful. But it has become harder to imagine that
parliament, through assembling an active majority against him, could dis-
lodge him between elections. In that, he has come to resemble a more
presidential figure.

Two additional features of the constitution may have accentuated this
trend. First, even if there is an early election (as the cabinet, with few formal
restrictions, can decide), the next scheduled election must also be held. This
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makes it less likely that the parliament would try to induce such a develop-
ment. Second, under the new constitution, a minister with a parliamentary
seat must nominate a stand-in MP while she serves in government. This
resembles a presidential separation of powers, and the informal, personal,
everyday connections between ministers and MPs that often characterize
parliamentary systems have been reduced (Ruin 2004).

THE PARTY FACE

In the Swedish context, even if the prime minister exploits his party’s pivotal
position to enhance his freedom from parliamentary control, he would still
lack a genuinely presidential source of power if he remained formally and
practically constrained by his party from pursuing his own interests and
preferences, as distinct from those of the party. Do Swedish parties have
the scope for such control?

The internal structures of Sweden’s major parties look similar today.
A congress, elected by local party branches, is the sovereign body, and it
delegates its power to smaller executive bodies. Yet despite this model of
apparently democratic internal procedures, it has been widely observed that,
as elsewhere in Europe, party elites have grown increasingly dominant.

Certainly, as far as the usually governing party, the Social Democrats, is
concerned, the leadership does hold a strong position, even if, particularly
since its years of opposition in 1976-82, the party’s MPs have insisted on
closer collaboration with both their steering committee and the party’s
government ministers at an early stage of policy formulation (Arter 1990:
135; Sannerstedt and Sjolin 1992: 115). According to Hagevi’s (2000: 156)
research, this underpins coordination between the parliamentary group and
the party leadership, whether the party is in government or opposition. Both
MPs and the party leadership, he argues, ‘behave like members of the same
team’. Once a decision has been taken within the parliamentary group, voting
discipline is very strong, as it is in all Swedish parties, and has become
stronger since unicameralism was adopted. One reason is that the leaderships
of the extra-parliamentary organizations and parliamentary groups are well
integrated.!’ Together with other members of the parliamentary group’s
steering committee (fortroenderdad ), which is elected by the MPs, the party
leader appoints individuals to positions on cross-party parliamentary stand-
ing committees and intra-group policy committees. This naturally encour-
ages loyalty among those who are elected to the parliament.

When in government office, party leaders have the right to nominate their
MPs or individuals outside parliament to ministerial posts, and there is
evidence that Social Democratic prime ministers, at least, have felt increas-
ingly free of party influence in exercising this right. In the early 1990s, Ruin
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(1991: 64) could report that the number of ministers chosen from the ranks of
Social Democratic MPs had ‘sharply declined. Not even half of those
appointed since [1982] have had such experience.” What we might call the
‘departification’ of the cabinet has continued. Géran Persson’s preference for
ministers without a real base in the party has been noted; he has even publicly
lamented the lack of ministerial talent available within the labour movement
(Elmbrant 2002: part 3). Bo Rothstein, a political scientist, has remarked on
the growing proportion of ministers and others in the chancery'? who are
neither elected politicians nor expert bureaucrats, but something in be-
tween—what he calls ‘policrats’ (polikrater) (Svenska Dagbladet, 16 Novem-
ber 2002). Without any base of support within the governing party, nor an
independent authority based on their expertise, a ‘policrat’ has no principal
other than the prime minister (see also Ruin 2004). This, of course, resem-
bles the relationship between ministers and chief executive in a presidential
system.13

The ability to appoint ministers with only a weak anchor in the party
inevitably gives a prime minister a large asset in his management of relations
with the party organization. So too has the changing role of the party
congress, which has become as much a means of conveying the party’s
message to the wider electorate as a mechanism for democratic steering of
the party by its membership (Pierre and Widfeldt 1994: 344-6). Indeed, two
frequently discussed changes in Swedish Social Democracy—increasingly
pragmatic policy and increasingly elite-led policy—may not be unconnected
(Elmbrant 2002: part. 4).'* Such trends have surely been accentuated by the
advent of state subsidies for political parties, introduced in Sweden in 1965.
Subsidies have allowed the different levels of the parties to live increasingly
independent lives—one of the characteristics of Katz and Mair’s (1995: 21)
semi-state ‘cartel party’. With the capital resources to spend on modern,
targeted election campaigning, a party leadership is less reliant on the
human resources of a mass membership to convey its message through
traditional techniques, such as organizing meetings and door-to-door
canvassing.

Another sign of the increasing autonomy enjoyed by party leaderships is
the declining institutional linkage between certain parties and the social and
economic organizations that originally provided their foundations (Woérlund
and Hansson 2001). The Christian Democrats have loosened their ties to
the free churches; the Centre has ended its formal association with the
farmers’ unions; and, above all, the Social Democrats have significantly
reformed their connection with the trade unions. It is hard to overstate
the influence that organized labour has had on Sweden’s dominant party,
both intellectually and organizationally, since it was formed in 1889. The link
was epitomized by the system of near-automatic party membership for
many trade union members. In a country with the highest density of union
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membership in the world (around 80 per cent), this system of collective
membership long provided 75 per cent to 80 per cent of Social Democratic
members. Total party membership reached a staggering 1.23 million, or
around 15 per cent of the Swedish population, in 1983 (Widfeldt 1999: 112).

The ties between the two wings of the labour movement have certainly not
disappeared. They remain, both formal and informal, at all levels of the
party. Moreover, the logic of the exchange relationship between the Social
Democrats and the trade unions endures: each side has something to offer to
the other. The unions provide crucial capital and human resources for the
party before an election, as well as a direct channel to a large proportion of
the Swedish electorate (Aylott 2003). No Swedish prime minister, least of all
a Social Democratic one, can ignore the power of organized labour.'” Yet the
relationship is undoubtedly much looser than it was. This growing distance
was marked most visibly by the decision of the 1987 party congress to phase
out collective membership by 1991.

The effects on prime ministerial autonomy of this looser relationship
should not be exaggerated. Few governing parties in Europe listen as atten-
tively to an external interest group as the Swedish Social Democrats do to the
main union confederation, LO, and its member unions. Nevertheless, if the
points of comparison are restricted to Sweden, it is clear that a Social
Democratic prime minister in 2003 was less constrained by the power of
organized labour, exercised through his party, than his counterpart was
thirty years previously. The days when LO could persuade Social Democrats
to adopt a policy as radical—and as electorally damaging—as the wage-
earner funds, as it did in the 1970s (Pontusson 1992: 186-237), have gone.
In that limited sense, then, a Social Democratic prime minister has become
more presidential.

THE ELECTORAL FACE

As we saw earlier, Asard (2000) sees American politics as essentially about
individuals, whereas Swedish politics has been about parties. Although
explicit reference to them only appeared in the Swedish constitution in
1969, parties have indeed been the basic actors in Swedish democracy.
Some explanations for this are cultural and historical. The ‘people’s move-
ments’ that emerged in the nineteenth century created political fronts that
were at the sharp end of the struggle for democracy, and this led to a strong
tradition of party membership and activity. The modern electoral system,
with its twenty-nine multi-member constituencies that return an average of
ten deputies each to the parliament, is also designed with parties very much in
mind. The parties thus retain their monopoly of the supply of candidates to
elective public office (Bergman 2003: 599).
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The party procedures for selecting candidates have adapted and con-
formed to this historical and institutional framework. Members cannot join
a party directly at the national level, but must instead do so through a local
branch; and it has long been the branches that nominate both (a) candidates
to a party list in a given constituency, and (b) delegates to the regional party
conferences that decide the list and its order. Party leaderships have no
formal role in candidate-selection, and seldom intervene informally in the
process. It is this practice that underpins the collectivist, party-dominated
character of Swedish representative democracy that Asard identified in the
quotation near the beginning of this chapter. Party identity and interests are
impressed upon aspiring political leaders. While semi-outsiders may be
whisked into the cabinet from beyond the party’s structures,'® the party’s
leader and all others within its executive organs must have worked their way
up from its base, building support as they progressed.

Might this be changing? If prime ministers are on the way to establishing a
direct, presidential-style accountability with the electorate, without effective
mediation by a party or the parliament, we would expect this to be reflected
in voting behaviour. In our examination of presidential trends in this, the
electoral face, we look for psephological evidence. First, however, we ask
whether the media’s coverage of campaigning has reflected such develop-
ments, and whether the campaign styles of the parties have moved away from
the emphasis on collective messages and identities.

Parties, leaders, media focus and parties campaign strategies

Swedish newspapers, national and local, used to have clear party affiliations,
to the extent that they ‘functioned as passive megaphones for the respective
parties’ (Esaiasson 1991: 271). Though they still display overt sympathies on
their leader pages, they also now tend to stress their independence from
political parties. The newspapers that the parties themselves used to publish
have almost all now been discontinued. Above all, and in common with other
developed countries, from the early 1960s television became the main med-
ium for communication between politicians and electors, displacing public
meetings and workplace events from the primary position that they enjoyed
in the 1930s, though without ending their importance for election campaigns
(ibid.: 264-8).

Alongside the rise of television, Swedish journalists increasingly have
rejected the passive conveying of the parties’ propaganda, in favour of
questioning the parties’ representatives more independently and aggressively.
Indeed, according to some critical observers, since the 1968 election, when
the parties lost their right to produce their own campaign broadcasts, the
media have increasingly sought to set the political agenda, to the detriment of



188 Aylott

the information that the voters can obtain about the parties’ intentions
(Esaiasson and Hakansson 2002). Whether or not that is the case, the media’s
expanding role does seem to have coincided with a greater concentration on
party leaders. One study examined the proportion of three broadsheet news-
papers’ campaign coverage that was devoted to the parties or their represen-
tatives in the last ten days before an election. In 1960, 16 per cent of it had the
party leader as the main actor. By 1991 that figure had risen to 35 per cent—
and that was a decline from a peak of 38 per cent in 1988 (Bennulf and
Hedberg 1993: 116). The television debate between the parliamentary leaders
that precedes an election these days draws around 70 per cent of the popu-
lation, although the radio equivalent in the 1950s won a similar audience
(Asp and Esaiasson 1996: 79-84).

Certainly, campaigning has become more demanding for politicians, party
leaders above all. According to Esaisson’s (1990: 324) research, Swedish
party leaders each made, on average, twenty-seven campaign appearances
of various kinds in 1960. By 1985 the figure had risen to ninety-six. More-
over, politicians are, of course, well aware of the potential for efficient and
effective communication that the broadcast media offer. In 1960, 89 per cent
of the party leaders’ campaign appearances were devoted to public meetings
and speeches. A decade later, that proportion had fallen to 59 per cent, and
by 1988 it was 41 per cent. This was not because the numbers of such
meetings had fallen in absolute terms (they had actually risen), but because
the proportion of campaign events held specifically for the media, including
press conferences, had greatly expanded, from 12 per cent in 1960 to 30 per
cent in 1988 (Esaiasson 1990: 324-5, 1991: 274).

Apart from these general trends, case studies show how media strategy
forms an essential component of modern party leaders’ political role. Cer-
tainly, it played a part in Persson’s extraordinary transformation from
bumbling liability (who had become prime minister in spring 1996 only
because other candidates for the Social Democratic leadership either declined
or were ruled out by scandal) to international statesman. In 2001 the Social
Democrats’ sister parties in Sweden’s Scandinavian neighbours, Denmark
and Norway, suffered their worst electoral defeats since the 1920s. Yet, by
then, Persson towered over Swedish politics. He was comfortably the coun-
try’s most respected and trusted political leader (Dagens Nyheter, 15 March
2002). The economy’s improvement surely played a part in this metamor-
phosis. So too did Sweden’s presidency of the EU’s Council of Ministers
during the first half of 2001, which put Persson very much in the limelight.
Perhaps still more importantly, his media profile in the aftermath of the
terrorist attacks on America in September 2001 did him no harm. But he
had also grown into the role. He had become confident enough to give
frank personal interviews to newspapers (for instance, Svenska Dagbladet,
15 March 2001) about his experiences, including his contemplation of
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resignation during his difficult early years as prime minister, and turning in
warm, relaxed performances on television chat shows.'’

Not too much about the structural trends in political reporting and party
strategies should be read into one case of image transformation, particularly
one that arguably was brought about by an unusual combination of favour-
able circumstances. But the general data do suggest that the media, particu-
larly television, now dominate political communication; that the media, led
by television, focus more on party leaders; and that the parties have
responded by increasing the emphasis that they place in their campaign
strategies on their leaders. These might be seen as presidential developments.
The next logical question is whether they have influenced voting behaviour.

Presidentialized voting?

For the 1998 election, the electoral system was reformed. The voter was given
the opportunity to mark a preference for an individual candidate on a party’s
list, and, if that candidate won at least 8 per cent of her party’s votes, she was
automatically thrust to the top of the list. In the event, a reasonable number
of voters, 29.9 per cent, used the new mechanism. This was enough to propel
eighty candidates up their respective lists, and to bring a dozen of them into
parliament who would otherwise have been placed too low to have been
elected. This led the parties to take recognition by the wider electorate more
seriously in candidate-selection in 2002. A few celebrities found their way
onto party lists. Might it be that Swedish electoral politics is becoming
significantly less party-orientated and more candidate-orientated, both at
constituency and national levels?

Partly because of the newspapers’ drift away from party loyalty, and the
proliferation of impartial television news coverage, the flow of political
information in Sweden, as elsewhere, has become much freer. Voters, as
the consumers of this information market, have had more power to shape
its content and focus, and it is quite plausible that they may prefer to see and
read coverage of individuals rather than organizations. With class identities
fading (Oskarsson 1994: 208-9), organizational attachment to parties declin-
ing, voting behaviour becoming more promiscuous, and radical political
alternatives losing credibility, the parties have come to look more like each
other. Personality may be one of the few remaining ways for voters to
distinguish the parties reliably, and voters may consequently elevate leader-
ship among the criteria that they use to determine their party choice.

Leaders are, it seems, ever more often blamed or praised for influencing the
fortunes of their parties. The Liberals’ successes in the mid-1980s were so
strongly associated with their leader, Bengt Westerberg, that his ‘effect’
became part of the political lexicon. The big gains made by the Left and
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the Christian Democrats in the 1998 election were frequently attributed to
their leaders’ qualities, and the losses suffered by the Centre, Liberals, and
Social Democrats were put down to their leaders’ deficiencies. In 2002, apart
from Persson’s starring role for the Social Democrats, the ‘Maud effect’
(after the party leader, Maud Olofsson) was at least part of the commonly
offered explanation for the Centre’s first electoral upturn since 1973, while it
was the Moderate leader’s turn to have his party’s feeble performance pinned
on his own failings. Decline and division were then widely seen as the
unavoidable fate of the Left when, in January 2003, the party lost its leader,
Gudrun Schyman, its ‘vote-magnet’, after a scandal concerning her tax
return.

Leaders make a difference in elections: no one would deny that. But
determining exactly how much difference they make is difficult. In fact,
harder evidence for the increasing salience of party leaders in determining
voting behaviour is rather elusive. Leaders have certainly become more
recognized, thanks to television. The proportion of Swedish voters who
could put a name to the face of at least four of the five main party leaders
jumped from 34 per cent in 1956 to 62 per cent in 1960, 77 per cent in 1964
and 87 per cent in 1968 (Holmberg 2000: 160). There is also a clear correl-
ation between voters’ preference for a party and their estimation of its leader.

But which way does the causality run? Is the party supported because the
voter likes the leader, or the leader liked because she leads the party? Earlier
research by Esaiasson (1985) on leader-influenced voting found some ‘coat-
tail effects’—that is, popular leaders of parties having beneficial effects on
their parties’ vote—at the bourgeois end of the spectrum. But, overall, the
impact was modest, which he explained largely by the existence of relatively
old, institutionalized and internally democratic parties in Sweden, especially
on the left. Moreover, those effects that could be identified did little to shape
the outcome of the election in terms of government formation. In Sweden, as
we have seen, government formation was, and still is, determined by the
balance of seats between the socialist and bourgeois blocs; and ‘Few voters
go for the most popular party leader [if she is] from a political bloc other than
the one that their preferred party belongs to’ (ibid.: 116).

More recently, analysis of the available survey data led Holmberg to
conclude that party-preference rather than leader-preference is still the
most important determinant of voting behaviour. When asked directly, for
instance, just 3 per cent of voters, unprompted, named the leader as one of
the most important factors in party choice in 1988 and 1991. When given the
option of a ‘good party-leader’ as one of their most important motivating
factors, fewer than a quarter of respondents picked it in surveys held in 1988
and 1994 (Holmberg 2000: 176). In seeking further evidence about causality,
Holmberg compares time-series data on whether party leaders have
been more popular than their party among that party’s supporters—which,
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Holmberg reckons, they would be if voters were being attracted to the
party on the basis of its leader. He calls this a ‘maximum estimate’ of the
effect of party leaders on voting behaviour. The average proportion of such
leader-influenced voters for each of the five oldest parliamentary parties
reached 19 per cent in 1985. But it was stuck on 15 per cent in the four
subsequent elections (ibid.: 179).

Something similar can be seen in Table 8.1, which offers a maximum
estimate of the proportion of the whole electorate (rather than of each party’s
supporters) potentially attracted to and put off each party because of its
leader. It seems clear, if Holmberg’s assumptions hold, that unpopular
party leaders may be a greater liability for a party than popular ones are a
boon. But two further observations that are particularly relevant to our
purpose can be made about these data. First, we see, once more, stability in
the average figures for all the parties in each election since 1979, with only a
slight upturn in more recent ones. Second, we see outliers—parties for which
the leader had an especially positive or negative effect—in various elections:
on the plus side, the Moderate leader throughout the 1990s; on the minus side,
the Centre’s leader from 1979-85, and the Liberals’ in 1998. This suggests that
party leader effects may be more the product of specific individuals holding a
specific position at a specific time, rather than a structural trend.

All this should not be taken as commenting decisively on the effects that
party leaders have on voting behaviour, let alone on how ‘presidentialized’
Swedish elections have become. But we can say that there is as yet no clear

TABLE 8.1. Potential party-leadership effects in Sweden—maximum
gains/losses of votes (per cent)

Party 1979 1982 1985 1988 1991 1994 1998
Left 1/9 1/9 1/7 1/9 1/11 1/18 2/13
Social Democrats 5/21 8/16 6/19 7/12 4/13 4/11 2/30
Greens — — — — 0/35 0/34 0/37
Centre Party 2/34 3/29 1/34 2/18 1/31 1/29 1/29
Liberals 2/16 0/28 4/13 2/18 2/21 2/23 0/38
Christian Democrats — — 0/20 — 1/17 1/17 2/12
Moderates 5/11 3/10 4/14 1/28 4/20 6/15 8/11
New Democracy — — — — 1/17 0/19 —

Average 3/18 3/18 3/17 3/17 2/19 3/19 3/24

Notes: The figure before the forward slash is a maximum estimate of the percentage of the
electorate that the party won because of its leader, assuming that this constitutes all that party’s
voters who liked the leader more than they liked the party. The figure after the slash is the
percentage that the party lost because of its leader, assuming that this constitutes all the voters
for other parties who liked that party’s leader less than they liked the party. Missing figures
indicate either that a party did not run, or that the survey excluded it. The average is for only the
five ‘old’ parties, that is, excluding the Greens, the Christian Democrats, and New Democracy.

Source: Holmberg 2000: 181.
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evidence that Swedish voters are behaving more as if they were in a presi-
dential system, with something approaching a direct accountability relation-
ship with their head of government — even if their suppliers of political
information, the mass media, are. Parties, not candidates, are still the most
important unit in elections. Indeed, in 2002, to universal surprise, the pro-
portion of voters exploiting their right to vote for individual candidates
actually fell, to 26.0 per cent.

CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this chapter has not essentially been to show that a Swedish prime
minister is more powerful than the country’s parliamentary constitution
would seem to indicate, although he very probably is. For sure, the fre-
quency of minority governments means that he cannot be compared to his
British counterpart, who, with control of her party and a parliamentary
majority for that party, can secure most of the legislation that she wants.
Swedish prime ministers have to negotiate with coalition partners or allied
parties or, very often, opposition parties if legislative majorities are to be
constructed. There is also a long tradition in Sweden of corporatist policy-
making, in which major socio-economic groups, particularly those that
organize the labour market, are included. That tradition has declined, but
it remains (Hermansson, Svensson and Oberg 1997; Svensson and Oberg
2002). One of those group representatives, LO, continues to exercise indirect
influence on the political executive when the Social Democrats are in office,
through enduring ties at all levels of the labour movement. There are, then,
plenty of constraints on the head of a Swedish government. But there is a lot
of freedom, too. Institutional veto players (Tsebelis 1995), such as a second
parliamentary chamber, a constitutional court or constitutionally protected
rights for sub-national government, are few.

The argument here has instead concerned the nature of prime ministerial
power, and it bears out a fair part of the presidentialization thesis
as conceived in this book. Sweden’s current prime minister does seem to
have become less dependent on parliament and the support of the Social
Democratic Party. Rather, it can be argued that his power is derived—at
least in part—directly from the electorate itself. So long as a prime minister
remains popular among electors, it is likely to be hard for anyone in his party
to depose him. Furthermore, even a narrow parliamentary base for his
party can, paradoxically, empower a prime minister. As Ruin (1991: 89)
argues, ‘The fact that it is ultimately the prime minister who, through his
negotiations with members of the opposition parties, can create a majority
...for the government’s legislation strengthens his position within the gov-
ernment.” Cabinet ministers increasingly owe their appointment solely to the
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prime minister’s patronage, instead of representing some important element
within the ruling party (or parties). The resources available to the
prime minister in government, particularly in the Prime Minister’s Office,
have also expanded. In all these senses, he resembles a more presidential
figure.

It is also unlikely that the legislature has much real scope, under current
circumstances, to exercise one of its defining functions in a parliamentary
system—namely, to hold the executive to account by, in extremis, bringing it
down. Negative parliamentarism in Sweden shores up even narrowly based
minority governments and, even when the governing party does not hold the
median legislator (as has been the case from 1998 to the present), bloc
identity restricts the ability of the party that does hold it—even the Greens,
who claim to eschew bloc affiliation—to play the role of genuine swing party,
or partisan veto player.

If EU membership, with the decision-making advantages that it accords to
governments over parliaments, is added to the equation, the case for identi-
fying a presidentialized executive in Sweden looks rather persuasive. In fact,
it is arguable that Sweden, like the other member states, is already presiden-
tialized in the sense that the head of government is part of a collective
European presidency, the European Council. This presidency, with its
high-profile meetings, seems increasingly to be the institution in which the
EU takes its most important decisions. Indeed, at least two Swedish scholars
(Algotsson 2001; Bergman 2003) have argued that, notwithstanding its par-
liamentary constitution, EU membership has brought the nature of Swedish
democracy closer to a separation of powers.

Yet there are limits to presidentialization in Sweden. Evidence for it in the
electoral face is significantly weaker than it is in the executive and intra-party
faces. It may be that the media are devoting more political coverage to party
leaders, and that the parties themselves are laying more emphasis than
previously on the personalities of their leaders, rather than the content of
their programmes and manifestos. But it is not clear—at least, not yet—that
voters are more readily swayed, or elections decided, because of the qualities
of the prime ministerial candidates, rather than of the parties they represent.
There is a deductive logic in the argument that partisan dealignment will give
a relatively greater electoral salience to candidates, and that increasingly
media-driven politics will privilege the party leader in campaigning (Esaias-
son 1985: 119). But, equally, there is the basic logic inherent in a parliamen-
tary system that, if her promises to the electorate are to be credible, a
candidate for the legislature must refer to other, like-minded candidates
who are making similar promises. Party labels and identities are still very
important in Swedish politics.

Even in the intra-party face, a serious conflict with some element in the
Social Democrats—with LO, maybe, brought on by some sort of economic
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crisis, as in 1990 and 1996—would still cause a Social Democratic prime
minister real trouble. Powerful as he may be, she is not free of the constraints
that the party puts on its primary agent; he cannot entirely govern ‘past’ it
rather than ‘through’ it. Conversely, it is not only Go6ran Persson’s vote-
winning qualities that give him such a strong position within his party. The
1998 election saw the Social Democrats’ worst performance since the 1920s.
Both before and immediately after it, Persson was the subject of some
amazingly contemptuous attacks from within his party—although, maybe
thanks to its traditions of loyalty, these were often anonymous (Elmbrant
2002: parts 1, 5). Yet his leadership was never seriously threatened. His
control of the party was and is firm. This indicates the party organization’s
enduring political relevance to a prime minister, electorally successful and
unsuccessful ones alike.

Some of the factors that have contributed most to the creation of ‘Presi-
dent Persson’ may, in fact, be less structural than contingent. It is
worth remembering that the preferences of Swedish voters and party mem-
bers are not set in stone. They could change, and thus help to create partisan
veto players in parliament. The Greens might act on their threats, made
during the post-election negotiations in 2002, to coalesce with the bourgeois
parties; alternatively, the Centre or the Liberals might swallow their reluc-
tance to govern with the Social Democrats. This could provide Sweden with
proper swing-parties, ready to govern with either right or left, and whose
defection from one side to the other could bring down a government. Par-
liament could then control the executive much more effectively. For good or
ill, party and bloc identities and boundaries seem alive and well in Sweden.
These constraints do much to create the space for a Swedish prime minister to
be ‘presidential’ within the party and the executive.

NOTES

1. Thanks to the editors of this volume and to colleagues in the Department of
Political Science, Umea University, particularly Svante Ersson, Torbjorn Bergman
and Staffan Andersson, for their thoughts on this topic. However, all positions
taken in this chapter, and all translations from Swedish-language sources, are my
responsibility.

2. The principle was recognized finally by the monarch in 1917.

3. While the monarch’s formal executive role had been a constitutional fiction for
decades, in 1974 he was deprived of all but a few ceremonial tasks. The responsi-
bility of inviting prime ministerial candidates to form a government passed to the
speaker of parliament.

4. If not necessarily the party leader. In Scandinavian parties, leadership roles are
often divided.



5.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
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The party’s presidential candidate may, of course, wish to be renominated to the
same role at the next election, and so will naturally want to retain the party’s
confidence. But, if she wins the first national election, her renomination is very
likely; and, if she loses it, she will not be in a strong position to regain the party
nomination for subsequent elections. Furthermore, if there are term limits (as in
the US), and she has won the last election for which she is eligible, there is no
formal mechanism by which the party can exercise control over the candidate.
Contrast all this with the position of a party leader in a parliamentary system.
Irrespective (at least formally) of election results and the public office that the
leader holds, the party can unseat her whenever it likes. It is this that makes the
party track so much more substantial in parliamentary than in presidential
systems as a chain of delegation and accountability.

There is some doubt as to whether this principal-agent approach is really suitable
for analyzing parties. Katz (2002), for example, argues that the same intra-party
actors can often be equally well conceived as either principals or agents.

A journalist’s anonymous source suggested, in a nice turn of phrase, that the
prime minister, through this centralization of policy-making in the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office, ‘defoliates [avldvar] his ministers’ (Svenska Dagbladet, 29 December
2003).

There is a third option for such a party: it could vote against aspiring govern-
ments from both blocs. If this caused the rejection of the speaker’s proposals for
prime minister four times, however, a new election would be triggered. Voters
would be unlikely then to favour such an obstructive party.

The Greens voted for Persson’s government in 1998, but after the 2002 election
they abstained in the subsequent no-confidence motion, after their leaders had
briefly talked to three bourgeois parties about governing with them.

The single-party Liberal government at the end of the 1976-9 parliament, which
had just thirty-nine seats of its own out of 349 in parliament, was only the most
striking case of this pivot in action.

This is despite the fact that only the Social Democrats, the Left and the Greens
specify any formal connection between the parliamentary group and the party
organization, and even then there are no sanctions available to enforce it. Excep-
tions to this pattern of integration—when, for example, a smaller party has
elected a leader who lacks a parliamentary seat—are quite rare and usually
short-lived (Hagevi 2000: 153).

Chancery is the best translation of regeringskansliet (the official one is Govern-
ment Offices), which includes the cabinet and the ministries (Larsson 1997:
228). Because of the administration of public policy by semi-autonomous agen-
cies, ministries are much smaller than in most other countries (Petersson 1994:
99-100).

The most celebrated recent example of such dependence on prime ministerial
patronage occurred in October 2000, when Persson’s surprise choice as the new
minister of justice, Thomas Bodstrom, rushed immediately to his local Social
Democratic association in order to join the party.

Apparently, Persson and the then under-secretary in the Prime Minister’s Office,
Pir Nuder, wrote the Social Democrats’ 1998 election manifesto almost alone,
with little reference even to the party secretary (Svenska Dagbladet, 30 September
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1998). Nuder joined the cabinet after the 2002 election as minister for
coordination.

15. When Persson became prime minister, proposals for labour-market reform
plunged relations between his party and LO into crisis, and he worsened them
by pledging to treat the unions like any other interest group. Thereafter, however,
and particularly after the 1998 election disaster, he worked hard to repair the
relationship.

16. Something similar may now apply to candidates for the European Parliament.
Because Sweden comprises a single constituency, candidates are recruited at
national-party level, and party leaderships have sometimes encouraged well-
known individuals—including some outside the party—to accept nomination.

17. Asard (2001) exemplifies those critics who dismiss this as another example of
Sweden’s importing American political techniques, which trivialize politics and
thereby short-change voters.
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Canada: Executive Dominance
and Presidentialization

Herman Bakvis and Steven B. Wolinetz

INTRODUCTION

Canadian government and politics is par excellence parliamentary politics,
yet Canada’s eleven governments show distinct signs of presidentialization.
The prime minister and the ten provincial premiers dominate their respective
governments. Books and articles claiming that power is unduly concentrated
in the hands of the political executive (Savoie 1999) or even that the country
is run by an elected dictator are common (Greenspon 1999; Simpson 2001).
Although claims of prime ministerial dictatorship often ignore the fact of
federalism, the Canadian system certainly puts considerable power in the
hands of the prime minister, his or her officials, and a handful of cabinet
ministers, affording them power and influence which would make many
presidents jealous. This concentration of power is more extensive in Canada
than in other Westminster systems. Indeed, the most effective opposition
comes from the ten provincial governments, where the concentration of
power in the executive repeats itself.

The dominance of ‘first ministers’ reflects diverse factors. Among these
are the influence of the Westminster model and its assumptions about
where power should lie; the ways in which electoral and party systems manu-
facture parliamentary majorities; the ways in which parties and the dominant
party system have facilitated the concentration of executive power; and
the ways in which politicians and parties have coped with the problems of
governing a weakly integrated, far-flung federation. Equally important in the
1990s were the centralizing impact of retrenchment and programme review,
and after September 11, 2001, the new security agenda thrust upon Western
democracies.
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THE CANADIAN PARTY AND PARLIAMENTARY SYSTEM

Canada’s British-style parliamentary institutions are a useful starting point,
but the ways in which they operate can be understood only in their social,
economic, and geo-political context. Canada is the second largest country in
the world. Most of the population is concentrated within 150 miles of the
American border. Differences in language, disparities between centres and
peripheries, and a profound sense of regional grievance felt in Quebec and
Western Canada divide the country. Goods and people flow north and south
more readily than east and west. The pull of the American economy, the
penetration of American culture, and the pressures of the American govern-
ment are factors with which politicians must reckon. Both Canada and the
United States have experienced extensive immigration, but Canada is less
well integrated. Threats come not only from Quebec separatism but also
from a weak sense of national identity and a federation dominated by its
stronger provinces, Ontario and Quebec. Many people in the Western prov-
inces feel separate from the rest and alienated by past policies, believed to
have favoured the industrial centre to the detriment of the prairies.' The four
Atlantic provinces share western disaffection but are too dependent on
federal transfer payments to give much expression to it.

The institutional setting

Canada is unabashedly federal. Ten strong provincial governments and three
territorial governments dominate their own jurisdictions. Each is accountable
to a parliament or provincial assembly elected in single-member districts using
a plurality decision rule. This tends to produce majorities or, failing that,
strong minorities. Nevertheless, Canadian federalism is incomplete. Most
federations have some form of regional or provincial representation at the
national level. Canada’s Senate, like upper chambers in most federations,
represents the regions, but the Canadian senate is a chamber of ‘sober second
thought’ whose formal veto powers are never exercised. Senators are appointed
by ‘the Governor-General in Council’—in effect, the prime minister. Most are
designated to reward loyalty and service to the party. Like provincial assem-
blies, election to the House of Commons (the lower house), is based on the
British single-member plurality system (or “first-past-the-post’), a system that,
since 1980, has consistently yielded majority governments, though under the
right circumstances it can also produce minority governments, as it did in the
1960s and 1970s and again in 2004 and 2006. Even with majority governments,
however, representation tends to be regionally skewed. Thus, following the
2000 election, which the Liberals won with 172 out of 301 seats, 100 seats of
that Liberal majority came from the province of Ontario. Indeed, the Liberals
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captured 100 of the 102 seats in that province, imparting a distinct Ontario
flavour to the governing Liberal Party.

The task of representing provincial interests falls to the ten provincial
governments. Cooperation on routine matters cannot hide profound dis-
agreement about who should pay, or the proper balance between federal
and provincial governments. Provinces like Alberta, British Columbia, and
Quebec advance a profoundly decentralized view of confederation.

Canada modelled its institutions after Britain’s parliamentary practices;
the style of politics, the prerogatives of the institutions, and even the physical
layout of the Canadian House of Commons, resemble Westminster. How-
ever, there are crucial differences. Fathers of Canadian confederation
adapted British institutions to distant territories which contained a signifi-
cant French minority. While in a formal constitutional sense the federation
launched in 1867 was highly centralized, over the years court decisions and
practices increased the power of provincial governments. With the rise of the
welfare state, areas under provincial jurisdiction such as education, health
care, and social welfare became more important. With ownership and control
over natural resources vested in the provinces, disparities in these resources
have widened the gap between ‘have’ and ‘have-not’ provinces. By the
1960s and 1970s, the combined effects of state-building at the federal and
provincial levels produced a system which pitted ten centralized, executive-
dominated provincial governments, some much larger and richer than
others, against a centralized executive-dominated federal government.

When the activities of federal and provincial states were expanding, federal
and provincial governments worked with each other, coordinating their
activities through ‘executive federalism,” federal-provincial first ministers’
meetings, and a ‘liberal’ distribution of booty via regional ministers. This
did not prevent serious conflicts among and within levels of government.
Tensions arose over regional issues, the balance of power between provinces
and the federal government, and the position of Quebec in the confederation.
Relations between some provinces and the federal government are at least as
adversarial as relations among parties at Ottawa and other Westminster-style
parliamentary systems (Tanguay 2002).

The party system

Carty argues that Canada has had three distinct party systems and is on the
verge of a fourth (Carty et al. 2000). Each represents a different era in which
party positions and the coalitions of interests and concerns which they
aggregate, and styles of politics, change as well. (1) The first ran from the
confederation in 1867 to the First World War; (2) the second from 1919 to
the Diefenbaker era (late 1950s and early 1960s); (3) the third from the early
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1960s to 1993, when the current system took hold. Up to 1919, Canada had a
classic two-party system. The Conservatives under Sir John A. Macdonald,
and then the Liberals under Sir Wilfrid Laurier, dominated.

In the second party system, regional demands and prairie discontent
produced a series of third parties. The Liberals dominated national politics
by accommodating regional and other demands, in good part through so-
called regional ministers in the federal Cabinet (Bakvis 1991; Whitaker 1977).
Their principal competitors were the Progressive Conservatives (PCs). De-
prived of support in Quebec because of the imposition of conscription during
the First World War, they were rarely able to displace the Liberals. Among
the third parties, only the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation (CCF),
later reorganized as the New Democratic Party (NDP), survived.

In the third party system, agrarian discontent was contained in a three-
party system, still characterized by the use of federal cabinet and regional
ministers and patronage, but now more dependent on pan-Canadian appeals
to voters in large urban areas. It is in this era that new campaign technologies
based on polling techniques and television advertising were introduced and
refined. The Liberals, now under Pierre Elliot Trudeau, remained the dom-
inant party, but were reduced to minority government status from 1972 to
1974, and had to give way to a Progressive Conservative minority govern-
ment under PC Leader Joe Clark in 1979. Clark’s cabinet fell when its budget
was defeated. The Liberals returned to power in 1980 and remained in office
until 1984. In the interim, Brian Mulroney ousted Joe Clark from the PC
leadership. Mulroney’s Progressive Conservatives won majorities in 1984
and 1988.

The present party system differs from those which preceded it. There are
now four parties—Liberals, New Democrats, the Bloc Quebecois, and the
Conservatives (the later formed by the 2003 merger of the Progressive
Conservatives and the Canadian Alliance)—in the House of Commons.
However, the rules and adversarial style remain those of a two-party system.
The current system reflects Canada’s cleavages and Brian Mulroney’s at-
tempts to forge a PC majority. Mulroney courted Quebec separatists, prom-
ising to grant Quebec a veto over constitutional changes and recognize its
special status in confederation. In 1987, Mulroney managed to secure agree-
ment on a new constitutional package, the Meech Lake Accord, but changes
in provincial governments undermined the unanimity which it required. The
failure of the Meech Accord provoked the formation of the Bloc Quebecois,
(a federal equivalent of the provincial Parti Quebecois). This not only de-
prived the PCs of support in Quebec but also fractured the coalition between
western and Quebec interests which Mulroney had forged (Johnston et al.
1992).

Formation of the Bloc was not the only problem which plagued the PCs.
Earlier, social and fiscal conservatives in Western Canada, unhappy with the
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centrist orientation of the PCs, had established the Reform Party. Populist in
style, Reform capitalized on western alienation. The 1993 election was earth-
shattering. Mulroney’s glad-handing style hurt the PCs, and his successor,
Kim Campbell, ran an ineffectual campaign. The Liberals, under Jean Chré-
tien, ended up with 41 per cent of the vote and 177 of the 295 seats in the
House of Commons. With fifty-four seats (and 14 per cent of the vote), the
Bloc was the second largest caucus and the official opposition. Reform took
third place, with fifty-two seats (almost all west of Ontario) and 19 per cent of
the vote. New Democrats were reduced to nine seats and 7 per cent of the
vote. The Progressive Conservatives were reduced from a comfortable ma-
jority in 1988 (169 seats, 43 per cent of the vote) to just 16 per cent, losing all
but two seats. In 1997, they gained 19 per cent of the vote and twenty seats. In
contrast, Reform established a secure base of support in the west. However,
they were unable to win support in other parts of Canada. Attempts to
broaden their appeal led to the formation of the Canadian Alliance in 2000
and a highly contested merger with the Progressive Conservatives in 2003. It
remains to be seen whether the reunited Conservative Party of Canada will be
able displace the Liberals as the dominant party. Led by Alliance leader
Stephen Harper, the Conservatives were seen by some as a continuation of
the Canadian Alliance. In the 2004 elections, the Conservatives won 30 per
cent of the vote and 99 seats, while the Liberals, under Paul Martin, were
reduced to 37 per cent and 135 seats. The Liberals survived until November
2005, when they lost a vote of confidence. New elections were held in January
2006. Winning 36.3% of the popular vote and 124 seats in the House of
Commons (including ten in Quebec), the Conservatives formed a minority
government.

THE PARTY FACE

Canadian parties are and have always been cadre parties, with minimal
organization outside parliament or provincial legislatures. In Katz and
Mair’s (1994) terms, there is little party on the ground or in the central office.
Constituency organizations are active only at election time or when nomin-
ation or leadership contests are underway. In between, constituency organ-
ization consists of a handful of politically active people. Skeletal
organizations are bolstered by informal networks which candidates and
would-be candidates activate when needed. Nominations and leadership
positions are won by recruiting friends, neighbours, and anyone else who is
willing to vote for candidates or, in the case of leaders selected by conven-
tions, slates of delegates. Memberships are either free or nearly free: fees have
been typically $1.00 in the Liberal or Progressive Conservative parties and
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organizers have sometimes paid the fees for potential recruits. However, both
the Conservatives and the Liberals now charge a fee ($10.00) high enough to
be considered a barrier. Memberships are at best temporary and imply little
obligation. Funds are raised from friends, family, and businesses at the local
level and from corporations, businessmen, unions, and other organizations
at higher levels. When elections are called or anticipated, candidates and
amateur and professional organizers gear up, assembling a bevy of workers
to distribute literature, canvass constituents, and ensure that supporters vote
on election day. However, the people involved are not necessarily party
members or, if they are, the ones previously activated. Campaign teams
dissipate as soon as the ballots are counted.

In one sense, the organizational structure at the constituency level is
relatively porous and it is not all that difficult to take over any given riding
association with a sustained organizational effort. On the other hand, to take
over several such associations, as would be required for a leadership selection
campaign, requires considerable human and monetary resources and battles
between organizers working on behalf of leadership hopefuls have frequently
been likened to trench warfare that can stretch out over several months,
even years.

Party central offices are equally skeletal but more permanent and more
active than constituency associations. At the federal level, each party main-
tains some kind of extra-parliamentary organization; at the provincial level,
governing parties are more likely to maintain central offices than opposition
parties, which often use legislative caucus staff. Federal and provincial
organizations are disconnected. Some parties compete only in federal or
provincial politics, and some federal parties organize in selected parts of
the country but not in others. Even in instances in which parties bear the
same name—the BC Liberals, the Federal Liberals—federal and provincial
parties in most parts of the country are organizationally distinct and typically
have little or nothing to do with each other. Only in the smaller Atlantic
Provinces and in the New Democratic Party does a degree of interconnect-
edness endure.

The absence of durable party structures outside parliament and provincial
assemblies ensures that power resides in the legislative caucus or, if the party
is in government, in the cabinet. There is little or no counterweight to
legislative caucuses, which tend to be dominated by party leaders. As in
Britain, the prime minister is free to select and shuffle the cabinet at will;
provincial premiers enjoy similar prerogatives. Leaders’ prerogatives reflect
not only British practice but also patterns of recruitment and expertise:
parliamentary and provincial legislative careers tend to be short. High
turnover reflects the openness of the system and the frustrations of both
opposition members and government backbenchers. Neither have much
opportunity to influence policy. Members of parliament minimize frustration
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by specializing in constituency work; those who see little chance to advance
get out (Docherty 1997). The net effect is to reinforce the already strong
power of party leaders. In office, the leader can control the advancement of
caucus members and the distribution of patronage and government projects
to members’ districts.

The power of the prime minister and provincial leaders is reinforced by the
ways in which leaders are selected as well as by the absence of effective de-
selection procedures. In the first Canadian party system (1867-1919), leaders
were selected by legislative caucuses. However, the experience of the Liberal
Party during the First World War—the party split over conscription with
primarily anglophone Liberal MPs joining the Conservatives in a national
unity (or ‘Union’) government—Iled them to adopt a more broad-based
leadership selection process in 1919. This included a role for the extra-
parliamentary party: each riding association, regardless of whether it had a
sitting member, was able to send an equal number of delegates to a national
convention. The alternative would have allowed a rump group of Liberal
MPs—primarily from Quebec—to determine the leadership. Crafted by the
former Liberal prime minister,” the new more inclusive procedure was later
adopted by the Conservatives (Courtney 1995) and became the norm in both
federal and provincial parties.

De-selection was another matter. Only in the 1960s, when the highly
erratic leadership of John Diefenbaker caused turmoil in the cabinet and
the party generally, did the Progressive Conservatives begin formulating a
review procedure. It took more than three years of internecine struggle before
the procedure was adopted and Diefenbaker was removed from the leader-
ship. The Canadian leadership convention process and its current variants
mean that party leaders typically have few obligations to the parliamentary
party: caucus members constitute only a miniscule proportion of those
selecting the leader.

Periodic leadership conventions (or in their absence, policy conventions)
provide a device to engage party activists and allow them to meet and
socialize with each other. Though formulas varied, conventions typically
included federal or provincial officials, members of parliament or provincial
legislatures, ‘riding’ or constituency executives, and delegates elected by party
members at the riding level. In the 1990s, leadership conventions began to be
replaced by every-member vote procedures. Provincial parties began experi-
menting with telephone balloting and other devices, including setting up
polling stations in different regions. Like American primaries, every-member
selection procedures put a greater premium on the capacity of the candidates
to perform in public and on television. The older convention process, in
contrast, put greater emphasis on the organizational abilities of leadership
candidates battling to have riding associations select their slate of convention
delegates. Bolstered by the populism and basisme of the Reform Party and its
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successor, the Canadian Alliance, every-member vote procedures have be-
come more common in provincial parties, but have not supplanted leadership
conventions in the older federal parties (Carty and Blake 1999). The Liberals
and the Progressive Conservatives stuck to the traditional format, but with
the modification that delegates are bound to the candidate for whom they
were initially selected on the first ballot. The new Conservative Party is
divided, with some members preferring the populist approach of the Alliance
and others the more traditional approach of the Progressive Conservatives.

Neither leadership conventions nor every-member vote procedures give
members of legislative caucuses much leverage over party leaders. This
pattern is reinforced by the absence of effective de-selection procedures:
party rules normally provide for periodic though not necessarily frequent
leadership reviews. However, it is difficult to remove sitting party leaders
when they are in opposition and virtually impossible to do so if they are in the
government. Leaders of opposition parties are more vulnerable but forcing
their resignation risks weakening the party. This is an endemic problem:
during the long interwar and war time period of federal Liberal dominance,
the Liberals remained under the eccentric leadership of William Lyon Mack-
enzie King.? The Progressive Conservatives, being in opposition most of the
time, experienced more turnover in leadership. Most leaders left voluntarily
after election defeat, however, rather than being forced out. In the late 1960s,
it took Herculean efforts to force a recalcitrant John Diefenbaker to relin-
quish the PC leadership. In contrast, the Canadian Alliance, formed in June
2000, became so divided that its newly elected leader, Stockwell Day, was
forced to resign the leadership a few months later. The only instance in which
de-selection procedures have worked was in 1983, when Brian Mulroney
replaced Joe Clark as Progressive Conservative leader. However, this
would not have occurred if Clark had not stated that he would resign if he
failed to win 60 per cent in a leadership review. Clark lost to Mulroney in the
three-way race which ensued.

The limits of de-selection procedures are amply illustrated by the difficul-
ties which supporters of Paul Martin experienced in trying to replace Jean
Chrétien as Liberal Party leader and Prime Minister. Martin, Chrétien’s
Minister of Finance, had long been regarded as a likely successor. However,
Chrétien was deliberately vague about any plans to leave office. He period-
ically encouraged potential successors to test the waters and begin organizing
to contest the leadership, but would clamp down on campaign activity
whenever it became too bothersome. By 2002, Martin’s supporters had
gained control of many constituency parties and were in a position to force
a leadership review at an upcoming policy convention in 2003. Had such a
convention been held, it was likely that Chrétien would have been ousted.
Faced with this prospect, Chrétien announced that he would step down in
eighteen months’ time, and eventually left office in November 2003. Months



Canada.: Executive Dominance and Presidentialization 207

earlier, Martin had been forced either to resign from cabinet or abandon the
substantial leadership campaign organization constructed on his behalf. He
chose the former option. Chrétien’s move not only avoided formal de-selec-
tion, but also threw the Martin forces off-balance by delaying selection of a
new leader and enhancing the prospects of other candidates. This episode
suggests that although a sitting prime minister could in the long run not
avoid de-selection, he or she could nevertheless delay the process and exert
some influence over it. Despite newer parties adopting more open leadership
selection procedures, within the Liberal Party, the net effect is that sitting
leaders remain strong and almost immune from effective challenge.

In Canada, neither government nor opposition members are strong
enough to oust their leaders with any regularity. This weakness is mirrored
in another comparison. In contrast to Westminster, where occasional dissent
is tolerated in both major parties, Canadian parliamentary caucuses allow
minimal tolerance of dissent. Under Jean Chrétien, the rule was zero or near-
zero tolerance. The strength of party leaders vis-a-vis their parties reinforces
their control over cabinets when they are in government.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE

Let us posit two models of cabinet government. In the first, the prime
minister is ‘first-among equals’. The prime minister is chair of a board
attempting to forge a consensus out of competing and sometimes dissenting
views. Typically, the premier cannot move forward unless there is a consen-
sus or, failing that, a clear majority on any given position. In the second, the
prime minister is chief executive officer (CEO) and other ministers are
equivalent to vice-presidents (Aucoin 1994). Ministers report to the prime
minister, and the only collective role which cabinet plays is advisory. The
prime minister-as-CEO model is consistent with presidentialization. Label-
ling the Canadian cabinet as little more than a ‘rolling focus group for the
prime minister’, Donald Savoie (1999) argues strongly that Canada clearly
falls in the latter category.

Since the arrival of well organized party machines in the 1870s and 1880s,
Canadian prime ministers, within the limits of regional and linguistic consid-
erations, have had considerable discretion about who enters and who leaves
cabinet, and who gets what portfolio. The prime minister’s appointment
prerogative holds true for a wide variety of other appointments, including
the top positions in the civil service, judiciary, and Senate. This stands in
contrast to the US, where Congress must approve most important presidential
nominations (Smith 2000). The prime minister also has exclusive jurisdiction
over machinery of government, particularly the design of the cabinet, the
number and type of portfolios, and the role of central agencies. The design
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of the cabinet includes the number and role of cabinet committees and the kind
of support these committees will have. This is crucial for prime ministerial
power. Both for cabinet as a whole, and most cabinet committees, support is
provided by the primary central agency, the Privy Council Office (PCO). The
PCO sets the agenda for the cabinet and cabinet committees, and coordinates
the proposals which line departments submit to the cabinet for consideration.
The Department of Finance supports the budgetary process, but it lacks
exclusive control over it. Both PCO and the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO)
are involved. Moreover, the PCO has been strengthening its capacity in this
regard. The treasury board secretariat (TBS) provides support to the treasury
board, the cabinet committee responsible for overseeing the expenditure pro-
cess. The PCO and the senior appointed official, the Clerk of the Privy Council,
see themselves coordinating the upper echelons of government. Helping knit
things together at the top translates into strong central control. The PMO,
composed exclusively of political appointees, includes the prime minister’s
closest advisers. In most cases, they will have worked with the prime minister
for many years. The PMO sets the political agenda on behalf of the prime
minister, manages issues, and deals with problems as they arise. Staff in the
PMO and PCO increased in the Trudeau era. Numbers have remained strong
even when line departments were cut back in the 1990s.

There is close interaction between senior PMO and PCO staff, including
the Clerk of the Privy Council and the prime minister’s chief-of-staff. The
clerk is a career civil servant who is appointed directly by the prime minister.
This is true for the appointment of deputy ministers (the highest civil servant
in each department) as well. Although ostensibly non-partisan, some clerks
of the privy council have been remarkably dedicated to promoting and
implementing the prime minister’s agenda. This was certainly the case
under Brian Mulroney. Paul Tellier, the Clerk, became a close friend and
personal confidant of the premier; he was probably closer to Mulroney than
the staff in the PMO. During the last years of the Mulroney government,
there were pronounced conflicts between PCO and line department officials.
Many felt that senior PCO officials had become too involved in overtly
political matters and that they had failed to shield less senior civil servants
from direct political influence (Sutherland 1991).

The prime minister, along with two or three advisers from the PMO, and
the clerk and three or four officials from the PCO, constitute the core
executive. Deputy ministers (the top civil servants) of government depart-
ments report not only to their ministers but also to the clerk and other central
agencies such as the PCO and the TBS. These reporting arrangements enable
the centre to exercise considerable influence over line departments and their
ministers. This control is bolstered by regular meetings of deputies with (and
without) the clerk. These meetings are typically intended to foster a strong
‘corporate’ identity.
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Each minister has half a dozen or so political or ‘exempt’ staff. Ministers
with some seniority and experience choose their own political staff. However,
the PMO helps to recruit staff for junior ministers and also vets staff selected
by more senior ministers. Furthermore, PMO staff are in constant commu-
nication with ministers’ staff about the political management of various files.
Under Brian Mulroney, ministers had considerable resources to recruit
exempt staff. Ministers’ chiefs-of-staff enjoyed salaries comparable to those
of associate or assistant deputy ministers (Plasse 1994). In 1993 Jean Chré-
tien’s Liberal government restricted the number and remuneration of minis-
ters’ exempt staff and asserted greater central control over political
appointees.

According to Savoie (1999), the Liberal government’s 1995 ‘Program
Review’, designed to tackle the rapidly burgeoning deficit, illustrates the
power of central agencies. Central agencies, in this case primarily finance
and the PCO, orchestrated Canada’s version of the New Public Manage-
ment. Departments such as environment lost more than a third of their
budget and staff. Transport was reduced from 16,000 full-time employees
to less than 4,000, with activities such air traffic control and airports being
transferred to non-profit corporations. When departments or ministers
resisted—for example, Human Resource Development Canada (HRDC)
and its minister, responsible for most of the federal government’s social
programmes—the centre would step in and impose its own solution. Al-
though most line departments were cut, some quite substantially, Savoie
notes that central agencies, including the PMO, grew in size (see also Aucoin
and Savoie 1998). In brief, it is the central agencies—PMO and PCO in
particular—that provide the prime minister capacity to direct and coordinate
the activities of ministers and their portfolios.

Limitations and constraints

Canada’s Westminster-style adversarial system, premised on accountability
to parliament and supported by hierarchical command and control systems,
is well suited to the concentration of power in the hands of those at the top.
Nevertheless, there are limitations and constraints: only so much can be
micro-managed. Through necessity, departments retain discretionary au-
thority over operational matters. Astute ministers can use that authority to
challenge or bargain with other ministers, including the prime minister. Jean
Chrétien was known to tolerate minimal dissent. At the same time, he did
give ministers leeway in managing their portfolios and intervened only when
something had gone truly amiss in a portfolio. There are a number of
examples of this. Thus, former Minister of Finance Paul Martin retained
considerable control over the budget; a fiscal conservative, Martin vetoed pet
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projects of other ministers and the prime minister himself, particularly during
the period when the government was battling the deficit. This reflected the
centrality of his portfolio and the respect which Martin commanded in party
and in financial circles.

Other ministers have also been able to carve out areas of discretion. In
1995, Brian Tobin, then Minister of Fisheries, ordered the arrest of a Spanish
trawler off the coast of Newfoundland, launching a fish war with the Euro-
pean Union. While this operation undoubtedly had Chrétien’s consent, it
was also given rather reluctantly, the Prime Minister being highly cautious by
nature. Former Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lloyd Axworthy, carved out a
distinctive role by tackling the landmines issue and being more critical of US
foreign policy than either the prime minister or other ministers. Nonetheless,
while Chrétien rarely criticized or contradicted another minister, if he and his
advisers felt that there were problems of ministerial performance that could
affect the government’s standing, PMO staffers would quickly move in and
work with the minister and his or her staff to resolve the problem or rein-in
the minister. Typically, at the next cabinet reshuffle the minister would be
moved to a lesser portfolio or given a patronage position such as an ambas-
sadorial appointment.

One important constraint on the prime minister is the material that he or
she has to work with in constructing a cabinet. Federal cabinets are expected
to be representative of Canada’s regions and provinces. Convention dictates
that each province—even Prince Edward Island with a population of
135,000—should have at least one member in the cabinet. Larger provinces
are entitled to more, but here too representation needs to be balanced. In the
case of Ontario, for example, there should be ministers from northern and
south-western Ontario as well as Toronto. The regional imperative limits the
prime minister’s capacity to slot people into positions where they can help in
implementing or furthering the premier’s agenda. As a result, a prime min-
ister may be unable to appoint people who are his or her supporters and/or
possess expertise or experience helpful in managing a particular portfolio.
Second, the prime minister may be forced to include certain figures in the
cabinet because they have strong regional bases of support. Such individuals
do not necessarily share the prime minister’s agenda and may be in a position
to challenge the premier on issues that directly affect their province or region.
Under the Mulroney government (1984-93), John Crosbie, the minister from
Newfoundland, extracted concessions on offshore resources which benefited
the province. Crosbie also forced the prime minister to renounce a treaty
between Canada and France on fishing rights off the French islands,
St. Pierre and Miquelon. The prime minister also needs to include his or
her closest competitors in the leadership race. When Chrétien first came to
power, it would have been difficult to exclude his main rival, Paul Martin, or
deny him a major portfolio.
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Moreover, the prime minister can become beholden to ministers who
display considerable competence in their portfolios. The limited experience
of Canadian parliamentarians generally, the limited managerial and tech-
nical capacity of most MPs, combined with the regional imperative, means
that sound judgement, political skills, experience, and substantive expertise
are at a premium. A minister who performs well can build up political
capital. In the Trudeau era, Allan J. MacEachen was a brilliant strategist
and parliamentarian. As the House leader, he kept Trudeau’s minority
government alive for more than two years in the early 1970s. As a reward,
Trudeau assigned MacEachen to the coveted external affairs portfolio and
gave him free rein over all matters relating to his province, Nova Scotia.
Brian Mulroney came to depend on Donald Mazankowski, a powerful
minister from Alberta. Mazankowski became known as minister of every-
thing by virtue of his ability to manage just about any portfolio. As Deputy
Prime Minister, Mazankowski headed an expanded office that, among other
things, was responsible for the Cabinet’s operations committee. For many
years, Jean Chrétien was beholden to his main rival, Paul Martin. As Min-
ister of Finance, Martin was regarded as the person responsible for the
effective management of the Canadian economy, and Martin’s performance
translated into electoral support. The Liberals’ 1997 election victory followed
a campaign based on fiscal responsibility and probity over the preceding four
years. It was Martin who could claim credit for taming the deficit (Bakvis
2000).

Even so, although many people argued that Martin’s departure would
severely undermine the government’s standing, Chrétien felt impelled
to manoeuvre Martin out of the Cabinet in the spring of 2002. In his
place, Chrétien actively promoted younger rising stars who might be able
to fill the vacuum. John Manley was advanced to Deputy Prime Minister,
given responsibility for national security and crown corporations and then
shifted to finance when Martin departed. The press regarded Manley’s
advance as an astute manoeuvre intended to stifle Martin’s leadership aspir-
ations and demonstrate that Martin was not the only competent minister in
the cabinet.

As noted earlier, the Canadian prime minister tends to exercise much more
control over his parliamentary caucus than his counterparts in the UK,
Australia, and New Zealand (Weller 1997). The relative inexperience of
MPs generally, the fact that the premier owes very little to the caucus and
the fact that most government MPs realize they gained entry to the Com-
mons by virtue of the prime minister’s coat-tails, and the heavy stress on the
importance of loyalty in the light of the spectre of Quebec sovereignty, all
contribute to the high level of control exercised by the prime minister. Within
the Commons itself, as Jennifer Smith (2000) notes, the prime minister faces
hostile opposition, questioning on a continuing basis when parliament is in
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session, something to which the American president is not subjected. Ques-
tion period in the Commons is also the event that is most closely covered by
the media. It is in this setting that the prime minister is perhaps the most
vulnerable. However, Jean Chrétien had the good fortune to be blessed by a
fragmented and inexperienced opposition throughout his tenure.

The press, a key element in ensuring that opposition criticism receives ample
publicity, is not as effective as it might be. Most of the press is highly region-
alized and for many years only one newspaper, the Globe and Mail, based in
Toronto, had a national circulation. A second paper, the National Post, was
launched in 1998 by media baron Conrad Black, and took a distinct, some
would say strident, right-wing position, which has subsequently been muted
with the sale of the paper and its financial difficulties. The broadcast media,
particularly the CBC, provide a modest check on prime ministerial power.
Government and government departments’ actions can become the target of
investigative journalism and media campaigns. This can reinforce and in
certain cases stimulate opposition criticism, but not necessarily prevent a
determined government or a prime minister from doing what he or she wants.

Finally, the prime minister also controls the timing of elections. Thus in
autumn 2000, a little more than three years into the government’s mandate
and contrary to the wishes of several of his ministers and government MPs,
Mr. Chrétien decided the time was ripe for a snap election. The main
opposition party, the Alliance, had just selected a new leader and the econ-
omy was riding high. His judgement was amply vindicated by an increase in
the government’s majority and a reversal in the fortune of all the opposition
parties, except the Progressive Conservatives. This ensured that the oppos-
ition was more fragmented than ever (Bakvis 2001). The Chrétien govern-
ment’s dominance of parliament was due to his unique political skills and the
fragmented nature of the opposition.

While there are countervailing sources of power in the form of ministers
possessing parliamentary skills or a strong electoral base or support in the
party, there are no equivalents to Anthony King’s ‘big beasts of the jungle’,
powerful ministers who have their own policy agendas and strong contin-
gents of supporters in the party and the parliament (King 1985). Under Jean
Chretien, only former Finance Minister, Paul Martin, could be considered a
strong rival to the incumbent Prime Minister. In Canada, ministers with
clout are typically more concerned with pork-barrel—government largesse
for their constituencies or province. Their ambitions and political horizons
are often quite limited. In return for control over government spending in
their particular bailiwick they are usually quite happy to leave broader policy
issues to the prime minister and his advisers or to those few ministers who
have genuine power.

The only genuine structural constraint, therefore, is federalism. Particu-
larly on issues relating to social policy and to a considerable extent economic
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management, very little can be accomplished by the federal government
without cooperation from the provinces. Even in basic areas such as secur-
ities regulation, Ottawa is hamstrung because this is under provincial juris-
diction. On the other hand, federalism does put the prime minister into an
elevated role as the chief negotiator on behalf of the federal government.
Furthermore, the dynamic between Ottawa and provinces may be changing
in Ottawa’s favour. Since September 11, trans-border issues such as trade
and security have become more critical, and Ottawa is still the primary actor
in dealings with the US.

THE ELECTORAL FACE: PARTY LEADERS
IN CANADIAN ELECTIONS

Canadian elections have always been leader-centred, beginning with Sir John
A. Macdonald, leader of a Liberal-Conservative coalition at the time of
confederation in 1867. In the nineteenth century Macdonald of the Conser-
vatives and Wilfrid Laurier of the Liberals, both highly skilled orators,
dominated not only their parties but also the electoral process. During the
interwar period, party leaders depended on regional chieftains to deliver the
vote. Examples include Jimmy Gardner, former Premier of Saskatchewan
and longtime federal Minister of Agriculture, and Ernest Lapointe and
Charles Power in Quebec. This kind of political mobilization was sharply
curtailed in 1957 when the Progressive Conservative leader, John Diefen-
baker, became Prime Minister. A figure with a decidedly populist mien,
Diefenbaker successfully attacked the incumbent Liberal government and
its leader, Louis St. Laurent, for being aloof, too beholden to regional power
brokers, and out of touch with the grass roots. Diefenbaker was the first
leader to make effective use of the new medium of television. In some
respects, Pierre Trudeau fitted the Diefenbaker mould, using a strong per-
sonal leadership style to emphasize pan-Canadian values.

Other party leaders fared less well electorally. Pearson, a former senior
civil servant and winner of the Nobel Peace prize in 1956, was seen as
somewhat bumbling and ineffectual and unable to bring order to his Cabinet.
He ended up heading minority governments from 1963 to 1968. Trudeau, his
successor, was remarkably telegenic and still remembered for iconic perform-
ances, many captured on television. Examples include standing his ground in
the face of a rock-throwing separatist crowd in Quebec prior to the 1968
election while the rest of his entourage scampered for cover. His Conserva-
tive opponent, Robert Stanfield, a thoughtful and well-liked individual, had
his own iconic moment when he fumbled a tossed football in front of
television cameras. This ‘moment’ was quickly seized by the press, which
used it as a metaphor for what ailed the Conservative election campaign.
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These incidents demonstrate both the intense media focus on party leaders,
something neither leaders nor their parties discourage, and the way seem-
ingly minor events can become magnified and carry disproportionate weight
in electoral outcomes.

The Trudeau era also saw the elevation of the ‘leadership tour’ as the
primary focus of election campaigns. During five-week campaigns party
leaders cross the continent in rented aircraft. The leader and his entourage
occupy the front of the aircraft while the press fills the rear. The bulk of press
coverage, both print and electronic, centres on the leader’s tours: all other
activities are treated as secondary. The leader’s handlers manage press ac-
cess, and questions from the press tend to be handled in ‘scrums’. Questions
and answers are short, and leaders pick and choose among the questions fired
at them. If the party and the leader are up in the polls, parties cocoon the
leader, ensuring that interaction is limited and carefully scripted. Parties now
use sophisticated communications technology to keep in touch with cam-
paign headquarters where events and statements relating to the other parties
are carefully tracked, responses to possible media questions crafted, and
strategy developed. The whole campaign is tightly managed; local candidates
follow a well-defined script, for example. Parties have thus far made only
limited use of the internet for campaign purposes. Instead, parties have
invested more in telephone-based technologies where call-centres appeared
to have replaced the more traditional door-to-door campaigning, at least in
large urban centres. While the campaign teams of the parties are plugged into
the latest technologies and are not averse to bringing in expertise from the
US, some of the forays involving the use of US style campaign techniques
(such as negative advertising) have not worked well in Canada.* Canada’s
election laws, which limit campaign expenditures by parties and restrict
third-party (i.e. soft money) expenditures to negligible amounts, constrain
parties further in the range of possible electioneering techniques that could be
deployed. Overall, though, leader-centred media campaigns have been a
prominent feature of Canadian electoral politics since the Diefenbaker era.
Print and electronic journalism focus primarily on party leaders, and most
advertising at election time places the leader front and centre. What has
changed is the use of polling data to shape campaign messages and target
particular social groups, and the capacity of parties to respond almost
instantaneously to unfolding events.

Numerous studies show that perceptions and evaluations of leaders’ cap-
abilities is a critical consideration in voting decisions. According to Johnston
et al. (1992), performance in the televised leadership debates during the 1984
and 1988 election campaigns was among the more crucial determinants of the
final outcome. At most, Canadians may recognize the names of two or three
other key figures in the cabinet, and would be hard pressed to recognize,
let alone name, the rest. The ‘personal’ vote for most individual parliamen-
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tarians is much weaker in Canada than in the US or the UK (Ferejohn and
Gaines 1991). Regional and national factors tend to be much stronger, and at
the national level party, party policy, and leadership are closely intertwined.
If the leader lacks credibility, then neither party nor policy will be sufficiently
strong to carry the election. One of the first signs that an election campaign is
in trouble is the de-emphasis of the leader’s name in favour of the party label.

Studies of the 1997 and 2002 elections assessed the effects of leaders’
popularity on electoral outcomes by looking at differences in voter ratings
of leaders and how these impacted on party choice. Nevitte et al. (2000: 77)
revealed that in 1997 the probability of voting Liberal for someone who
ranked Mr. Chrétien ten points higher than the next most highly ranked
leader was nine points higher (controlling for all other factors, including
partisanship). In a slightly different analysis, they note that Chrétien’s popu-
larity relative to that of the other leaders was worth five points outside of
Quebec; inside Quebec, Chrétien’s relative unpopularity cost the Liberal
party three points. In 2000, leadership effects were less clear-cut, in part
because voters ranked all five party leaders roughly the same.® Furthermore,
in the 2000 election Chrétien’s popularity dropped by six points relative to
1997. Despite this, the Liberals made slight overall gains.

This last point underscores the fact that, while leadership effects are import-
ant, and leaders are typically placed front and centre in campaigns, they are not
necessarily the most critical factor in explaining electoral outcomes. As Blais
et al. (2002: 166) note: ‘On the one hand, [the studies] confirm that leadership
has quite a substantial effect on the vote: the party of the most popular leader
can typically expect to get a boost of about five points. On the other hand, they
suggest that these effects are usually not overwhelming, and seldom important
enough to change the outcome of an election.” The same investigators for the
1997 and 2000 Canadian election studies have also noted an overall decline in
the relative importance of leadership. As shown in Fig. 9.1, for the Liberal
Party there has been a precipitous decline in the importance of leadership
relative to party since the 1960s and 1970s. Indeed, it has dropped most sharply
in the period covered by Chrétien’s tenure as party leader, a period when the
putative autocratic proclivities on the part of the prime minister were particu-
larly pronounced. According to this book’s analytical framework—and in-
deed, to other observers such as Michael Foley (1993)—the rise of the
presidentialization phenomenon is directly coupled to the increasing focus
on personal political leadership both at and between election times. The
Chrétien ‘presidency’ appears to offer a contrast to this development, particu-
larly with respect to garnering voting support at election time. To the extent
that the increasing importance of the prime minister and his or her leadership
qualities as an electoral force is seen as a hallmark of the presidentialization
thesis in Westminster systems, then Canada probably falls somewhat short on
this criterion.
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Note: Vertical scale represents leader and party coefficients derived from simple linear
regressions of voter choice on leader and party ratings, estimated separately for each
of the three parties under study, with controls for social background characteristics.

Source: Gidengil et al. (2000): 9.

CONCLUSION: CANADA IN COMPARATIVE CONTEXT

In Chapter 1, the editors sketched out three essential characteristics of
presidentialism: (1) the political irresponsibility of the executive to the legis-
lature; (2) a popularly elected head of government; and (3) unipersonal
executive responsibility. If we apply these three criteria to the Canadian
case, we can conclude the following:

First, while the Canadian executive is formally responsible to the House of
Commons, in practice it dominates the legislature and does so to a degree
that is substantially greater than is the case in the UK and other Westminster
systems. Largely due to the nature of the leadership selection process, strict
party discipline and a fragmented opposition, this dominance is likely to
continue well into the future. Indeed, insofar as the Canadian executive is
relatively autonomous from the legislature and at the same time in control of
it, it is far more powerful than the American president who, while formally
accountable only to the electorate, is subject to the checks of a separately
elected legislature. Of course, periods of minority government, such as the
one which began in 2004, alter the balance between parliament and prime
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minister. However, minority governments rarely last more than two years,
and the prime minister remains firmly in control of his cabinet.

Second, while in a formal sense the formation of the government is
dependent on the number of members elected in individual ridings and the
prime minister is selected by the governor general on the basis of the party
leader best positioned to form a majority in the House of Commons, in
practice, the election campaign and the vote tend to be based in good part
on the perceived quality and performance of the leader. Also, the political
party and its perceived competence in being able to form a credible govern-
ment also weighs on the minds of voters, and perhaps more so in recent years.
Although in some elections, policy issues can be front and centre—for
example, the so-called free-trade election of 1988—perceived leadership
and overall party competence are both still significant variables capable of
affecting the outcome of elections. Election outcomes are thus seen as ver-
dicts on the party and party leadership. Although considering the Canadian
House of Commons to be a functional equivalent of the electoral college in
the US would be a gross exaggeration, the power and influence of individual
MPs is much more circumscribed than in other Westminster systems. This is
even truer of members of provincial legislatures, which meet less frequently
and for shorter periods of time.

Third, while the Canadian cabinet is collectively and formally responsible
to parliament, in practice the prime minister dominates. It is clear that he or
she, and he or she alone, selects and de-selects members of cabinet. In that the
president of the United States must have his cabinet nominees ratified by
congress, the Canadian prime minister is far more powerful in this respect.
Only on rare occasions have the Canadian prime minister and cabinet ap-
proximated the first-among-equals model; the prime minister as CEO is far
more predominant (Bakvis 2001). Furthermore, the formalities of ministerial
responsibility can actually be used by the prime minister to deflect criticism
and responsibilities and thereby enhance control. While they are formally
responsible to the House, most ministers realize that in practice they are
beholden to the prime minister and that their reporting relationship is to him.

In brief, with respect to control over the legislature and cabinet, the
Canadian prime minister is more powerful than counterparts in other West-
minster systems. When it comes to the personalization and popularization of
party leadership, however, the Canadian evidence is somewhat ambiguous. It
is an important factor, but not as important as it was two decades ago and
currently not as important as voter assessments of the parties. This is espe-
cially the case for the Liberals, who have also been the dominant party over
the past decade. The basis for labelling the Canadian system as presidentia-
lized, therefore, can be found in the control exercised by the prime minister
over his or her party, the Commons and cabinet—that is, in the political
rather than the electoral face of the phenomenon.
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The presidentialization of Canadian politics, or in other terms, executive
dominance in a parliamentary system, is a not a new phenomenon. It dates
back to the Diefenbaker and Trudeau eras, and reflects in the first instance
the control which leaders exert over their own parties, their caucus, and the
cabinet, using levers of power built into the Canadian parliamentary system.
The earlier growth of executive dominance reflects the strains of Canadian
federalism and the fact that Canadian governments are in continual discus-
sion and bargaining with provincial governments. Executive federalism puts
the prime minister and provincial premiers front and centre in the political
process and therefore places a premium on these actors having full control
over their governments. Factors such as the media and globalization have
intensified these presidentialist characteristics, but only slightly, because
these characteristics were already present. The prominence of the prime
minister and people around him is further reinforced by the configuration
of the party system as a one-party dominant system, a state of affairs which
became even more pronounced in the decade from 1993 to 2003 with the
fragmentation of the opposition into four parties. Merger of the Alliance and
the Progressive Conservative Party has reduced but not eliminated this
fragmentation. Although minority government has weakened the govern-
ment vis-a-vis parliament, it is not clear that it has weakened the power of the
prime minister over the cabinet or the machinery of government. Complaints
about the insularity and heavy-handedness on the part of the current prime
minister’s office staff continued under Paul Martin. The 2006 federal election
has done little to change this. The Conservative Party formed a minority
government under their leader, Stephen Harper. Insisting that public state-
ments from government departments and their ministers be vetted with his
office, Prime Minister Harper seems determined to assert at least as much
control as his Liberal predecessors.

NOTES

1. Many British Columbians, separated from the rest of Canada, identify more with
‘Cascadia’—British Columbia, Washington State, and Oregon. Although they
now enjoy rents from oil and pay no provincial sales tax, Albertans continue to
resent freight rate policies which once favoured the shipment of goods west from
the industrial heartland, and the shipment of grain east, but not the reverse, to the
detriment of farmers and would-be industrialists. Although it was reversed when
the Mulroney government took office in 1984, Albertans remain embittered about
Pierre Elliot Trudeau’s National Energy Program, which made Albertan oil avail-
able at less than market prices. Saskatchewan and Manitoba lack Alberta’s oil but
share some its alienation.
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2. This was Sir Wilfrid Laurier, who had refused to join the Union government,
which was composed of the Conservatives and most, though not all, Liberal MPs
from outside Quebec.

3. Among other things, King made decisions only when the hands of the clock were in
certain positions. With the help of a spiritualist, he regularly consulted his dead
mother and dog.

4. A television advert used by the Conservatives in the last weeks of the 1993 election,
using an unflattering photograph of the Liberal leader, highlighting a facial de-
formity, backfired with disastrous results, accelerating the downbhill slide in Con-
servative support.

5. The rankings, on a 100 point scale, ranged from 45 for Stockwell Day to 48 for
Chrétien and Duceppe (the Bloc Québecois leader) among those identifying with
the party of the leader in question. Among those without party identification, the
scores ranged from 45 (Chrétien) to 50 (Duceppe) (Blais et al. 2002: 167).
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Dyarchic Presidentialization
in a Presidentialized Polity:
The French Fifth Republic

Ben Clift

The ambiguity inherent in the 1958 constitution as to where power lay within
the French ‘dual executive’, successfully exploited by de Gaulle, established
presidential precedents that overstepped the constitutional brief. Having
shaped the nature of party competition into a bipolarized pluralism involving
electoral blocs on Left and Right, political and electoral presidentialization
also changed the nature of the parties themselves, both organizationally, and
in their relationship to the state. The leader focus in media coverage of
politics, and in political campaigning styles, is here placed in the context,
first, of the evolving relationship between the media and the presidency since
1958, and second, of radical deregulation, commercialization, and increased
competition within the French audio-visual sector in recent decades.

THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT OF THE FIFTH
REPUBLIC AND PRESIDENTIALIZATION

The need to overcome the immobilisme which characterized the Fourth
Republic’s discredited régime des partis underpinned the 1958 constitutional
project. Constitutional co-designer Michel Debré argued that government
had to be accorded supremacy over parliament, and the new constitution was
intended to be a blueprint for British-style prime ministerial government
(Debré 1981). However, between 1958 and 1962, President de Gaulle
emerged as the Fifth Republic’s dominant political actor, culminating in
his direct election as president in 1965. Precedents set by de Gaulle meant
Debré’s prime ministerial aspirations went unfulfilled for nearly thirty years.

Sartori identifies the French Fifth Republic as an ideal-type example of a
‘semi-presidential’ regime, a ‘bicephalous system whose heads are unequal
but also in oscillation between themselves’; the “first head’ is by custom (the
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conventions of the ‘living’ constitution) the president, but by law (the written
text of the constitution) the prime minister. “The oscillations’, Sartori con-
tinues, ‘reflect the respective majority status of one over the other’ (1997:
123). The coexistence of a fixed-term president and a prime minister respon-
sible to a parliament creates a ‘finely balanced constitutional dyarchy’ (Elgie
1999: 77) at the core of the French executive.

Government pre-eminence was institutionalized through a series of ‘struc-
tural assets’ and ‘constitutional weapons’: restrictions on censure votes;
on areas for parliamentary legislation and amendment; provisions for by-
passing parliament altogether by legislating through ordinances; and for
transforming bills into ‘confidence’ issues—passed unless the National Assem-
bly succeeds in passing a censure motion (Elgie 1996a: 38, 57-9; Keeler 1993:
521). However, while categorically establishing the supremacy of the executive
over parliament, the Fifth Republic constitution fudges the key question of
who has power within the executive (Knapp and Wright 2001: 58). A purely
textual reading suggests an apparent dominance of the prime minister, installed
atthe head of a government responsible for national policy-making, and able to
issue decrees (reglements) with the force of law (Elgie 2001: 107).

By comparison, the president’s constitutional powers appear clearly de-
fined but limited. Without prime ministerial counter-signature, the president
may: nominate (but not dismiss) the prime minister; dissolve the National
Assembly (after consultation with the premier); and declare a state of emer-
gency in times of crisis where the president deems the political system is under
immediate threat.! In addition, the president may resign, provoking a presi-
dential election. Much more ambiguously, the president must ‘arbitrate’ to
ensure respect for the Constitution and the regular functioning of public
authorities (Wright 1993). All other presidential powers require a prime
ministerial counter-signature, which, in constitutional theory, curtails their
autonomous manipulation by the president.

Yet the French head of state has been able to exploit presidential structural
assets and constitutional weapons, in concert with constitutional ambiguity,
to dominate the political system. The best example is provided by Article 5,
establishing the president’s role as ‘arbitrator’, which ‘can also legitimise
almost any intervention that the president might wish to make’ (Elgie
1999: 76).

Thus, a purely textual analysis of the new constitution fails to capture its
significance, for if the new constitution codified the shift from ‘weak’ to
‘strong’ government, it was President de Gaulle (and not Prime Minister
Debré) who personified that shift. The 1962 parliamentary elections were a
‘watershed event’ (Ysmal 1998: 14), precipitating an unanticipated revolu-
tion within the French party system. Its impact was felt on party structures,
on the strategy of key players, the logic and direction of party competition,
and on the relationship between president and parliamentary groups.



The French Fifth Republic 223

De Gaulle’s dissolution of the hostile assembly, asking for both a referendum
‘yes” vote on direct presidential election and a vote for a parliamentary
candidate who would form part of a ‘presidential majority’ was a master-
stroke, heralding an era of secure parliamentary majorities which served as
‘sturdy bulwarks’ to successive presidents (Avril 1988; Knapp 2002: 108).
The rout of the parliamentarist cartel des non installed the Gaullist Union
pour la Nouvelle Republique (UNR) as dominant party ‘at the service’ of de
Gaulle’s ‘plebiscitary monocracy’ (Duhamel and Grunberg 2001: 533).

Ironically, de Gaulle’s most significant extra-constitutional act was to sack
Debré in April 1962. Debré’s replacement, Pompidou, ‘accepted without
demur the presidential intervention which Debré had resented as a deviation
from the letter of the constitution’ (Hayward 1993a: 23-5). The finesse
achieved by de Gaulle, the self-styled “arbiter above political circumstances’,>
was to secure the powers associated with the expansive interpretation of that
term, and the degree of accountability associated with the minimalist inter-
pretation. The Gaullian reinterpretation of Article 5, explicit in the 1946
Bayeux speech, transforms the president, in Massot’s (1987) phrase, from
referee into team captain (see also Cogan 1996: 183-6 and 210).

However, as Duverger (1974: 188) put it, ‘the French republican monarch
might be seen as a Protean King, changing shape and power according to the
nature of parliamentary forces.” The nature of the parliamentary majority
(single party, balanced or imbalanced coalition, supporting or in conflict
with the president) explains the varying nature of presidential power. One
should be careful not to overstate presidential predominance. The concept of
‘shared government’ (Elgie 2001: 108-10), leaves significant areas of policy in
the prime minister’s and the government’s hands. Even in the presidential
‘reserved domain’ of defence and foreign policy, the constitution charges the
prime minister with responsibility for national defence, and implies a role for
the government in drawing up treaties (ibid.: 108).

This gearing of the political system towards a presidential dominance left
its indelible mark on the structure of parties, and the nature of party com-
petition. Between 1962 and 1986, when presidential power approximated the
Gaullian vision, power distribution and party structure appeared congruent.
However, in 1986, Chirac’s Rassemblement pour la Republique (RPR) and
Giscard’s Union pour la Democratie Frangaise (UDF) won a decisive victory
in the legislative elections. With the onset of ‘cohabitation’, the prime minis-
terial reading of the constitution (Debré 1981) suddenly resurfaced. Prime
Minister Chirac, as leader of the parliamentary majority, and recipient of the
power accruing from that source of democratic legitimization, exploited the
wide-ranging powers the text of the 1958 constitution placed in his hands.
Cohabitation thus ‘marks the revenge of the prime ministership . .. The prime
minister becomes the main decision-maker within the dual executive’ (Elgie
2001: 120). Furthermore, this began a series of periods of cohabitation
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(1986-8, 1993-5, 1997-2002), altering the nature of executive power in
France, rendering divided government ‘the norm’ (Elgie 2001: 112). Bell
(2000: 240) claimed the 1997 cohabitation ‘showed that France could survive
without an executive president’.

The ‘neutralized’ cohabiting president was confined to the minimalist
‘arbiter’ role of Article 5. Presidential refusal to sign ordinances—(as Mit-
terrand did over the privatization programme in 1986) merely delayed the
prime minister’s programme, forcing him to take the longer, but secure,
parliamentary route (Elgie 1996b: 57-9). The president was constrained to
accept his ‘structural submission’ to the prime minister, and confined to
expressing reservations about government policy (Elgie 2001: 118-20; Parodi
1997: 304).

The post-1986 period illustrated the fluid, changeable nature of executive
power in France. Parodi posits a law of diminishing returns for a cohabiting
prime minister as he or she becomes further removed from the decisive
election which installed them. The fading memory of the legitimacy-confer-
ring mandate, the approach of the next presidential election, and the con-
stant media attention to opinion poll ratings, creates a subtle shift in the
balance of forces between powerless president and executive prime minister:
‘passing from unequal competition between electoral legitimacies to a more
balanced competition between institutional authorities’ (Parodi 1997: 304).
This characterized Socialist Prime Minister Lionel Jospin’s fin de régne as,
with the main planks of his 1997 programme already enacted, his govern-
ment began to ‘run out of steam’ in 2001.

The shift towards ‘powerless arbiter’ status in 1986, 1993, and 1997, when
the prime minister became unambiguously the real head of the executive, was
succeeded by presidential reaffirmation in 1988, 1995, and 2002. The last is of
‘structural’ significance, resulting from the September 2000 constitutional
change, aligning the presidential term with the five-year parliamentary term
in a bid to reduce (though by no means eradicate) the likelihood of further
cohabitation. This attests to the significance of the presidential election
process, and the legitimacy it confers, in shaping the contours of executive
power in France. This significant constitutional change has been interpreted
by many as an attempt to ‘stop the rot’ undermining the presidential char-
acter of the Fifth Republic, an interpretation borne out by the behaviour of
President Chirac and Prime Minister Raffarin since May 2002.

Overall, the Fifth Republic constitution induced a very pronounced
shift towards a more presidential working mode of the system. Thus,
the period in which we are interested starts at a very high level of presiden-
tialization. The remainder of this chapter takes this constitutional presi-
dentialization as a ‘given’, and explores the ongoing evolution of the
political system in which the balance of power has shifted from parties
towards executive leaders.
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THE PARTY FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

The advent of the ‘presidential majority’ precipitated the presidentialization
of internal party power relations, heralding the birth of a French constitu-
tional convention which Charlot (1983: 28) describes as ‘the principle of
presidential initiative’. This subordinates the party to the president in policy
formation, personnel selection, policy selection, and electoral campaigning.
The centrality of the presidential election cycle to understanding the internal
workings of all major French parties has generated a new ideal-type. French
specialists thus chart the emergence of ‘presidential parties’, with shared
attributes arising from the structural influences of the semi-presidential
Fifth Republic (Cole 1993: 50; Gaffney 1990; Thiebault 1993). Parties are
conceived as presidential machines, whose primary function is to act as a
springboard for a presidential candidacy, and subsequently to act as an
organizational resource for the president (‘the president’s party’).

Thiebault (1993: 287) summarizes the other aspects thus: ‘the “president’s
party” is devoted to playing the part of a “dominated” party. The formal
leader of this kind of party is effectively appointed by the president
himself with the formal methods of selection only serving to ratify the
president’s choice. The formal leader’s authority and legitimacy depends on
the president.” Furthermore, ‘the weight of systemic constraints imposed by
the Fifth Republic tended to reduce (if not abnegate totally) the capacity of
parties to act in a manner autonomous from their de facto presidential
leaders’ (Cole 1993: 63). The nature of the ‘presidential majority’ (single
party majority, coalition, or even presidential minority) provides initial
conditions that qualify the operation of this ‘law’. It is further contingent
upon the electoral success, actual or prospective, of the president or prési-
dentiable (prospective presidential candidate). Predictably, a president’s su-
premacy over his party is greatest when the parliamentary majority owes its
existence to the president (for instance, Mitterrand 1981-6), and ‘the prox-
imity of the presidential and parliamentary elections strengthens [this] de-
pendency’ (ibid.: 54-8).

The archetype is the UNR/UDR, which was effectively transformed by
party leader Pompidou between 1962 and 1969 into ‘both a personalist rally
behind a charismatic leader and a vehicle for mobilising support for the Fifth
Republic’ (ibid.: 50). Paradoxically, for all his disdain of parties, de Gaulle
was actively reliant upon the UNR and the presidential majority it orches-
trated. The publicly aloof de Gaulle, a ‘surreptitiously partisan statesman’
(Hayward 1993b), meticulously vetted parliamentary candidates in 1967
(Knapp 1994). Pompidou’s approach to the UDR was more activist and
overt as president, and the link between president and party grew closer still:
‘in the 1973 general election campaign Pompidou controlled everything
through his choice as UDR Secretary-General, Alain Peyrefitte, personally
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selecting not merely the candidates and the programme but even the slogans
and the posters’ (Hayward 1993a: 25; see also Cole 1993: 51).

Thus the dominant party type within the Fifth Republic swiftly became a
presidentialized rally party. The concept of the ‘presidential party’ is also
pertinent to the analysis of the relationship between the undisputed presi-
dential candidate and the party. This personalized leadership of the party is
contingent upon power resources continually ‘sourced by’ public opinion
and popularity. The reformulation of the old SFIO into the new Parti
Socialiste (PS), culminating in the 1971 Epinay Congress, saw the PS trans-
form into an approximation of the ideal-type under Mitterrand’s leadership
between 1971 and 1974 (see Cole 1997: 68-83). By dissolving the National
Assembly immediately after his presidential victory, Mitterrand took the
relationship to its logical conclusion in 1981 and 1988, transforming
the party into ‘an organized representative of the presidential will’ (Cole
1993: 57).

The precise mechanisms of this dominance over the party varied. Within
the PS, for example, internal proportional representation fosters presidentia-
lized factionalism (Bell and Criddle 1994a). Conventions developed to facili-
tate smooth party management at times when the next presidential candidate
issue was a fait accompli. Thus Mitterrand before 1974, and again after the
party congress at Metz in 1979, acquired ‘leader above faction’ status, with
all the competing factions synthesizing and compositing their positions, in
effect creating a single faction, with Mitterrand as first signatory and leader.
A similar internal configuration obtained between 1995 and 2002 during
Jospin’s unquestioned présidentiable and internally hegemonic phase, re-
inforced by a newly instated one-member—one-vote leadership election. The
ascendancy of Jospin’s dauphin Francois Hollande to First Secretary at the
1997 Brest conference was exactly the kind of formality the ‘presidential
party’ model would predict (see Clift 2003a).’

The successor-party of the Gaullist UNR/UDR, Chirac’s RPR, was well
organized and funded, and dominated by its President. Chirac’s personal
power base in the Paris town hall offered material and manpower resources,
as well as extensive patronage, to consolidate this dominance. Even after
relinquishing formal leadership, he installed the ultra-loyal Juppé as both
party president and prime minister in 1995, and continued to conceive of the
RPR as an instrument of personal support, closely controlled to ensure it did
not become a power base for potential challengers (Knapp 1999: 130-5).

The apparent exception to this rule is Giscard, who won with the support
of a partisan base with a distinctly ancien régime air about it. His Independ-
ent Republicans and a ‘loose collection of cadre parties...[which] repre-
sented the bulk of the non-Gaullist fraction of the majority’ (Cole 1993:
52), were not the single-minded presidential rallies of the new presidentialized
partisan order. However, this partial exception is limited by three factors.



The French Fifth Republic 227

First, his ascendancy was facilitated by support from the dominant wing
of the Gaullist movement, led by Chirac (who supported Giscard instead of
the official Gaullist candidate in 1974, Jacques Chaban-Delmas, and was
rewarded with the premiership from 1974 to 1976). Second, in 1978, after he
had definitively lost the backing of Chirac’s RPR, Giscard did move to create
a slightly more structured party—albeit not one conforming to the ideal-
type. Finally, the subsequent fate of the Giscardian movement under the
Fifth Republic is testament to its partial incompatibility with the institu-
tional logics of the Republic.

The dominance over the party by its presidential candidate extends to
‘minor’ parties (Colliard 1995: 77). The Front National (FN) has always
been a highly centralized and autocratically organized party, initially dom-
inated in the 1970s and 1980s by an elite loyal to a small number of founda-
tional faction leaders. After overcoming factional power struggles, and
particularly after the death of General Secretary Stirbois in 1988, Party
Chairman Jean-Marie Le Pen gained a monopoly of control and authority,
determining the membership of the party’s elite hierarchy, notably the pol-
itical bureau and executive bureau. Similar to the cell-like organization of the
French Communist Party (PCF), there were no horizontal links between
local FN units, only vertical ties to the national leadership, and the national
leadership vets all candidacies at every level. The party’s political communi-
cations strategy, and indeed political agenda, largely arises from Le Pen’s
media appearances. It operates as a presidential party par excellence and, as
Ivaldi notes (1998: 55), ‘by 1994 .. .the major task assigned to the entire FN
apparatus was related to Le Pen’s candidacy in the forthcoming 1995 presi-
dential election.’

In the case of the PCF, of course, leadership dominance was inspired by
Lenin, not de Gaulle. Nevertheless, democratic centralist internal power
relations painfully assimilated the ‘presidential reality’ over three decades
(Baudouin 1988). Although never designed with presidentialism in mind, the
total lack of accountability of upper echelons, strict party discipline, sup-
pression of minority opinion, and position of the leader at the apex of the
hierarchical pyramid (Bell and Criddle 1994b: ch. 2) could have served a
candidate well. However, ideological hostility to presidentialism and the
Fifth Republic apart, the Communists lacked credible and appealing presi-
dential candidates, and their accelerating decline under the Fifth Republic
meant they were never realistic presidential contenders.

As one might expect of power in part resourced by public opinion, the
dominance of president or présidentiable over party is contingent. On the
Left, Rocard’s position as PS party ‘president’ became untenable after his
1994 European election rout. In the wake of Jospin’s elimination in 2002,
Hollande’s custodianship of the PS took on a transitional air. The factional
non-aggression pact eroded as rival présidentiables jockeyed for position
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within the party and the opinion polls, just as happened after 1988, when the
war of Mitterrand’s succession began.

On the Right, just as de Gaulle had lost control over the UDR after 1968
(Knapp and Wright 2001: 96-7), so President Chirac effectively lost control
of the RPR he had created in 1976 and dominated ever since, after the defeat
of Juppé’s government in 1997, when Chirac’s personal popularity plum-
meted. The parliamentary group chose Séguin as its president, and an RPR
conference echoed this shortly afterwards. Séguin’s first act, copying Jospin
in 1995, was to introduce internal leadership election (on a one-member—one-
vote basis) to bolster the legitimacy of the de facto party leader: Seguin
enjoyed a ‘soviet-style” 95 per cent of the vote (Knapp 1999: 132). Thus one
epiphenomenal effect of the spread of internal ‘direct’” democracy within
French parties for leadership selection and endorsement in the 1990s is to
facilitate and underline the loss of party control by an unpopular president or
présidentiable.

Formally, the mode of designation of Fifth Republic presidential candi-
dates has significantly by-passed traditional political formations, breaking
the monopoly of parties in determining senior political recruitment under the
Fourth Republic (Avril 1995: 51). Party attempts to monopolize presidential
candidate selection have never been wholly successful. France lacks ‘parti-
fied’ means of designating presidential candidates. The Right tried and failed
to orchestrate internal primaries in 1988 (Colliard 1995), and Prime Minister
Edouard Balladur’s ‘dissident’ candidacy in 1995 drew on breakaway sup-
port from both RPR and UDF. Jospin’s 1995 candidacy was unique in
having been preceded by an internal primary, the absence of such a main-
stream Left pre-contest process of elimination in 2002 proving extremely
costly (Clift 2004). Party institutions (and their dominance by particular
sections of the party elite), can also be a barrier to candidacy. Knapp
(2002: 135) notes the difficulties experienced by French parties in ‘removing
their dead candidates from the battlefield: the brooding presence of Giscard
after 1981, shattering the hopes of any présidentiable from the UDF, is a
prime case in point’.

In this context, candidate strategies vary from ‘entryism’ to external im-
position from without (Colliard 1995: 69). Thus Mitterrand in 1965, for
example, relying on his Fourth Republic governmental credentials, and his
presidential qualities, ‘informed’ the parties of the Left of his candidacy and
demanded that they align themselves accordingly. Subsequently, he joined
the PS at the congress of Epinay (on the day he was named First Secretary in
1971) and pursued the ‘entryist’ strategy to great effect.

The years leading up to the 1995 contest were intriguing. On Right and
Left there were effectively two candidates, one with the resources of party
organization (Rocard, Chirac), the other ‘resourced’ by the support of con-
siderably more favourable public opinion (Delors, Balladur). Colliard (1995:
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78-9) argues that the lessons arising from that experience were that party
organizational resources are indispensable to a successful candidacy. Barre
suffered still more from partisan handicap in 1988, and arguably Mitter-
rand’s loose confederation in 1965 provided woefully inadequate party re-
sources compared with de Gaulle’s well-oiled UNR machine.

These vital party organizational resources have grown substantially in
recent years in part as a result of generous state funding of parties, with the
Socialists, Gaullists, and FN all claiming in excess of 100 permanent staff at
party headquarters (Knapp 2002: 128). These resources are organized hier-
archically under the direction of the party leader. Yet French national-level
party leaders by no means dominate all party resources. France’s ‘presiden-
tial’ style of local politics is predicated upon personal networks which ‘cap-
ture’ local party organizations and provide office-holders with very extensive
resources, making them relatively autonomous from national party authority
structures (Frears 1991). Knapp (1999: 112) identifies a ‘gravitational pull’ of
all French parties towards ‘a loose organization, run by local notables,
largely impervious to central discipline and leadership’. However, this loosely
structured party may not prevent the presidentialization of national political
leadership if other resources are available to the president or the presidential
candidate.

All candidates need critical distance from parties, and a distinctly personal
dimension to their candidacy, but paradoxically, they also need a secure link
to party resources, and its coalition-constructing potential. Thus, the symbi-
osis between party and candidate is a complex one. Elgie identifies competing
logics underpinning the operation of the French party system, and the need
to have both presidential (personal or individual) appeal, and at the same
time be able to rely on party support (Elgie 1996¢: 60). The tension between
political parties and individual leaders operates in a curious manner in the
French context. It arises not from ‘party’ resistance to a dominant personal
leadership, since all French parties are leader-oriented in terms of structure
and behaviour. Rather, the tensions arise when there are numerous pretend-
ers to the throne and a lack of consensus over the ‘real’ leader, as occurred in
the UDR after 1968, the RPR after 1995, and in the PS after 1988 and 2002.

Colliard (1995: 68-70) exaggerates only a little when he notes that the
party does not exist without the candidate, and the candidate does not exist
without the party. Any candidate’s position can only be understood in the
context of where they situate themselves within the French party system. The
nature of party competition in France means that credible presidential
candidacy requires commanding significant personal support (in opinion
polls), being leader (de facto or actual) of a major ‘presidential party’, and
furthermore, being in a position to extend appeal beyond that party, to
ratisser large (attract support from a wide range of groups) and plausibly
construct a ‘presidential majority’ in parliament (Avril 1995: 57). Overall,
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then, the major parties are ‘presidentialized’ to a considerable extent in the
Fifth Republic, but leaders are not entirely autonomous of their parties.
Since de Gaulle’s time, the symbiotic relationship has become more explicitly
realized by présidentiables and the combination of a strong partisan base and
significant personal appeal is today the bedrock of all credible candidacies.

To summarize, since the 1960s, the organizational evolution of French
parties has been characterized by personalized leadership, contingent upon
power resources continually ‘sourced by’ public opinion. Candidates have
needed both critical distance from parties, and a secure link zo party resources
and coalition-constructing potential.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE

As noted above, the 1958 constitution unambiguously established executive
dominance over the legislature, specifying in Article 34 the domain of ‘laws’
requiring parliamentary participation, the assumption being that everything
else is subject to executive decree. Furthermore, Article 38 enabled parlia-
ment to delegate to the government legislative powers even in those areas
reserved for parliament in Article 34. This meant executive encroachment
into the legislative domain advanced enormously at the outset of the Fifth
Republic. According to Ardant (1991: 10), the prime minister signs, on an
average, 1,500 decree laws (decréts) and 8,000 ministerial orders (arrétés)
each year. The growth of the state has increased the volume, range, and scope
of these regulatory executive decrees over the last forty years. One estimate
suggested that the 8,000 laws by which France is governed are complemented
by 100,000 decrees (Safran 2003: 255).

The organization of the state also provides very significant structural assets
at the prime minister’s disposal, and these resources (administrative support,
information flows, policy advice) have grown and expanded since the 1960s.
The General Secretariat of the Government (GSG) is responsible directly to
the prime minister (Elgie 1993: 12-15), and engages in policy preparation and
legal administrative services for the Government. Chargeés de mission within
the GSG ‘provide essential services and generally help the Prime Minister in
his capacity as head of government and in his role as an arbitrator between
conflicting government departments’ (ibid.: 14).

The official membership of the prime ministerial cabinet,* bringing to-
gether senior personal and technocratic advisers and policy experts with
close political friends, has fluctuated under the Fifth Republic. In 1959,
Debré’s cabinet was eighteen-strong, and most of his successors appointed
between twenty-five and thirty-five cabinet members (Elgie 1993: 143). These
official memberships have been supplanted in recent decades by large unoffi-
cial memberships. Jospin’s cabinet was fifty-strong, all ‘official’ (a departure



The French Fifth Republic 231

from an earlier trend under which the number expanded to 100 including
unofficial advisers). With the GSG and cabinet, plus other key bodies, the
total number of prime ministerial staff has reached over 5,000, enabling
prime ministerial oversight and intervention in a// policy-making areas
(Knapp and Wright 2001: 89). Hence the coordinating capacity of the
prime minister has grown very significantly during the Fifth Republic.

This apparent presidentialization of executive power structures requires
qualification on two grounds. First, Elgie and Machin (1991) distinguish
between ‘ownership’ and ‘control’ of these resources. The changing power
resources and autonomy of leaders within government hinges on the political
context—and specifically, the nature of the parliamentary majority, and the
relationship of the president with that parliamentary majority (Duverger
1996: 511). Matignon, the prime minister’s official office, ‘is at all times the
centre of the government machinery. What varies is the president’s ability to
use his own much smaller staff, as well as his wider networks of support, to
penetrate it” (Knapp and Wright 2001: 87). When the president and prime
minister are drawn from the same party, in effect presidential loyalists fill
these posts and the ‘machine’ is coordinated and run to deliver the president’s
interests. However, under cohabitation, the prime minister enjoys both own-
ership and control of the substantial executive resources, while the president
is completely removed from the policy formulation arena (Elgie 1993).

Second, the degree of concentration of power, and the presidentialization
of executive policy-making, is hindered by the fragmented nature of the
French core executive. This, combined with ministerial autonomy, creates
‘veto points’ which limit leadership capacity to overcome resistance by
others. Indeed Duhamel (1993: 233, 243-9) argues that the government in
France does not exist as a collective entity. Ministerial autonomy limits
dominance of either prime minister or president. This is demonstrated by
the prevailing mode of policy-making within the French core executive,
within réunions interministérielles. These ad hoc meetings of members of
ministerial cabinets have increased with the growth of the state, and the
expanded scope of legislative activity: ‘Their number grew from 142 in
1961 to a peak of 1,836 in 1982, and ran at some 1,400 a year under the
Jospin premiership’ (Knapp and Wright 2001: 88). The organizational core,
which attempts coordination of this fragmented and increasingly complex
state activity, is the GSG and the prime minister’s cabinet.

The prime minister’s executive infrastructure has evolved to control and
coordinate communications strategy over time. Thus, in the 1970s a prime
ministerial ‘Information Service’ was established. One section reflects the
French fixation with opinion polling, dedicated as it is to the analysis (and
commissioning) of opinion polls, and content analysis of press reports.
Another department is engaged in the coordination, control, and dissemin-
ation of information regarding governmental actions to the press and the
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public. This is the administrative arm of the government’s communication
strategy, which is usually orchestrated by a trusted ally as ‘director of
communications’. Both are under prime ministerial control, run under the
auspices of the GSG.

Consistent with the concept of political presidentialization, the nature of
executive power at the outset of the Fifth Republic was highly personalized.
Indeed, after de Gaulle, France was witness to a slight retreat from person-
alized power and authority as the executive shifted from ‘personal’ power
towards power rooted in both the personal and the partisan. The ‘intrusive
force of partisan power’ (Hayward 1993b: 41) was demonstrated by the
partified ‘colonization’ of the French state by first the UDR and then UDF
and PS apparatchiks under Giscard and Mitterrand respectively. That said,
elements of the executive appointments process show clear evidence of ex-
ecutive presidentialization. Leadership autonomy to select governments pri-
marily according to personal priorities reduced after de Gaulle’s time, but it
remained considerable, with only limited constraints imposed by partisan
context. With a single presidential party majority beholden to ‘its’ president,
as has been the case since 2002, the scope for presidential autonomy in this
respect is considerable.

The Gaullian vision of constructing a technocratic government free from
party influence has never truly been realized. Even when de Gaulle appointed
a non-party technocrat as premier—Couve de Murville—the government
had been ‘repoliticized’, and dominated by Gaullist party figures (Safran
2003: 200). Cabinet formation must take account of the partisan nature of
the majority which is its bulwark. Factional leaders tend to get key ministries,
and the exigencies of parliamentary coalition politics forced Chirac in 19868
into ‘la deuxieme cohabitation’ (with the UDF’s Léotard (Elgie 1993: 159)).
Mitterrand was similarly constrained, choosing his arch-enemy Michel
Rocard as premier in 1988. Within those constraints, however, there is
ample scope for either prime minister or president to appoint loyal techno-
crats or politicians lacking a party base, and Fifth Republic governments
have always enjoyed a high degree of independence from ‘their’ parties.
Indeed, the appointment of technocrats and members of ‘civil society’ have
been the feature of a// Fifth Republic governments. Fifth Republic govern-
ment composition has consistently involved roughly one-third of those who
were neither senators nor deputies before taking up their ministries (Duhamel
1993: 240), and this is symptomatic of the ability to promote and appoint
technocrats or allies without a strong party base.

In summary, the 1958 constitution kick-started an executive encroachment
into the legislative domain, which has been further augmented as the growth
of the state has increased the volume, range, and scope of government by
decree over the last forty years. The corollary of expanded executive attempts
to coordinate and control a fragmented core executive has been growth in
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executive resources formally controlled by the prime minister, whose degree
of control ebbs and flows according to the parliamentary majority.

THE ELECTORAL FACE

What of the presidentialization of electoral processes? De Gaulle himself
inaugurated and orchestrated the media focus on personality as a character-
istic of presidential politics in France, regarding himself ‘as the mediator
between the people and France’, and referring to ‘his’ regime as a ‘popular
monarchy’ (Hayward 1993a: 14, 22). There was a very personal dimension to
his power. Dovetailing with this, de Gaulle’s public disdain for parties meant
that he carefully constructed his political legitimacy without reference to
party.

This must be understood in the context of a Rousseauian branch of French
Republican discourse which distrusts intermediaries (parties), preferring a
direct engagement with the citizenry to discern the (general) will of the
people. Although not a dominant strand of republicanism (discredited as it
was by Bonapartism), it was a resource upon which de Gaulle drew with
consummate skill. It amounted to ‘the confiscation of power by a charismatic
figure through plebiscites that both paid homage to and manipulated the
principle of popular sovereignty’ (Hoffman 1991: 44).

De Gaulle’s relationship with the French people was direct—offering a
‘contract’ between the people and the candidate, excluding parties.’ In a
Gaullian reading of the Fifth Republic, ‘presidential power is permanently
resourced by public opinion’ (Cayrol 1995: 103). The electorate’s endorse-
ment of his personal power, whether in referenda which he regarded as
plebiscites on his own presidency, or in the 1965 direct presidential election,
functioned as national ‘confidence votes’ in the president.® The legislative
elections of 1962, 1967, and 1968 also ‘counted’ although here the direct link
was mediated by the notion of the ‘presidential majority’. Thus, as Cayrol
(1995: 100-1) recalls, ‘these elections also functioned as a “‘confidence vote™
mechanism posed directly to French public opinion.” This explains why,
having been narrowly defeated (by a margin of 52.6 per cent to 47.6 per
cent) on a relatively minor issue of senate and local government reform in the
referendum of 1969, the most powerful French leader of the twenticth
century summarily resigned (ibid.: 99-100).

Having seen how playing with plebiscitary matches can burn fingers,
Pompidou altered the relationship of the referendum to the presidential
office. Pompidou carefully distanced himself from the unpredictable 1972
referendum on Britain’s EEC membership, so that it was not perceived as a
Gaullian style plebiscite on the president’s position. With the transition in
1969 ‘from heroic to humdrum Gaullism’ (Hayward 1993a: 26), political
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legitimacy and power required bolstering by other means. The corollary of
the shift away from a direct Gaullian link between the presidency and its
support in public opinion was the progressive ‘partification’ of the presi-
dency.

Both Pompidou and Mitterrand consciously embraced the political re-
sources (in terms of organizational strength, and an alternative source of
political legitimacy) which parties could offer. Yet the personal character
of elections endured, albeit framed in an explicit partisan context. Decisive
elections in the Fifth Republic have always been strongly candidate-centred,
both in terms of campaigning and media coverage. At the national level, this
owes much to the centrality of presidential elections to national political life.
At local level, it is due to the weight and resources of notables, particularly
mayors of large towns, in local electoral politics.

Leader focus in media coverage

Our model of electoral presidentialization posits an increase in a personal
leader focus over time, deriving from various causal factors. In this regard,
the big change in France had already occurred by 1965, when direct presi-
dential elections ensured an almost wholly leadership-oriented campaign and
media environment; things have remained candidate-dominated ever since.
The non-constitutional control the president enjoyed over the audio-visual
sector (until the 1980s it was entirely state-owned) set the personality-
oriented tone of political media coverage in France (Portelli 1994: 60).
Until the 1970s close control of state-run TV and radio was orchestrated
through two pillars of the Gaullist state, the ministry of information and the
Office de Radiodiffusion Televison Frangaise (ORTF) (Cayrol 1995: 107-8;
Kuhn 1984: 178, 181).” Such monopoly control of broadcasting enabled de
Gaulle constantly to address public opinion, through press conferences, and
reporting of his visits throughout France and abroad, as well as via his
formal radio and TV addresses.® Pompidou similarly construed his media
role as embodying, ‘the voice of France’ (Hayward 1993b: 41-2).

In 1974, Giscard’s reforms broke up the Gaullist monolith, creating an
‘internal market” within state broadcasting, comprising seven organization-
ally independent companies, including three TV channels (Cayrol 1995: 111;
Kuhn 1984: 180). However, a string of Giscardian placemen were ‘an integral
part of the Giscardian government’s means of controlling the political output
of radio and television’, allowing Giscard’s administration to circumvent its
own impartiality regulations (Kuhn 1984: 181-4). With the establishment of
an independent regulatory body in 1982, and emergence of commercial
channels by 1986 (Cayrol 1995: 113), political influence over broadcasting
continued on an informal basis, but arguably at an undiminished level.
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Successive presidents ensured broadcasting would serve their interests, ‘ini-
tially by massive intervention, subsequently by controlling key appoint-
ments, and later by creating tame regulatory agencies and assigning
networks to friendly private interests’ (Harrison 1993: 207).

What has changed is the wider media context of political coverage, and the
priority that programmers afford to political programming. The French
audio-visual sector underwent the most profound transformation after the
1960s. With the growing centrality of television to French cultural life,
television has moved to centre-stage in the conduct and practice of polit-
ics—it mediates political reality, and remains the predominant means by
which voters receive political information (Machin 1996: 30; Mayer and
Perrineau 1992: 105).

Through all this, French political programming has been personality-
oriented. Parties, although essential assets to a successful candidacy, do not
take centre-stage in presidential elections, and legislative elections are also
candidate-centred. The style of French political television journalism tends
towards a personal, leader focus, especially given the format of one-on-one
interviews and head-to-head debates. As Knapp (2002: 131) notes of political
discussion in the televised media, it ‘tends to focus more readily on person-
alities than on parties: flagship interview programmes give hour-long cover-
age to individuals and to their suitability for presidency or other high office.’
Personal approval opinion polling, always a feature of French political TV
coverage, became a more prominent part of French political journalism with
the advance in polling techniques. The personal dimension was compounded
by interviews conducted in political leaders’ homes, which paid attention to
lifestyle, cultural hinterland, personality, moral values, and interior design(!),
as well as political agendas (Neveu 1999: 386).

Although a constant within French political journalism, the personal focus
tends to swell in the ‘pre-campaign’ stage of presidential elections, and then
intensifies prior to the first ballot. After the first ballot, when the two best-
placed candidates recommence their campaigns, and re-aggregate support
from eliminated candidates, the leadership focus reaches fever pitch. The
centrepiece and ‘symbolic culmination’ (Machin 1996: 26-9, 43) of each
campaign is the head-to-head televised debate. In 1981, 25 million viewers
watched Mitterrand eclipse Giscard.® In 1988, 21.7 million viewers watched
Mitterrand’s head-to-head with Chirac (Mayer and Perrineau 1992: 18).

However, the amount of political programming is declining. The increas-
ing number of TV channels, amount of TV exposure, and levels of TV
viewing have generated ever-fiercer competition and commercialization
within the French audio-visual sector. Under these conditions, ratings have
had a more decisive impact on career paths than presidential favour, and
excessively cosy political coverage and commentary would do nothing to
improve French political programming’s already emaciated viewing figures
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(Neveu 1999: 384). The place of political programming in the schedules is
thus threatened by a perceived lack of viewer interest. The regulatory au-
thority has recorded ‘over many years a tendency towards the diminution of
the time accorded to news and to political debate on the majority of gener-
alist channels’ (Conseil Supérieure de I’ Audiovisuel 2002: 17). Looking at the
pre-campaign period (from 1 January to 27 April 2002), there have been
significant falls in levels of overall coverage, but what coverage there is
remains strongly candidate-focused (ibid.).

Leader focus in campaign styles

In the first direct presidential election campaign in 1965, de Gaulle decreed
TV access on an equal (not proportional) time basis for every candidate.'”
No private TV or radio advertising by candidates or parties was permitted.
This was not out of concern for a level playing field, since he ‘ignored with
impunity’ regulations, and addressed the nation on TV the Friday before
elections, offering other candidates no televised response (Cayrol 1995: 106).
A thoroughly candidate-centred campaigning style has remained the norm
for presidential elections ever since (Cayrol 1995: 98-9),

The modus operandi of campaigning for presidential election in France
has long been candidate-based teams with party support. Both elements are
vital. One reason is the ‘sponsorship’ regulations governing eligibility to
stand'!'—a hurdle best overcome with the help of party networks. Second,
parties are a very significant source of funds and logistical support, and
provide ‘the backbone of any serious campaign’ (Elgie 1996¢: 58). In addition
to TV appearances and Paris-based rallies, candidates must campaign en
province, pressing the flesh and speaking at rallies and events nationwide.
This is both expensive and difficult to orchestrate from a Paris ‘war room’.'?

The relationship, as noted above, is symbiotic, since parties need a mouth-
piece at election time (Mayer and Perrineau 1992: 101). A presidential
candidate’s personal programme is the key political statement, heavily influ-
encing party election programmes. In the case of an unambiguous présidenti-
able in opposition, a mid-presidential-term parliamentary election serves as a
platform to launch a future presidential campaign. The themes of Jospin’s
1995 presidential programme, for example, were clearly reprised in the PS’s
1997 legislative election manifesto, and reappeared in 2002 (Jospin 1995,
2002a; Parti Socialiste 1997).

Interestingly, leaders and prominent national elite figures also direct cam-
paigns and provide the focus of media coverage in parliamentary elections.
However, this national-level personality focus coexists with a local-level
personality focus—centring on battles between local notables who often
combine their parliamentary offices with town or city mayorships. Given
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their hold over party organizations, established notables, will often decide
their personal strategies with scant regard for their party’s national strategic
directives.

TV is where the battle for credibility as a présidentiable is won and lost:
‘in 1995, Jospin’s impressive television performances and calm exchanges in
debates with Chirac...contributed to his rise from relative anonymity to
widespread popularity’ (Machin 2001: 89). Campaign teams focus less on
political broadcasts in allotted airtime, than on televised debates, in particu-
lar between run-off presidential candidates between first and second ballots.
Given the disappointing ratings of, and reduced enthusiasm for, political
programming from audiences and schedulers alike noted above, presidential
candidates seek invitations to interview, or to secure coverage, on the more
popular news bulletins (Kuhn 1984; Neveu 1999: 388). Although the TV is
the dominant site of electoral campaigning, the visite en province and the
structured photo-opportunity have lost little of their political significance, at
least for the campaign teams. The vying for front-page coverage on France’s
regional press is a constant struggle. Furthermore, the real aim of a successful
visit or rally en province is to ‘make the news’ (Machin 1996: 30).

The use of private opinion polling of levels of support and public percep-
tions of candidates swiftly became integral to presidential campaigning.
Electoral marketing was seen as an essential preoccupation of candidates
and their lieutenants. Those candidates less convinced of its merits (such as
Mitterrand in 1974) soon learned their lesson when vanquished by marketing
enthusiasts (such as Giscard (Colliard 1995)). Mitterrand’s learning curve
was steep. His ‘official’ hiring of professional advertising and public relations
experts such as Seguela, to great effect in 1981, and still more in 1988, was a
straw in the wind of the professionalization of campaigning in France since
the 1970s.

By the 1990s, not only Presidents but all presidential candidates came to
rely on the fast-developing industry of private opinion polling as a means of
honing their image and gauging public expectations (Machin 2001: 88).
Cayrol (1995: 118) charts a shift from a dramatic (Gaullian) to a banalized
link between president and public opinion. Ever more frequent public opin-
ion polling replaced referenda as ‘votes of confidence’, but now without
sanction. ‘French parties share the national addiction to opinion polls of
all kinds, and regularly commission commercial polling firms: for example,
the Communist Party has often used the IFOP and SOFRES polling organ-
izations since the 1960s’, notes Knapp (2002: 128). Almost all serious French
presidential candidates today use public relations consultancies, and ‘regu-
larly commission private opinion polls and focus groups. .. within the main
parties, the professions of spin doctoring have proliferated as the demands
grew for professional advice on almost every aspect of presentation” (Machin
2001: 88). These resources tend to be controlled directly by the candidate’s
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campaign team, enjoying significant autonomy from party influence, espe-
cially during the campaign proper.

Chirac, in 1995, took political marketing to its logical limits, convening
his campaign group in 1992, and commissioning extensive private opinion
polling research (Machin 1996: 45). The esteemed French political scientist
Jean Charlot was hired to conduct a detailed post-mortem of the 1988 defeat,
and was charged with identifying themes and issues salient to the public
(Machin 2001: 89). As well as researching the electorate, the organization
engaged in protracted, professional preparation for the campaign ahead. His
1995 campaign was his longest ever, 169 days (Gerstlé 1995: 24). This was
clearly a costly exercise, but Chirac imported American direct mailing tech-
niques, and generated massive personal donations for himself (Machin 1996:
48-9).

Presidentialized political campaigning is a costly business, and concerns
about impropriety given the ‘legislative vacuum’ which had surrounded
political finance in France until the 1980s, led to a rolling programme of
regulation (Clift and Fisher 2004). The funding issue again highlights the
importance of party backing. Balladur’s 1995 campaign suffered from a lack
of party resources, since the RPR was mobilized primarily behind Chirac.
Balladur was endorsed by the UDF, but as an umbrella confederation
organization, not a genuine party, the UDF was less helpful. He was,
however, able to circumvent the problem. When Prime Minister Balladur
promoted an amendment enabling the creation of campaign support com-
mittees which would be exempt from restrictions on donations to candidates.
Balladur’s campaign drew benefit from ninety-eight such ‘American style’
committees (Doublet 1999: 74). His total declared spending of Fr83.85 mil-
lion was barely Fr6 million short of the first ballot spending ceiling (Machin
1996: 47). Yet, this was dwarfed by Chirac’s spending over the two rounds,
which totalled Fr116.62 million. (Machin 1996: 47). Jacques Séguela, Mit-
terrand’s advertising guru, noted of the 1995 contest that ‘the campaign of
images and clips has replaced the debate of ideas of previous election cam-
paigns. The most ““televisual” of the candidates will be elected, which Jacques
Chirac has clearly understood’ (ibid.: 48).

Leader effects on voting behaviour

The French psephological debate has curiously neglected ‘leader effects’ on
voting behaviour. Little attempt has been made to separate out leader effects
from the traditionally assumed determinants of voter choice. Indeed, many
studies do not distinguish between candidate and party, or simply substitute
the leader for the party as dependent variable, treating these two distinct
variables as identical. One reason for this is almost certainly that the
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distinction between ‘president’ and ‘party’ may not be operable in practice in
the context of ‘presidential parties’.

One way, however, in which we can infer confirmation of leader effects
is by comparing levels of candidate support in presidential elections with
levels of party support in parliamentary elections. Thus, Goguel estimated
3 million left-wing voters chose de Gaulle in the first presidential ballot in
1965, when he secured the support of 42 per cent of manual workers.
By contrast, only 30 per cent voted Gaullist in the parliamentary elections
of 1967, or for de Gaulle’s successor Pompidou in the 1969 presi-
dential election (Charlot 1971: 63-84; Goguel 1967; Mayer and Perrineau
1992: 99-101). A similar disparity emerged between Mitterrand’s presidential
election and the Socialists’ parliamentary election vote in 1981 and, to a
lesser extent, in 1988 (Cole 1988: 91-6). That said, personality ratings alone
do not adequately account for these disparities, and it is clear that further
research is required which disentangles candidate and party effects in French
voting behaviour.'?

In summary, electoral presidentialization began from a high level in the
Fifth Republic, at least in terms of candidate-centred campaigning and
leader media focus. The extent of leader effects on voting behaviour cannot
be clearly determined, though it can safely be assumed that they are signifi-
cant, especially in the context of presidential elections; with respect to par-
liamentary elections, matters are even less clear-cut. The major feature of the
electoral face has been the increasing professionalization of leader-centred
campaigning and polling, in the context of decreasing interest in political
programming and an increasingly pluralistic media environment.

CONCLUSION

The various processes of presidentialization of the French political system
were at a relatively advanced stage even in the 1960s, boosted by the consti-
tutional presidentialization of the Fifth Republic, the candidate-centred tra-
ditions of French local electoral politics, and a leader-focused media context.
All aspects of the French political system, political parties, the party system,
and norms of elections and electoral campaigning, have been profoundly
affected by the ongoing political and electoral ‘presidentialization’.

Under cohabitation, power shifts within the hierarchical ‘bicephalous’
French executive meant the prime minister benefited from political presiden-
tialization. The fluid, changeable nature of executive power in France has
interacted with the international context of hitherto presidentialized French
politics. European policy, for example, has presented challenges to the
French executive, particularly under recent cohabitations. The executive
has been able to dominate policy-making in these areas to the virtual
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exclusion of Parliament, drawing on constitutional rights for treaty-making
and foreign policy. However, within the executive, competing political legit-
imacies under cohabitation have, if anything, partially undermined auton-
omy. Conceptual distinctions between domestic and foreign policy, and
between ‘low” and ‘high’ politics, around which conceptions of the presiden-
tial reserved domain cohere, are negated by the reality of advancing Euro-
pean integration; in the face of this, European policy is never ‘purely’ foreign,
and developments in apparently secondary policy areas have profound im-
pacts on French sovereignty. This creates the possibility of policy gridlock,
and ‘competitive summitry’, with both prime minister and president attempt-
ing to speak with the authoritative voice of France, each seeing their inter-
vention in the European domain as legitimate, as demonstrated at the 2000
Nice Summit (Cole and Drake 2000; Drake 2001: 461-2; Lequesne 2001).

Moreover, the French executive’s powers (whether in the hands of prime
minister or president) have been challenged in recent decades in a more
profound manner by the changing international context of French politics.
The globalization of economic activity undermines the autonomy of the
French executive, particularly in macro-economic and industrial policy. In
part as a result of developments at the European level, notably the advent of
the Single European Market, French capitalism has become increasing
‘internationalized’ in recent decades. Liberalization of trade in the post-war
era, and of financial markets in the 1980s, acting in concert with the neo-
liberal bias of EU competition directives and regulations, have powerfully
limited autonomous state action in economic and social fields. Thus, French
dirigisme is under duress in an increasingly internationalized economic con-
text (Clift 2003a, b; Levy 2000; Wright and Elgie 1996: 174-84).

In the face of such pressures, the inter-governmental nature of many
international relationships, affording primacy to president or prime minister
and a few key ministers over other actors, may be scant recompense. For
example, Prime Minister Jospin carved out a niche in articulating a distinctive
critical discourse on globalization, and how it can and should be contested
and mediated by nation-states (Jospin 2002b). Advancing globalization may
afford centre-stage to the French executive to set out the terms of response to
the process, but it does little to equip the French executive with the capacity
to expand or consolidate threatened state autonomy.

There has been significant recent structural evolution in the political pre-
sidentialization of the French polity. The move to a Quinquennat, and the
inverting of the electoral calendar in 2002 to afford primacy to the presiden-
tial election,were attempts to restore presidential dominance to the organ-
ization of the state which had been partially undermined after 1986. This in a
period when electoral presidentialization continued to shape the media con-
text, campaigning, party organization, and competition. Aligning presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections and terms may lead to the closer alignment
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of the political and electoral dimensions of presidentialization which had
become partially disjointed under ‘normalized’ cohabitation.

The hierarchically superior president becomes more overtly de facto head of
government, leader of the parliamentary majority, more identified with ‘his’
or ‘her’ parliamentary majority. Such closer cooperation between the ‘two
heads’ of the French executive is, some argue, necessary for effective govern-
ment. However, this has not addressed one of the key causes of cohabitation,
namely, electoral volatility and the accelerating swing of the political pendu-
lum in France. The French voter appears a little less anchored to social ‘cues’
for voting, such as religion and class, although these retain some significance
in helping explain voting in France (Boy and Mayer 2000: 153-75).

To summarize, resources are concentrated in the hands of executive lead-
ers (either prime minister or president), who are relatively autonomous of
party constraints, given the ‘presidential rally’ nature of French parties.
Executive autonomy from the legislature is largely constitutionally derived,
but has been further enhanced by the growth of the state. However, leader-
ship capacity is limited both by the exogenous features already mentioned,
and by the fragmented nature of the executive and administration. Leaders
have enjoyed high and rising degrees of autonomy within ‘presidential par-
ties’, yet this remains contingent upon popular support and electoral success.
In terms of electoral presidentialization, candidate-focus, and personality
based campaigning and reporting are largely attributable to constitutional
presidentialization, but have been further boosted by structural changes,
notably to the media environment. Although the erosion of social cleavages
further focuses the attention of a volatile electorate on personalities, the
evidence for ‘leader effects’ on voting behaviour (particularly in legislative
elections) remains difficult to discern. The 1958 constitution induced a pro-
nounced shift towards a more presidential working mode of the political
system. Structural changes since the 1960s have induced further shifts, but
the advanced starting point means that subsequent presidentialization has
seemed less dramatic than in many other cases.

NOTES

1. It has been invoked only once, by De Gaulle, in April 1961, in the context of the
attempted putsch by twelve Army Generals over Algerian independence.

2. A phrase from de Gaulle’s infamous 1946 Bayeux speech, quoted in Cogan (1996:
187).

3. The choice had to be ratified by the membership, but there were similarities
between Jospin’s backing of Hollande’s candidacy, and Mitterrand’s ‘monarchical’
designation of Jospin in 1981. Opposed only by Melenchon, the Gauche Socialiste
candidate, who secured only 8.82 per cent of the vote, Hollande was elected with
91.18 per cent of the vote. (L ’Hebdo des Socialistes, 43 [S December 1997], 11.)
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4. Note that the word cabinet is used here in a distinctively French sense, to refer to a
team of political advisers that members of political executives gather around
them. It should not be confused with the more usual meaning in the Anglo-
Saxon world of core members of the government.

5. Here the distinction with the Fourth Republic is stark, where governments often
fell due to parliamentary manoeuvrings, rather than to withdrawals of electoral
support (see Cayrol 1995: 97-9).

6. Referenda were held in 1961 over Algerian self rule (75 per cent approval); April
1962, over the Evian Accord which settled the Algerian crisis (90 per cent
approval); November 1962, over direct election of the president (62 per cent
approval). See Bell 2000: 45-64.

7. Alain Peyrefitte, de Gaulle’s long-serving Minister for Information, placed many
members of his ministerial cabinet in top posts at the ORTF.

8. TV addresses averaged six a year during his time as President.

9. This was achieved in part by meticulous conditions imposed by the Mitterrand
camp to ensure balance between the two candidates (Kuhn 1984).

10. This contrasts with allocation of audio-visual access in all other French elections,
notably legislative elections, where it is proportional (Cayrol 1995: 98-9).

11. These require 500 signatures of elected officials from at least thirty departments,
with not more than fifty from any single department. The FN’s lack of institu-
tional infrastructure at the time meant Le Pen failed to gain sufficient signatures
in 1981, and was thus prevented from standing.

12. Chirac spent Fr10.13 million. on travel alone in his 1995 campaign (Machin 1996:
47).

13. T am grateful to Jocelyn Evans for his help in clarifying these points.
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Finland: Let the Force Be with the
Leader—But Who Is the Leader?

Heikki Paloheimo

Since the early 1980s, the regime-type of the Finnish political system has
gradually mutated, due to complementary processes of de-presidentialization
and re-presidentialization. The former entailed the erosion of the formal
prerogatives of the president and a switch from a semi-presidential towards
a parliamentary type of executive. This process culminated in the coming into
force of a totally new constitution in 2000. Re-presidentialization, in turn,
consists of the growing power of the prime minister within the newly parlia-
mentarized political executive.

Changes in the international context and Finland’s position within it have
been the most important factors behind the regime change. The collapse of
the Soviet Union enabled the abandonment of personalized, presidential
leadership in foreign policy, while Finnish membership of the European
Union has facilitated foreign policy decision-making on a parliamentary
basis. While European integration might have served to enhance the person-
alized power of the prime minister in other countries, in Finland it also
strengthened parliamentarism.

In this chapter, I will elaborate on these themes in the course of addressing
the following questions:

e To what extent does the Finnish president retain independent political
powers? Is Finland still semi-presidential, or are the powers of the
president so limited that we can now classify Finland among Europe’s
other parliamentary regimes?

® Does the shift to parliamentarism in Finland entail a shift from a
personalized, presidential leadership towards a more collective, partified
form of governance, or is there a trend towards a new kind of presiden-
tial leadership in which the prime minister has assumed the role of
effective head of the executive?
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THE OLD SEMI-PRESIDENTIAL CONSTITUTION:
PRESIDENTIAL LEADERSHIP

The semi-presidential political system in Finland was a result of social and
political developments prior to Finnish independence, the desire of conser-
vative politicians to counter the revolutionary pressures of the socialist
labour movement, and compromises between conservatives and liberals
over the division of power between different state organs. Conservatives
wanted a monarchy, or at least an executive vested with strong powers,
while Liberals were in favour of parliamentary democracy.

In the semi-presidential regime established in 1919, executive power was
divided between the president and the government. The former was elected
by an electoral college; every sixth year, voters chose 300 electors to decide
who would become president with supreme executive powers. The govern-
ment—or council of state (valtioneuvosto), as it is called in Finland—was
headed by the prime minister and was politically responsible to parliament
(eduskunta).

According to the old constitution (a) the president, appointed govern-
ments; (b) presented government bills to parliament; (c) ratified laws passed
by parliament; (d) issued decrees; (¢) made Finnish foreign policy;
(f) appointed judges to the supreme court, the supreme administrative
court, and the courts of appeal (on the proposal of the courts concerned);
(g) appointed senior civil servants (on the proposal of the government);
(h) was head of the armed forces; (i) could grant pardons; (j) had the right
to dissolve parliament and call premature general elections; and (h) to
convene extraordinary sessions of the parliament. This impressive list of
powers and duties incorporated rights over the legislative, executive, and
judicial domains. Despite this, a peculiarity of the old constitution was that it
provided strong guarantees for minorities within parliament. In effect, one-
third of parliamentarians (sixty-seven MPs) could block legislation, or at
least delay it for a session, the intention being to prevent the introduction
of radical socialist measures by a simple parliamentary majority.

The constitution enacted in 1919 was in force for eighty years, without
undergoing any significant changes for the first sixty years. From the early
1980s, however, there were growing pressures to strengthen the parliamentary
features of the Finnish political system, and to reduce the powers of the
president, as well as the powers of parliamentary minorities to delay legislation.

The changing balance of power in the semi-presidential era

Broadly speaking, Finnish regime history in the semi-presidential era may be
divided into four periods (Paloheimo 2001):
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1917-39, in which the semi-presidential system was constructed;
1939-44, the era of centralized war cabinets;

1944-82, the age of presidential leadership;

1982-2000, which saw the shift towards parliamentarism and greater
prime ministerial power.

A fifth period was ushered in during 2000, with the coming into force of the
new, ‘nearly parliamentary’, constitution.

It was typical of the first period (1917-39), often called the First Republic,
that governments were weak, unstable, and short-lived. In these years, there
were twenty-three governments and the average period in office was only 365
days. Governments were mainly minority administrations, and the capacity
of political parties to form coalitions was limited. Parliamentary oppositions
were effective in overthrowing governments but poor at forming new coali-
tions. Bargaining over the formation of new coalitions was an almost con-
tinuous process. It weakened the power of prime ministers and, combined
with the constitutional prerogatives of the president, facilitated the develop-
ment of a relatively active and strong presidency. Finnish presidents have
been active political leaders and decision-makers with their own preferences
and policy styles, arbiters of political conflicts, opinion leaders in public life,
and representative figureheads of the nation (Nousiainen 1998: 206). In the
First Republic and during the First World War, they resembled monarchs in
so far as they handed over their party membership cards and did not
participate in party activities. They were expected to be above party disputes,
and were not publicly criticized in the media (Nousiainen 1985).

The flexibility of the old semi-presidential constitution could easily be
seen during the first years after the Second World War. This signalled
the start of a period of strong presidency, which endured between 1944
and 1982, and is often referred to as the Second Republic. In 1944-6,
Prime Minister J. K. Paasikivi was the incontestable leader of Finnish
foreign policy, his goal being to improve Finnish relations with the Soviet
Union. He retained his dominance over foreign policy when he was
elected president in 1946. Paasikivi’s successor, President Urho Kekkonen
(1956-81) maintained the tradition, and also succeeded in gradually in-
creasing presidential power over domestic affairs. In Kekkonen’s era
the power of the president was at its zenith (Anckar 1990; Arter 1981;
Vayrynen 1994). However, Kekkonen involved himself so actively in
party disputes that David Arter refers to this period as one of enlightened
despotism (Arter 1981). Moreover, as a result of Kekkonen’s engagement
in party politics, the president became vulnerable to open criticism in
the media, like any other politician. Thus, the presidency lost its monarchical
sanctity.
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Gradual Parliamentarization of the Semi-presidential Regime

The strong position of the president was eroded in the 1980s and 1990s. As
the parliamentary ethos became more prevalent, so the parties, parliament,
and Kekkonen’s successor, President Mauno Koivisto (1982-94), became
willing to reform the Finnish constitution. Various constitutional amend-
ments served to reduce the prerogatives of the president and to strengthen the
functioning of the parliamentary system. Thus, the president’s right of veto
over legislation was weakened in 1987; in 1988 individuals were limited to
just two (consecutive) terms of presidential office; and in 1991 the president
was formally constrained to consult with the parliamentary speaker and
party groups before appointing a new government, or before making major
changes to the composition of the government.! In the same year, the
president lost the right to dismiss a government without a parliamentary
vote of no-confidence, and to dissolve parliament and call an early general
election except on the initiative of the prime minister.

Finland’s entry into the European Union made it further necessary to
reconsider the relationship between president and government. New provi-
sions were added to the constitution, making the government responsible for
issues decided at EU level. The president remained responsible for taking the
lead on other aspects of Finnish foreign policy. This division of responsibility
with respect to foreign policy was formally recognized in the new constitution
of 2000.

While these changes had the effect of eroding presidential prerogative, it
should be noted that parliament also changed the method for electing the
president in 1991, though it did so in a way which did not further weaken the
office. Since 1994, presidents have been directly elected by a two-ballot
system resembling that used in France since 1965. If none of the candidates
receives an absolute majority of the votes cast at the first ballot, a further
election takes place, contested only by the leading two candidates from the
first ballot. Far from weakening the president, this change has probably
served to enhance his or her autonomy from parties, by providing a direct
personal democratic mandate.

During this period of parliamentarization the coalitional capacity of par-
ties was generally high. Governments were strong and stable: each enjoyed
majority status in parliament, and endured for the whole electoral term.
Thus, while Finnish governments had been the most unstable in the Nordic
area during the 1950s, since the 1980s they have become the most stable.

The balance of power within the Finnish political executive shifted during
the semi-presidential era even without formal constitutional changes. The
system was, as Dag Anckar (2000: 9—-14) put it, like a buffet table: it was up to
each president to choose which of constitutional powers vested in him that
he wanted to select from the constitutional buffet for active use. Some
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presidents were quite moderate in indulging themselves, leaving more scope
for the prime minister and government, while others took their fill of presi-
dential powers. Kekkonen was, as Anckar says, a gourmand. But no Finnish
president has been a real ascetic in this sense, not even those who most
obviously exhibited a parliamentary ethos.

During the semi-presidential era, prime ministers were not free to assume
the role of national leaders in the manner of their counterparts in pure
parliamentary systems. Instead, their role was to supervise the day-to-day
detail of domestic politics, taking into consideration the policy preferences of
both parliament and the president, while (in the Second Republic) accepting
the president’s sovereign leadership in foreign policy. Some governments of
this era—especially caretaker governments—could justifiably be called presi-
dent’s governments. Not all governments merited such a sobriquet, however.
prime ministers of stable majority coalitions secured more independence in
relation to the president, and during the period of gradual parliamentariza-
tion, Kalevi Sorsa (premier from 1972-5, 1977-9, and 1982-7) even managed
to raise the prime minister’s profile in the domain of foreign policy. But as
late as 1987, President Koivisto appointed a new prime minister (Harri
Holkeri) contrary to the wishes of party leaders. As a result, Holkeri lacked
autonomy from the president compared to some other prime ministers
(though he did survive in office until 1991). It was not until the presidency
of Ahtisaari that prime ministers were able to assert themselves as the
effective heads of the political executive, reflecting the impact of Finland’s
membership of the European Union.

THE NEW, NEARLY-PARLIAMENTARY CONSTITUTION:
THE PRIME MINISTER TAKES THE LEAD

The gradual process of parliamentarization was formalized with the estab-
lishment of a new constitution, passed almost unanimously by parliament in
the spring of 1999. This came into force on 1 March 2000, the same day that
the eleventh president, Tarja Halonen, took office. With the new constitution
began a new phase in the story of the Finnish political executive, since the
president was now deprived of most of the prerogatives that were typical of
the previous semi-presidential system.

First, the new constitution deprives the president of real powers in
respect of government formation. Parliament elects the prime minister,
who is thereafter formally appointed to the office by the president. Before
the prime minister is chosen, the parliamentary party groups negotiate on the
political programme and composition of the government. The president
formally appoints other ministers on the proposal of the prime minister
(section 61). Rules concerning the resignation of government and the dissol-
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ution of parliament (sections 26 and 64) reaffirm the amendments made in
1991.

Second, the president has lost the power to amend government bills. If the
president disputes a proposal made by the government, the matter is returned
to the government for reconsideration, and the bill is then presented to
parliament in a form decided by the government (section 58).

Parliament may now, in effect, override the president’s power to delay
legislation. If the president does not countersign a law passed by parliament
within three months, the bill is returned to the legislature, where it may be
readopted without further material amendment; it then becomes law without
the president’s approval (section 77).

The new constitution retains the dualism with respect to foreign policy
leadership that was established when Finland entered the European Union.
Thus, while foreign policy is principally the responsibility of the president
in cooperation with the government, the latter is responsible for the prepar-
ation of decisions relevant to the European Union; parliament also partici-
pates in the national preparation of decisions to be made at EU level (section
93).

The president retains the power to appoint some senior civil servants
(section 126), is the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, and may
grant a full or partial pardon in respect of penalties imposed by a court of
law (sections 105 and 128). A comparison of the prerogatives of parliament,
government, and president under the old and new constitutions is presented
in Table 11.1.

THE EXECUTIVE FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION
Government formation

The new constitution has totally ‘parliamentarized’ the process of forming
new governments, in effect depriving the president of any active role therein.
By contrast, the new rules significantly enhance the power of the ‘formateur’
or prime minister in this respect. In practice, there are five different steps in
the formation of a new government:

(1) selecting the formateur;

(2) choosing the parties that will constitute the government;

(3) deciding on the governmental programme;

(4) deciding on the distribution of portfolios between coalition partners;
and

(5) selecting the individual ministers.

When a government terminates, due to the intercession of a general election
or otherwise, the parliamentary parties negotiate on the formation of a new
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TABLE 11.1. Prerogatives of the parliament, government, and
president in the Finnish constitution in three time periods

Division of power according to the constitution

Old constitution,

Old constitution,

New constitution

Duty 1919-80 late 1990s since 2000
General authority in President President Government
executive decision-
making
Appointment of the President has President, after Parliament,
government autonomous hearing president’s role
power parliamentary purely formal

Resignation of the
government

Dissolution of the
Parliament and
premature general
election

Government bills

Legislation: power
of veto

Legislation: decrees

Foreign policy:
general

Foreign policy: EU

Commander-in-chief
of the armed
forces

Appointment of
senior civil
servants

Parliament, or prime
minister, or
President
indirectly by
dissolving the
Parliament

President

President may
change
government bills

President may
postpone to the
first session after
next general
election

President and
government

President

President

President appoints
a large section of
senior civil
servants;
remainder
appointed by
government or
ministries

party groups
Parliament, or prime
minister

President after an
initiative by the
prime minister

President may
change
government bills

President may
postpone to the
next session

President and
government
President

Government
President

Number of senior
civil servants
appointed by
president was
reduced

Parliament, or prime
minister

President after an
initiative by the
prime minister

Presidential powers
to amend
government bills
largely eroded

Parliament may
immediately
override
presidential veto

Government

President in
cooperation with
the government

Government
President

President appoints
only a very limited
number of highest
civil servants

Source: The Constitution Act of Finland (Act 94/1919) with later amendments. The Constitution
of Finland (Act 731/1999).
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government. A ‘formateur’ will be chosen by parliament to take the initiative
in this process. According to an informal agreement between parliamentary
groups, the leader of the biggest parliamentary party will be the first individ-
ual offered the chance of taking on this responsibility. The formateur has
considerable power to decide which parties will participate in government; he
or she may call some parties to the negotiating table, while overlooking
others. Since the 1980s, it has been the Finnish practice to include two big
parties and a couple of smaller ones in governing coalitions, while leaving a
further ‘big’ party in opposition. The key question of the process is usually
which of the three big parties will be excluded from the coalition, and the
answer is generally policy-dependent. If questions of European integration
are particularly high on the agenda of negotiation, it is likely that the Social
Democrats and Conservatives will be relatively close to each other, and a
left-right coalition will be formed, leaving the Centre Party in opposition. If
traditional issues of income distribution and welfare are more prominent,
however, the probable outcome will be either a centre-left (Social Democrat
plus Centre Party) or centre-right (Conservative plus Centre Party)
coalition.?

The construction of governmental programmes is an institutionalized
process in Finland, and leads to the production of detailed, specific
and binding documents (Nousiainen 1991). Parties contribute position
papers, and the work of negotiation is divided into several sub-groups.
In effect, this largely affirms the partified nature of governance. On the
other hand, the final decision on coalition partners will not have been made
while negotiations remain in progress, and this makes the formateur an
important veto player in bargaining process. Interestingly, since 1991, a
new feature of programme negotiations has emerged. In the cases of several
ministries, senior civil servants have introduced their own programmatic
proposals into the negotiations, a move which probably enhances the
power of public administration. However, politicians supply the main prin-
ciples of programmatic ideas, while bureaucrats are important in drafting the
details.

The distribution of portfolios is a task in which the formateur has
limited power, since the bargaining is essentially an inter-party affair in
which the bigger parties take the most important portfolios. Neither does
the formateur have an entirely free hand in choosing ministers. While quite
free to select ministers from his or her own party, other coalition parties
nominate their own ministers. In summary, then, the process of government
formation in Finland is one in which the leader-formateur is an influential
player with the power to take initiatives and sometimes impose vetos, but in
which he or she nevertheless remains significantly constrained by the power
of the parties.
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Division of power between president and cabinet

Within the Finnish divided executive there are two kinds of sessions: Presi-
dential Sessions of Government, where the president takes the chair and
makes his or her decisions on the proposal of the government; and General
Meetings of Government, headed by the prime minister. When a bill is pre-
sented to parliament, when a law approved by parliament is ratified, and
when the president issues a decree, or appoints a civil servant, he or she acts
in the context of a Presidential Session. Each issue on the agenda is presented
by the minister concerned, but there is no voting in these sessions. As in a
pure presidential system, the president has the sole right to make the decision
in these cases, and is not tied to the opinion of the government. However, the
contrary is the case in respect of General Meetings of Government. Here,
decisions are made collegially, with issues sometimes put to the vote, but
more typically through the pursuit of inter-party consensus.

The new constitution strengthens the prerogatives of the government at
the expense of the president. The latter still formally presents government
bills to parliament, but if there is a disagreement between government and
president, the former may consider the bill anew, and re-present it to parlia-
ment without the president’s counter-signature. The process of presenting
government bills has thus been parliamentarized.

In foreign policy, both president and government enjoy their own preroga-
tives, which suggests that Finland has still not evolved into a fully parlia-
mentary model in this policy domain. Thus, of the member states, only
France and Finland send both president and prime minister to EU summits
(though in the French case, the former alone may represent his country, when
he has the support of a parliamentary majority). In the Finnish case, the
division of power in international affairs might be regarded as the Achilles’
heel of the constitution. The principle seems clear enough: the government
should take the lead in EU matters, while the president should take the lead
in other international affairs. But the borderline between the two is becoming
increasingly blurred as the EU develops. This gives rise to the prospect of a
constitutional crisis should the Finnish president and government ever dis-
agree on certain foreign policy matters, with both parts of the executive
claiming the right to have the last word (Jyrdnki 2000). Not surprisingly, as
European integration proceeds further, there are pressures to remove semi-
presidentialism in foreign affairs.

Finally, it should be noted that the president may assert himself or herself
over the government in one other respect—the power of appointment: senior
civil servants remain within the presidential prerogative. Indeed, in two cases,
President Halonen has appointed managers of the Bank of Finland against
the express wishes of the cabinet. Overall, then, although there has certainly
been some erosion of presidential power in respect of setting the legislative
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agenda and foreign policy, the president retains a significant degree of
autonomy from the government in some decision-making matters.

Division of power between parliament and cabinet

The Finnish parliament has mainly been a policy-influencing assembly, in
common with most parliamentary systems. Up to the 1950s, governments
were mostly weak and unstable; indeed, as recently as 1991, one-third of
parliamentarians could effectively veto legislation, which strengthened the
power of the opposition in relation to government. However, with the
stabilization of majority governments and the concomitant loss of opposition
power to delay legislation, the Finnish parliament has effectively become an
executive-dominated assembly, which exerts marginal influence on most
issues. About 99 per cent of the legislation is based on government bills,
and ministers’ supporters in parliament are active in supervising the legisla-
tive timetable. Virtually all private legislative initiatives taken by MPs fail.
The high tide of parliament’s power vis-a-vis the executive now occurs during
the formation of new governments. During such periods, parliamentary
party groups can make policy proposals, which, if included in the programme
of the new government, become politically binding.

Indicative of the developing ‘fusion’ of executive and legislature in Finland
is the extraordinary growth of prime ministerial presence in parliament. In
the 1970s and 1980s, some prime ministers appeared in plenary sessions of
parliament only a couple of times a year. Since 1990, it has become the norm
for premiers to address plenary sessions more than 100 times a year (Aula
2003: 96-8). This reflects the developing management of the parliamentary
agenda by the government, and the particular importance of the prime
minister to this process.

Division of power within the cabinet

Decisions by the Finnish government are either made collegially at General
Meetings of Government or, on minor departmental issues, by individual
ministers. Traditionally, most governmental decision-making in Finland
was of the former, collegial, variety (Nousiainen 1975), but in the mid-
1990s, decision-making was decentralized and the scope for individual min-
isterial governance expanded correspondingly. Thus, whereas in the late
1980s, about 2,000 decisions a year were made at General Meetings of
Government, since the late 1990s, this number has fallen to between 500
and 700 (Statistics Finland 2002: 555). In any case, as the number of issues
on the agenda has risen continuously since the 1960s, informal arenas of
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decision-making have become more important, while General Meetings have
been left as an arena of formal decision-making.

In Finland today, government committees and special ministerial groups
play an important role in the preparation of government policy. There are
four permanent ministerial committees (foreign and security policy; state
finance; economic policy; EU affairs) and several ministerial working groups
on special policy areas. Typically, each coalition party is represented on each
government committee and in most of the special ministerial groups. The
latter function as watchdogs of multiparty cohabitation by monitoring indi-
vidual ministers’ policy development: their brief is to ensure that individual
ministerial power does not endanger the carefully constructed political bal-
ance that was crafted during the formation of the governing coalition and
negotiation of a detailed programme of government. The prime minister also
plays a vital part, since he heads all the permanent ministerial committees,
and his role has become increasingly like that of the managing director of a
major corporation; he or she coordinates government activity and seeks to
ensure that the spirit of the coalition agreement is adhered to.

Since 2000, the prime minister and his or her office have also gained power
by taking on responsibility for coordinating the preparation of policy rele-
vant to the EU, a task inherited from the ministry of foreign affairs. This role
tends to increase bilateral connections between the prime minister’s office
and specific ministries, but EU membership also underlines the importance
of those ministers enjoying the biggest responsibilities in the EU council of
ministers, such as the minister of finance.

The increased coordinating responsibility of the prime minister is reflected
in the growing capacity afforded through the resources available in his or her
office. Thus, in 1990 there were approximately 150 civil servants working in
the Prime Minister’s Office, while this number had grown to 227 by 2000—a
growth rate of 50 per cent in a decade.

It should be borne in mind that a kind of informal inner cabinet operates in
Finland today (Murto 1994, 1997). This inner cabinet consists largely of the
leaders of the coalition parties. They occupy the most important government
committees and ministerial working groups and in this way supervise the
functioning of the ministerial governance. The core of this inner circle
consists of the prime minister and the leader of the other major coalition
partner. These are the two ‘biggest hitters’ in Finnish government, and any
informal understandings they might reach can seriously restrict the bargain-
ing power of smaller coalition parties.

In summary, the Finnish style of governance is a mixture of eroded formal
presidential rule, weakened cabinet government, and increased ministerial
governance, supervised by a growing network of government committees
and ministerial working groups. The prime minister lies at the centre of this
network and, in the increasing realm of EU matters, he or she is also the key
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actor in a new set of bilateral relationships with other decision-makers.
Finnish government remains strongly partified in many ways, but there is
no doubt that the prime minister enjoys significantly greater power resources
and autonomy than hitherto. The rising power of prime ministers within
the executive is based on their new-found autonomy from presidents,
their leadership in setting the daily agenda of government, their importance
in settling disputes within government (a job previously often done by
the president), and their role as the conductor of Finnish policy towards
the EU.

THE PARTY FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

Interviews with elite politicians tend to confirm the views of academic obser-
vers that trends towards electoralist organizations like the catch-all party
(Kirchheimer 1966), electoral-professional party (Panebianco 1988) or cartel
party (Katz and Mair 1995) are well established in Finland (Nousiainen
1996). Parties increasingly appeal to floating voters; membership in party
organizations is declining;’ the vertical ties between party leaders and mem-
bers have become weaker; and the relationship between party leaders and
supporters in the electorate is increasingly mediated by the national mass
media—especially television—at the expense of the local party organizations
(Sundberg 1994, 2002). These trends strengthen the position of party leaders,
and make them more autonomous of their extra-parliamentary organiza-
tions, and to a certain extent of their own parliamentary parties. Now, more
than ever, the opinions and statements of various party leaders are publicized
in the media on a daily basis.

Party leaders’ prominence has increasingly come to reflect their position in
government rather than their position within the party. Previously, during
the semi-presidential era, a president could quite easily choose to exclude
party leaders from the government, but since the 1980s, it has become the
rule that leaders of the parties in office should also be ministers. For these
politicians, their role as minister in a coalition government is at least as
important as their role as party leader. The need for consensus in a coalition
government increases their autonomy from the party. For prime ministers,
their role as prime minister clearly predominates over their role as party
leader. It is widely, though not universally, accepted by their followers that, if
a government succeeds, then the prime minister’s party will succeed. Only the
most militant ideologues in a prime minister’s party complain loudly about
the compromises made in the government.

In addition, there are a number of other factors, some of which we have
already touched upon, which serve to enhance the autonomy of prime
ministers from their parties.
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e First, as we have seen, the parliamentarization of the Finnish constitu-
tion means that the prime minister has become the effective head of the
political executive.

® Second, the prime minister is highly involved in international cooper-
ation and summitry, and gains considerable decision-making power
from this.

® Third, prime ministers in contemporary Finland enjoy the benefits of
stable majority coalitions that in most cases survive in office for the
whole electoral term.

e Fourth, Finnish prime ministers are nowadays quite free in their choice
of ministers from their own parties, although, unlike their British coun-
terparts, they cannot usually reshuffle ministers in mid-term without
very good reasons.

Meetings of extra-parliamentary party executives are often meetings in which
the prime minister and other ministers do little more than report on the
current activities of government. Thus, in day-to-day politics, the party
executive is largely subordinate to the ministerial group of the party. That
said, the prime minister does not have an entirely free hand. He or she still
has to take some care to monitor, via the party executive, the limits of his or
her autonomy. The executive not only serves as a communication channel for
party members, but will also reflect, and anticipate the reactions of, various
other actors who can limit the autonomy of the prime minister, including the
media, the public, and coalition partners.

If leaders of modern electoral-professional parties are generally given more
power within their organizations, they can, however, also be more vulnerable
to rebellion brought on by perceived electoral weaknesses. Between 1950 and
1979 none of the three major parties’ (Social Democrats, Centre Party, Con-
servative Party) leaders resigned or were dismissed because of their personal
unpopularity among voters, or because of the poor electoral performance of
their parties. Since 1980, however, six out of ten changes of party leader have
been provoked by disappointing electoral results or the low personal standings
of leaders in the eyes of the electorate (see Table 11.2). The choice of party
leaders now clearly turns on their real or supposed effects on voting behaviour.

THE ELECTORAL FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION
Personalization of electoral competition

Since the 1980s, there has been a growing tendency to emphasize the personal
role of leaders as figureheads of their party’s electoral campaign. As ideo-
logical differences between political parties have eroded, and election mani-
festos have become general and cursory, so parties have come to compete
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TABLE 11.2. Changes of major party leaders, Finland 1980-2003

Years as a
Party leaders party leader Reason for resignation
Social Democratic Party
Mr. Emil Skog 1946-57 power struggle in the party
Dr. Viin6 Tanner 1957-63 power struggle in the party, defeat
in general election *
Mr. Rafael Paasio 1963-75 natural rotation
Mr. Kalevi Sorsa 1975-87 electoral defeat *
Mr. Pertti Paasio 1987-91 electoral defeat *
Mr. Ulf Sundqvist 1991-93 poor personal image *
Mr. Paavo Lipponen 1993-2005 natural rotation
Mr. Eero Heindluoma 2005-
Centre Party
Dr. V. J. Sukselainen 1945-64 power struggle in the party
Dr. Johannes Virolainen 1965-80 power struggle in the party
Dr. Paavo Viyrynen 1980-90 natural rotation
Mr. Esko Aho 1990-2002 poor personal image, ‘insufficient’
electoral victory *
Mrs. Anneli Jadtteenmaki 2002-3 poor personal image *
Mr. Matti Vanhanen 2003-
Conservative Party
Mr. Arvo Salminen 1945-55 natural rotation
Mr. Jussi Saukkonen 1955-65 natural rotation
Mr. Juha Rihtniemi 1965-71 death of the party leader
Mr. Harri Holkeri 1971-79 natural rotation
Mr. Ilkka Suominen 1979-91 natural rotation
Mr. Pertti Salolainen 1991-94 poor personal image *
Mr. Sauli Niinisto 1994-2001 natural rotation
Mr. Ville Itdla 2001-2004 poor personal image, defeat in
general election
Mr. Jyrki Katainen 2004—

* Party leader resigned or was dismissed as a result of electoral defeat of the party, or poor
personal image of the party leader.

more and more on the basis of leaders’ images (Carlson 2000; Isotalus 1998;
Moring and Himmelstein 1993; Pekonen 1989).

This process has been facilitated by the advent, in the early 1990s, of
political advertising on radio and television. Hitherto, this had been prohib-
ited. The introduction of political advertising was part and parcel of the
general commercialization of the mass media in the country, with a growing
role for commercial TV channels and a growing number of local commercial
radio stations. In the general elections in 1995, 1999, and 2003 some political
parties focused their television adverts and posters on their leaders. Previ-
ously, this kind of imagery had been reserved for presidential elections. Now
it seems that even parliamentary elections are ‘presidentializing’.
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This reflects the fact that electoral competition between the three biggest
parties—the Social Democrats, the Centre Party, and the Conservative
Party—is increasingly also a competition for the next prime minister. Each
party seeks to present its leader as the most suitable formateur-prime minis-
ter. This constrains such leaders from adopting militant political stances,
privileging instead the quality of ‘statesmanship’ and the (perceived) ability
to manage a coalition government. Debate about the relative merits of rival
candidates for the prime ministership is thus an important new feature of
Finnish election campaigns. When it was up to the president to choose the
government formateur, the name of the next prime minister rarely featured as
an open issue in electoral campaigning. By the time of the 2003 general
election, discussion and speculation about the next premier had become
one of the key issues of the campaign.

Personalization of Voting Behaviour

It is to be expected that personal candidate effects should become more
influential as partisan loyalties erode. In the 1970s, about 80 per cent of
voters claimed to remain loyal to the same party across two consecutive
elections, but only two-thirds did by the 1990s. And indeed, there is some
evidence to suggest that leadership effects have generally become more
important for Finnish voters. Finnish Election Studies reveal that in 1991,
21 per cent of those who voted claimed that a positive evaluation of the party
leader had a big effect on their party choice, while the corresponding figure
stood at 33 per cent in 1999, and at 39 per cent in 2003.*

A more systematic examination of the changing impact of leadership
evaluations at the individual level can be provided by conducting a multi-
variate analysis of Finnish Voter Barometer survey data.’ In these surveys,
respondents are asked to evaluate various qualities of political parties, in-
cluding that of ‘skilful party leadership’. Using data gathered during the
election campaigns of 1975, 1978, 1990, 1995, 1999, and 2003, we can attempt
to assess the changing influence of leadership evaluations on those voting for
the three biggest political parties in Finland, the Social Democratic Party
(SDP), the Centre Party (Cent), and the Conservative Party (Cons). Logistic
regression is used, which is appropriate for situations in which the dependent
variable is dichotomous and the independent variables may be categorical
(Hosmer and Lemeshow 2000). Party vote is the dependent variable, with
respondents intending to vote for (or, in 2003, actually having voted for) the
party concerned coded 1, and all others coded 0.

A simple model based on two independent variables is tested: ‘party
loyalty’ is a dichotomous variable measuring whether or not a respondent
voted for the same party at the previous election; the other independent
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variable gauges (negative) leadership evaluations, scoring 1 for those re-
spondents judging the party to have an incompetent leadership, and 0 for
other respondents.® By controlling for party choice in the previous election,
we can estimate the independent effect of leadership evaluations on party
choice. The results of this logistic regression analysis are presented in
Table 11.3.

It can be seen that leadership evaluations explain more of the variance in
party choice in 1995, 1999, and 2003 than at earlier elections. For all three
parties, leadership evaluations are statistically significant predictors of party
choice in 1995; prior to then, however, leadership effects are not statistically
significant, except in the case of the SDP in 1975. The overall goodness of fit
of the models is indicated by the Nagelkerke R? coefficient, which may be
interpreted similarly to R? in a linear regression model (Norusis 1999: 45-7).
It is no surprise that the overall goodness of fit of each model is mainly
accounted for by respondent’s party choice in the previous election, even at
the three most recent elections: however, leadership evaluation does improve
the goodness of fit of the models in these years, while failing to do so prior
to 1995.

There is cross-national evidence from democratic states around the world
that parties in office are more prone to lose votes than parties in opposition.
This is the cost of ruling (Bengtsson 2002; Paldam and Scott 1995). But in the
context of coalition government, this raises the questions as to whether or not
the costs of ruling are particularly high for the prime minister’s party,
compared to other governing parties. If so, this would suggest that voters
attribute a particular responsibility for government to the individual who
heads the political executive. Table 11.4 presents figures on the electoral
performance of the prime minister’s party, other governing parties, and the
biggest opposition party at Finnish general elections from 1966 to 2003. With
the exception of 1983 and 2003, the share of the vote cast for the prime
minister’s party has always decreased. The result in 1983 is due to a Finnish
version of the ‘Mitterrand effect’—a political euphoria induced by the vic-
tory of the Social Democratic candidate for the presidency in 1982, the first
victory for the party at this level. The result in 2003 is explained by the
exceptional impact of the incumbent prime minister. The Finnish Election
Study reveals that 50 per cent of new Social Democratic Party voters said
that an important reason for their party choice was the incumbent prime
minister and SDP leader, Paavo Lipponen, whom they felt would be the best
prime minister for the next government.

The reverse side of the cost of ruling is that the share of votes cast for the
biggest party in opposition has increased at all general elections except in
1972. (On that occasion the Conservative opposition was in some disarray
following the death of the party leader a year before the election). However,
the key point, from our perspective, is that with the growth of prime



TABLE 11.3. Logistic regression analysis of electoral support for the major parties in Finland, 1975-99

Social Democratic Party

Centre Party

Conservative Party

1975 1979 1991 1995 1999 2003 1975 1979 1991 1995 1999 2003 1975 1979 1991 1995 1999 2003
Party loyalty 4553 89.66 46.19 3395 48.45 39.18 198.62 128.77 60.93 41.05 3649 722 95.64 16535 28.71 50.01 50.69 51.5
soksk sk sk sk sk seksk sk seksk sk seksk seksk sk sk sk seksk sk skskeok sk
Negative evaluation ~ 0.37 0.58 0.78 0.16 0.11 025 025 032 054 008 036 023 097 047 08 021 0.05 037
of party leadership
Constant 0.12  0.06 007 012 0.06 0.11 0.04 0.05 0.08 0.06 0.07 013 0.03 0.05 0.07 004 0.07 0.03
soksk ks skksk koksk ks skkok koksk skkok ks soksk skoksk soksk soksk Hoksk soksk ks skoksk ks
—2 log likelihood 815.1 631.3 539.5 819.2 561.8 419.6 419.8 505.5 515.3 591.4 619.1 3722 4151 478.1 559.0 605.6 622.2 349.1
Nagelkerke R2 053 0.63 050 052 056 054 063 0.62 050 053 048 061 053 063 039 053 053 0.57
Increase in the 0.00 0.00 000 005 0.07 004 000 0.00 0.00 0.05 001 004 0.00 000 0.00 004 002 002
Nagelkerke R?
contributed by the
leadership
evaluation
variable
Number of cases 1,143 1,196 940 1,388 1,222 753 1,143 1,196 940 1,388 1,222 753 1,143 1,196 940 1,388 1,222 753

Notes: The dependent variable is coded 1 for respondents intending to vote for party concerned and 0 for other respondents. The independent variables are coded as

follows:

Party loyalty: 1 — respondent voted for the party concerned at previous election; 0 — voted for other party or no party at all.

Evaluation of party leadership: 1 — respondent evaluates party leader negatively (incompetent leadership); 0 — respondent evaluates party leader positively or has no

clear opinion on this matter.

Regression coefficients in the table are e® coefficients, which can be interpreted as odds ratios. Significance of the regression coefficient is tested with Wald statistics.
##%p < 0.001; ¥ p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; (*) p < 0.10. Overall goodness of fit of the model is measured by —2 log likelihood coefficient and the Nagelkerke R? coefficient

(see Norusis 1999).

Source: Finnish Voter Barometer Surveys FSD1002 (1975), FSD1005 (1978), FSD1016 (1990), FSD1031 (1995), FSD1038 (1999), and Finnish Election Study 2003

FSD1260 (2003).



Finland: Let the Force Be with the Leader 263

TABLE 11.4. Electoral performance of prime minister’s party, other governing parties,
and the biggest opposition party in general elections, 1966—99

1966 1970 1972 1975 1979 1983 1987 1991 1995 1999 2003

Prime minister’s party —-1.7 -3.8 —-0.7 —-09 —-1.0 28 -2.6 —3.8 —5.0 —-54 1.6
Other governing parties —2.1 —10.2 1.8 -0.1 -22 -3.0 -2.7 -33 —-19 3.6 —4.0
All governing parties -38 —-140 1.1 -1.0 -32 -02 -53 -7.1 —69 —-1.8 —-24
Biggest opposition party 7.7 42 -04 08 33 04 10 72 62 26 23

Note: All figures are changes in the percentage share of votes won.
Source: Statistics Finland, Statistics on General Elections.

ministerial power under the newly parliamentarized polity of the 1990s, the
prime minister’s party has in most general elections lost more support than
the other coalition parties in combination. If people are dissatisfied with the
coalition government in office, they are prone to punish the prime minister’s
party. This has been the electoral cost of presidentialization for the premier’s

party.

Prime minister and party leaders in the media

The structure of the mass media in Finland has altered radically in recent
decades. Notable features of change include the declining role of the party-
linked press, the growing predominance of television, and the advent of
commercial mass media. There are three changes in the relationship between
politics and the media which are of particular significance for the question of
presidentialization.”

1. Contemporary politics enters the public domain in real time. Previously,
it was possible for politicians to make decisions, and subsequently make
them public. Nowadays, the gap between the stages in this two-step
process has been greatly reduced as the media monitors and broadcasts
political news every hour of the day. The daily agenda of politics is
much more closely connected to the daily agenda of the media.

2. Political decisions and statements are increasingly made in the media.
The real time connection between political and media agendas encour-
ages politicians to issue many of the most important political state-
ments through the media rather than in parliament. The attempt to
shape the media’s agenda is a continuous and important part of con-
temporary politics.

3. The media personalize politics. There are several reasons for this. Ideo-
logical differences between political parties have diminished; political
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issues are often technical and arcane; national decisions are often made
in the complex framework of European or global developments; and
the agenda of political decision-making is increasingly crowded. By
focusing on the current opinions, conflicts, and traits of political lead-
ers, the media avoids the challenging complexity of issues. Moreover, in
the commercial sector, it is often more rewarding (that is, profitable) for
the media to focus on the personalities of politicians.

All these changes have contributed to the rising visibility of the prime
minister in the media. Up to the 1960s, the activities of the Finnish parlia-
ment were quite extensively reported in the Finnish mass media; indeed,
parliament was more central to the focus of the media than the government.
The president and even the speaker of parliament received as much, or more,
media attention than the prime minister. From the 1960s, however, this
began to change. The government became more prominent in the media,
and the publicity accorded to the prime minister began to grow inexorably
(Murto 1994: 364-5). In 1967, the prime minister was mentioned on 115 days
on the editorial or front pages of Helsingin Sanomat, the biggest daily
newspaper in Finland—that is, in 32 per cent of all issues that year. By
1986, this had risen to 145 issues (40 per cent), and to half of all issues by
2002 (Nousiainen 1992: 74-5; Puoskari 2002). The parliamentarization of the
political system, Finnish membership of the European Union, and the inter-
nationalization of political decision-making have been the most important
factors driving the growing media visibility of the prime minister during the
last decade. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that the prime minister is now
a far more visible figure in the media than the president.

CONCLUSION

Since the 1980s, the Finnish political system has gradually changed from a
semi-presidential to a parliamentary one. The prerogatives of the president
have to a large extent been removed, while those of the cabinet have been
strengthened, and the prime minister has become the effective head of the
executive. That said, the president still retains some prerogatives, especially
in foreign policy, and in appointing senior civil servants, which serves to
differentiate Finland from ‘normal’ parliamentary systems.

Several factors underlie these changes, the most important of which is
the collapse of the Soviet Union. This eliminated the legitimacy of
an authoritarian form of presidential rule in the foreign policy domain.
Indeed, discussion of the excessive powers of the president in this respect
started after the retirement of President Kekkonen in 1981. Finland’s mem-
bership in the European Union from 1995 increased the need to have a
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broader parliamentary basis for national decision-making in international
affairs. Furthermore, the improved coalitional capability of political
parties in contemporary Finland has facilitated the shift towards govern-
mental power at the expense of the president. The growing predictability of
processes of coalition-formation and the enhanced stability of government
have both reduced the need or space for presidential intervention in day-
to-day politics.

In conjunction with the formal de-presidentialization of Finnish politics,
however, there has been a de facto ‘re-presidentialization’ in the sense of the
general model set out in this book. That is, since the time of the Ahtisaari
presidency (1994-2000), Finnish prime ministers have become much more
‘presidential’ figures in their own right, although this should be understood in
the context of the limits imposed by multiparty governance and collabor-
ation with the president in foreign affairs.

Most of the causes of the de facto ‘re-presidentialization’ of Finnish
politics are structural rather than contingent. The internal activities of pol-
itical parties have declined as they have transformed themselves into modern
electoralist organizations, and the autonomy of the leaders from their parties
has increased. Government formateurs are no longer dependent on the close
involvement of presidents in the process of making new governments. The
new constitution radically increases the power of the cabinet relative to the
president. And the power and status of the prime minister inside the cabinet
has grown with a changing model of executive rule in which he or she has
become the key coordinating figure in a centre of network of decision-making
processes and structures.

In addition, the electoral face of presidentialization in Finland also de-
pends largely on structural causes of change. Thus, partisan dealignment and
ideological convergence between the parties has made space for the person-
alization of politics. Leadership image matters far more now, both to party
competition and voting behaviour. The personalization of politics, in com-
bination with the declining role of party organizations, enhances the auton-
omy of party leaders within their own parties. Thus, among the parties in
office, meetings of the extra-parliamentary party executives are not so much
decision-making arenas, as opportunities for the leader and other govern-
ment ministers to report on current governmental policy developments.
Parties in opposition are more autonomous in setting the agenda of the
extra-parliamentary party.

The growing presidentialization of electoral processes can benefit and
impose costs on the major parties competing for national governmental
office. At most general elections during the last two decades, the prime
minister’s party has generally been a big loser. If people are dissatisfied
with the incumbent government—and it seems they often are—then they
are prone to blame the prime minister’s party.
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Under the semi-presidential system, contingent factors largely conditioned
shifts in the balance of power between president and prime minister. Presi-
dents are now doomed to be the weaker partners, though personal factors
remain important to the relationship and can affect the authority and auton-
omy of the premier. In a multiparty system with coalition governments, de
facto presidentialization operates somewhat differently from the way it does
in a two-party system. [t always takes time for party leaders to ‘presidentialize’
themselves, for they must have a long career in politics, and must be accepted
and respected by several parties, not just their own. In contemporary Finland,
the leaders with the strongest presidential capacities contest the premiership
rather than the presidency, but in the context of multiparty government, the
personal authority of the prime minister tends to develop gradually during the
period in office. Thus, while there are certainly very real constraints on de facto
presidentialization, and it does not operate quite as it would in a majoritarian
democracy with a two-party system, it is nonetheless tangible.

NOTES

1. In fact, this practice had been followed as an informal convention for several
decades, but it is not insignificant that it was now transformed into a formal
constitutional requirement.

2. Much of this section of the chapter is based on the following expert interviews
conducted by the author in 2002:

Aho, Esko. Prime Minister, 1991-5. Centre Party. 27 May 2002.

Heikkinen, Ari. Secretary General of Green League. 4 January 2002.

Holkeri, Harri. Prime Minister, 1987-91. Conservative Party. 7 January 2002.
Kankare, Matti. Secretary General of the Conservative Party. 4 January 2002.
Lankia, Eero. Secretary General of the Centre Party. 4 January 2002.

Linna, Markku. Secretary of State in the ministry of education. 7 January 2002.
Sorsa, Kalevi. Prime Minister, 1972-5, 1977-9, 1982-7. Social Democratic Party.
7 January 2002.

3. In 1980, there were in total approximately 750,000 members of Finnish political
parties (18 per cent of the adult population). In 2003, there were about 400,000
members (10 per cent of the adult population).

4. These data sets are archived by the Finnish Social Science Data Archive. Finnish
Election Study 1991 (FSD1018); Finnish Election Study 1999 (FSD1042);
Finnish Election Study 2003 (FSD1260).

5. The Finnish Voter Barometer data are also supplied by the Finnish Social Science
Data Archive, with the following archive reference numbers: FSD1002 (1975),
FSD1005 (1978), FSD1016 (1990), FSD1031 (1995), FSD1038 (1999).

6. In the 2003 election study, there was a barometer question asking respondents to
express their like or disike for each party leader on a scale running from 0 to 10.
For this chapter, a dummy variable was created from this attitudinal barometer.

7. Again, this section draws on the sources listed in note 2.
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The Presidentialization of
Portuguese Democracy?

Marina Costa Lobo'

The future points to a personalization of politics. When ideological barriers break,
leaders emerge to lead the parties and politics. I am a prime ministerial candidate
precisely in a time of dilution of ideological barriers—a time when leaders have
become the main point of reference. ... For democracy to gain credibility, it is
important that the population is able to hold someone accountable for what was
and what was not accomplished. I don’t think it is negative for politics to have a
human face.?

INTRODUCTION

This chapter seeks to explain the extent to which Portuguese democracy has
become presidentialized in the sense outlined in Chapter 1, and to discuss
possible causes. Presidentialization has been identified as a trend in several
advanced industrial democracies, regardless of their constitutional frame-
work (see, for instance, Foley 1993; Jones 1991). According to our analytical
framework, it is possible to distinguish three faces of presidentialization—the
executive, the party, and the electoral. Before we analyse the empirical detail
of these aspects of the phenomenon, it is first necessary to consider how the
framework can be applied to the case of a semi-presidential regime such as
Portugal’s. It is also important to explain why the discussion of presidentia-
lization in Portugal refers to increased autonomy and power resouces of the
prime minister, and not the president of the Republic.

THE EVOLVING SEMI-PRESIDENTIAL CONTEXT

In his classic article on semi-presidentialism, Duverger included Portugal
among the list of countries he designated ‘semi-presidential’. According to
him, there were three defining characteristics of such a regime: first, a
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president elected by direct universal suffrage; second, a president with con-
siderable political powers; third, a prime minister and ministers possessing
considerable executive and governmental powers and responsible to parlia-
ment (Duverger 1980: 166). This system does not amount to an alternation
between a parliamentary form of government and a presidential one. In a
semi-presidential system, even when faced with a hostile parliamentary ma-
jority, the president still has considerable autonomy; however, a president in
a semi-presidential system is never the sole executive, since the prime minister
is responsible to parliament for the government. From these constitutional
rules very different political systems may emerge, depending on the consti-
tutional detail and the workings of the party system. In Portugal, constitu-
tional and party system changes since 1976 have altered the functioning of
the political system, and bear upon the theme of presidentialization since the
mid-1980s.

According to the Portuguese constitution of 1976, the government was
accountable not only to parliament, as in other parliamentary democracies,
but also to the President of the Republic (Article 193). This meant that the
president could withdraw his political confidence in a government (that is,
force it to resign), even if it enjoyed the support of the assembly. Moreover,
the president had the power to nominate the prime minister (Article 136),
after considering an election result: if no majority could be found in parlia-
ment, the president could try to engineer a majority himself, as was the case
in 1978. In fact, until 1982, the government lay at the intersection between the
two sources of legitimacy laid down by the constitution: the military-revolu-
tionary and the party-pluralistic, represented respectively by the President of
the Republic and the Council of the Revolution on one hand, and the
assembly on the other (Canotilho and Moreira 1991: 27).% The government’s
difficulty in asserting its power reflected the tension between these two
sources of legitimacy, especially when there was no majority in the assembly.
The president was attributed particular powers in the conduct of foreign
policy (Article 139), although he needed the countersignature of the prime
minister to declare war, to ratify treaties once they had been approved by
parliament, and to appoint ambassadors. More importantly, the president
had a suspensive veto? over any laws that had been submitted to him by the
assembly for promulgation, and was able to veto any government decree-
laws submitted to him (Article 278).

The 1976 constitution also states that the government conducts the general
policy of the country, is the highest body of public administration (Article
185), and attributes to the prime minister a clear ascendancy within govern-
ment. First, it is the prime minister’s function to direct, coordinate and guide
all ministerial actions, and to direct the workings of government, establishing
the general relations between it and other institutions (Article 204); second,
ministers are nominated by the president on the proposal of the prime
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minister (Article 190); third, Article 189 underlines the primacy of the latter
within the executive by stating that the resignation of the prime minister
implies the resignation of the entire government. Thus, within the semi-
presidential framework set out in 1976, the prime minister was effectively
the head of government.

In 1982, the constitution was revised: the powers of the president in policy
terms were reduced, and his control over the government ‘in normal circum-
stances’ was also curtailed (Araujo 2003). With that revision, the government
became politically responsible only to the assembly. This meant that in
contrast to the original draft, the president could now no longer dismiss the
government by invoking a lack of political trust, although he could still do so
in ‘exceptional’ political circumstances (that is, in order ‘to ensure the regular
functioning of democratic institutions’ [Article 136]). Moreover, even though
the president retained the power to veto any law, the suspensive veto was
abolished, with respect to both assembly laws and government decree-laws.
Even more fundamentally, the 1982 constitutional revision dissolved the
council of the revolution, a military body that functioned as a constitutional
court; for some analysts this move signalled the final step in the consolidation
of democracy in Portugal, removing the tension in the 1976 constitution
between the military-revolutionary and party-pluralist sources of legitimacy
(see, for instance, Linz and Stepan 1996).

Subsequent changes in the party system have ensured that the government
has been the great beneficiary of these constitutional changes. Between 1976
and 1987, the party system was characterized by the existence of four rela-
tively strong parties—one of which was anti-system—and a high degree of
government instability. During that first decade of democracy, governments
proved quite vulnerable: none survived a full term, each lasting on an average
for eleven months. In contrast, between 1987 and 2002, the two centre parties
have alternated in government. In 1987, the centre-right (Partido Social
Democrata—PSD) led by Cavaco Silva, won an absolute majority, and
governed alone for the full term. In the 1991 elections, Cavaco Silva and
the PSD were returned to power, their majority reinforced. In 1995, the
Socialists (Partido Socialista—PS), led by Antonio Guterres, won a comfort-
able working minority on a ‘“Third Way’ platform. Thus, for the first time
there was alternation in government, with the PS government lasting a full
term. In 1999, the PS renewed its mandate, but was unable to complete a
full parliamentary term in office. Prime Minister Guterres resigned on the
night of the local elections, and new legislative elections were held in March
2002 (Freire and Lobo 2002). No party emerged with an absolute majority,
but the PSD formed a coalition with the conservative right-wing (Centro
Democratico Social-Partido Popular—CDS-PP).

An analysis of the effective number of parliamentary parties in Portugal
shows that it has decreased substantially since 1987, largely due to the
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concentration of votes in the two largest centre parties, the PS and the PSD.’
This trend continues, with the combined PS and the PSD vote share climbing
to 77.7 per cent in 2002. Thus, since 1976 the party system has evolved from a
relatively polarized and fragmented system to a bipolar and majoritarian
one.

The constitutional revisions of 1982, which sought to curtail presiden-
tial power, coupled with the party system changes described, have led to
claims that the system has become presidentialized. According to Moreira
(1989: 36):

The [1987 legislative] elections must be understood as a triumph for the prime
minister, who broke party barriers, and not as a triumph of the party which served
as a platform for him. So, we must consider that these elections provoked a regime
change, without a constitutional reform [...] we suggest calling it presidentialism of
the prime minister.

This opinion was not readily accepted in presidential quarters, with President
Soares vehemently refuting such a regime characterization (Soares 1992: 37).
However, the Portuguese public seem to perceive the growing power of the
prime minister. Successive opinion polls, carried out in 1978, 1983, and 1993,
asked the Portuguese to list the most powerful national institutions and
found that the prime minister has always been perceived as more powerful
than the council of ministers (Bacalhau 1993). And although the prime
minister was not considered as important as the president in 1978 or 1983,
perceptions of the relative power of these two actors had clearly changed a
decade later, by which time Cavaco Silva had held the premiership for eight
years. Thus, in 1993, 50.3 per cent of those interviewed considered the prime
minister to be the most powerful political office, whereas the council of
ministers maintained its perceived share of importance, and the president’s
decreased. Evidently, the combined impact of constitutional and party sys-
tem changes was not lost on the Portuguese people. This provides a cue for
the remainder of this chapter.

THE PARTY FACE OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION®

Leaders in Portugal have generally been considered pre-eminent within their
parties, as a result of the conditions in which the major parties were created,
and the rules governing the internal distribution of power (Lobo 2002). The
real questions here, however, are whether leadership power has increased
within the parties since democratization, and whether parties and leaders
have become more autonomous of each other.

An analysis of modes of election of national executive bodies of the four
main Portuguese parties reveals some differences. The Communist Party
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(Partido Comunista Portugués—PCP) is the most centralized party from this
perspective,” and the centre-right PSD and the conservative CDS/PP the
most decentralized, in that their national congresses elect the national execu-
tive bodies.® The PS (Partido Socialista) is an intermediate case in which
there have been successive statutory changes, sometimes centralizing, other
times decentralizing, the process of electing the national executive (Lobo
2002: 261-3). That said, one can discern a creeping trend of presidentializa-
tion in the two largest parties, the PS and the PSD. In 1998, the Socialist
Party introduced direct election of the secretary-general by the rank-and-file
members; candidates must have gathered the signatures of at least 1,000 mem-
bers.” In effect, this innovatory process, while democratizing, serves to
enhance the leader’s autonomy of party activists. In the PSD, there have
also been recent calls for direct election of the party leader. At the party
congresses in 1999 and 2001, a growing faction declared itself in favour of
this change, but did not manage to gather enough votes to carry the motion.
Once again, the objective seems to be the sidelining of party activists, who in
the PSD have traditionally held powers with respect to the election of
national bodies and the choice of parliamentary candidates.

Candidate-selection in Portugal is orientated towards the needs of the list
PR electoral system. Apart from the PSD, which has a de jure decentralized
process, all other parties can be considered relatively centralized in respect of
this function (Freire 2001b: 45-55). Yet it is necessary to distinguish between
official party statutes and actual practice. Thus, during the period when
Cavaco Silva was prime minister and PSD leader, it seems that his de facto
power was even greater than the statutes suggested, and moreover was
contingent on the electoral success of the party; this suggests a degree of
intra-party presidentialization (Lobo 2002: 264). Cavaco Silva (2002: 278)
explained thus his growing role in parliamentary candidate selection by 1987:
‘On the one hand my authority in the party had grown [after two years as
prime minister]. On the other, the chances of a large rise in PSD voting in the
upcoming elections increased the number of seats to distribute.’

With regard to party election programmes, analysis of the statutes shows
that, where it is regulated, the process is relatively centralized. In the PSD,
the party’s national council has to approve the general outline of the pro-
gramme. Only the PSD and the CDS-PP formally regulate the formation of
coalition governments; in both cases, it is the national council which delib-
erates on coalition with other parties. Regarding the composition of govern-
ment, only the PSD states that its national political committee has to approve
it. Despite this power, from a constitutional perspective, it is the prime
minister who proposes the members of government. Thus, Cavaco Silva
(2002: 103) recalls that ‘I had total freedom from the party to choose the
members of government, for the entirety of my time as prime minister.” In
coalition governments, it is necessary to discuss the composition with other
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parties. Even then, however, the prime minister has a veto power over the rest
of the parties in government.'®

Despite the statutory obligations of the PSD, and the agreement needed
when there are coalition governments, there is evidence that in matters of
government formation the Portuguese prime minister has been able to ‘gov-
ern past parties’ through the use of independent nominees in government.
This phenomenon is not recent to Portugal, but stems from the implantation
of democracy. Both the centre-right PSD governments and the centre-left PS
governments have included a substantial number of individuals who were not
affiliated to the governing party. In the case of the PSD, in 1985, 40 per cent
of junior ministers were independents, with the proportion decreasing to 30
per cent in 1987 and 15 per cent in 1991. In the Guterres governments, 31 per
cent of ministers were independents in 1995, and 28 per cent in 1999 (Lobo
2002: 266). The two parties thus have somewhat different patterns of recruit-
ment to government, with independents more likely to be appointed as
ministers by the left, and as junior ministers by the right. Still, both patterns
evidence the capacity of the prime minister to ignore the party in constructing
cabinets. However, it is striking that the number of independent members of
the PSD governments (1985-95) decreased over time. This trend points to a
‘partification’ of government rather than its presidentialization.

Finally, have leaders become more dependent on electoral results? Again,
there is variation among parties. Looking only at legislative elections, the
PCP’s leader is clearly immune to poor party results. Carlos Carvalhas
presided over the collapse of the Communists’ vote in the 1990s, and yet
his unrivalled leadership of the party endured. However, other party leaders
have apparently become more dependent on election results. The small CDS/
PP brought in three leaders between 1991 and 1995 in an attempt to prevent
the party’s continued electoral decline. In the PSD, party resignations up
to 1985 were largely motivated by struggles over intra-party factionalism,
rather than election results. In 1995, however, Cavaco Silva resigned as party
leader, partly in anticipation of poor electoral results at the following
elections.

On the left, whereas the Socialists’ ‘historic leader’ Mario Soares suffered a
series of electoral defeats in 1979 and 1980 without any consequence for his
power, Antonio Guterres resigned as prime minister and party leader in
December 2001, largely because of expectations of poor performance at the
forthcoming elections. That said, the current incumbents as PSD and PS
leaders, Durdao Barroso and Ferro Rodrigues, have withstood legislative
election defeats, in 1999 and in 2001 respectively. Overall, the power of
party leaders now seems more contingent upon electoral results, though
this is obviously not the only significant factor.

Overall, we might say that, in the Portuguese case, the circumstances of
democratization helped generate a high degree of personalization of party
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politics from the outset, a feature since overlaid by the tendency of major
party leaders to enhance their intra-party power resources and autonomy in
various ways. What of leadership power within government?

THE EXECUTIVE FACE

The growth of prime ministerial power in Portugal can be understood from
an analysis of the policy-making instruments the head of government has at
his disposal. In essence, the resources available to the prime minister have
been strengthened since 1987 through the reorganization of the prime min-
ister’s office and support structures, and through the nomination of ministers
without portfolio to oversee other ministers’ work.

Analysis of the resources of the Presidency of the Council of Ministers
(PCM)—in effect, the Portuguese Cabinet Office—reveals an increase in
spending on prime ministerial support structures from 1989 onwards. Inter-
estingly, this increase in resources has been geared towards the PCM’s
political bodies—that is, those freely nominated by the PM—rather than its
bureaucratic structures: with the exception of 1992, it is the former which has
predominated in expenditure terms.'' The increased expenditure on political
support has been shared almost equally between the prime minister’s cab-
inet'* and his ministers without portfolio (respectively enjoying growth of
53 per cent and 55 per cent). By 1995, the prime minister’s cabinet absorbed
58.2 per cent of the political support budget. Clearly, then, since the late
1980s there has been a conscious effort to direct resources towards the prime
minister’s critical support structures.

Within the PCM, the prime minister’s cabinet is the only body specifically
responsible for providing support for prime ministerial action.'® Initially, it
should be said, its size and purpose was quite limited compared to similar
bodies elsewhere in Western Europe. A decree-law of 1977 stipulated the
number of advisers allotted to each governmental post, entitling the prime
minister to a maximum of ten advisers and four secretaries.'* A report issued
in 1985 on the functions of the prime minister’s cabinet observed:

Given the information available, it is estimated that the prime minister’s cabinet has
very scant intervention in the legislative process. We do not know what kind of
support the cabinet provides for the purpose of preparing Council of Ministers’
meetings; everything suggests, however, that the cabinet provides essential personal
and political support to the prime minister (Braganga 1985: 23).

Thus, in the mid-1980s, the cabinet did not seem to fulfil the function of
providing policy advice to the prime minister.

However, from 1985 onwards (under Cavaco Silva), the number of per-
sonnel and the competencies attributed to the cabinet increased. Thus, the
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cabinet came to include an extra twenty expert policy advisers, each with his
or her own own portfolio.'* In addition to these policy specialists, there were
three people employed to deal exclusively with the prime minister’s relation-
ship with the media. Interestingly, Cavaco Silva’s chosen advisers were
generally not senior PSD members because, the prime minister did not
want to bring the ‘party’ into his cabinet. It is important to stress that even
under Cavaco Silva, prime minister’s cabinets were hardly formidable struc-
tures of policy support: they were relatively small, were not partisan, and
functioned at the margins of governmental activity. Still, the reinforcing of
cabinet structures since 1985 can reasonably be seen as an attempt by the
prime minister to increase his autonomy from the party and from other
members of government. To this extent, it is consistent with the concept of
presidentialization which we are investigating in this book.

Ministers without portfolio have also been used by Portuguese prime
ministers to further their political power. They are seen as trouble-shooters
and progress-chasers for the prime minister, and are thus a reflection of his
power to influence others and control government. Those nominated have
been loyal party supporters of each prime minister, and in two cases replaced
them as party leaders, with the premier’s blessing. When Mario Soares
resigned as PS leader to run for the presidency in 1985, he supported Antonio
Almeida Santos to take his place. A decade later, in 1995, Fernando
Nogueira was chosen as PSD leader, to facilitate Cavaco Silva’s (unsuccess-
ful) presidential bid. In short, the growing number of ministers without
portfolio can be regarded as a measure of the personalization of government
leadership.

Whereas ministers without portfolio have been a tool for Portuguese prime
ministers throughout the democratic era, Cavaco Silva resuscitated and
exploited an office created during the dictatorship, namely that of Minister
of the Presidency. This may have contributed to the presidentialization of the
executive by insulating the prime minister from certain procedural and
political matters: that is, by removing the need for the prime minister to
take direct responsibility for these mundane issues he is left more free to
concentrate on a strategic, coordinating role. The incumbent is a loyal
facilitator of the prime ministerial will, which affords the prime minister
simultaneously greater power resources and autonomy from the rest of
government. Again, this is consistent with the general impact of the overall
increase in resources available to the Portuguese prime minister since the
1980s.

Moving beyond the question of the resources at the disposal of the prime
minister vis-a-vis other members of government, it is important to enquire
whether the working methods in government tend towards the collective or
the individual, and whether there have been changes in this respect. Our
model of presidentialized government places greater emphasis on bilateral
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decision-making methods (involving the head of the executive and individual
ministers) and less emphasis on collegial decision-making in the Council of
Ministers.

Qualitative research conducted on Portuguese government ministers'®
reveals a distinction between policy and “political’ issues.'” With respect to
the former, ministers concurred that the council of ministers was central to
decision-making. Until 1985, the lack of preparatory work in committees
meant that the Council was overwhelmed by the detail of policy issues,
leading to very long and tedious meetings, and leaving no time for political
debate. Ministers from all governments between 1976 and 1985 complained
about council of ministers meetings for these reasons. From 1987 onwards,
Cavaco Silva instituted a weekly junior ministers’ meeting, chaired by the
minister of the presidency, at which technical matters would be discussed,
with the objective of decreasing the number of unresolved issues facing the
council of ministers. Parallel to this, Cavaco Silva institutionalized regular
bilateral meetings with ministers in which the latter were obliged to account
for their actions and the extent to which the government programme was
being fulfilled. These occasions presented the premier with an opportunity to
provide feedback and direction to individual members of the government:
the coordinating potential of this is self-evident (Silva 2002: 124-5).

The council of ministers has generally not been the preferred venue for
strategic political coordination. Until 1987 such matters were rarely on the
agenda of the council of ministers, primarily because the meeting was over-
burdened with concrete policy issues; discussion of the main political issues
of the day was secondary (Lobo, 2005: 247). Although it was the practice of
some prime ministers, such as Sa Carneiro, Balsemao, and Cavaco Silva, to
start council of ministers meetings by making a summary of political events,
this was essentially a monologue rather than a discussion.

Instead, political decision-making occurred increasingly in an inner cab-
inet, formed around the prime minister and including mostly senior party
members (see Table 12.1). The S& Carneiro government, a right-wing coali-
tion which lasted from 1979 to 1980,'® was the first to institute an inner
cabinet, which met weekly. According to Freitas do Amaral, Minister of
Foreign Affairs in that government, this meeting was ‘an informal gathering
each Friday, where political action for the following week was planned,
including a discussion on the most delicate political issues, such as the
relationship with the president and the political image of the government.
This was one of the secrets of success of the first AD (Alianga Democrdtica)
government, for it gave a clear political guidance to the government.’!
Between 1983 and 1985, during the PS-PSD coalition, there were also
meetings to coordinate political issues, although according to Rui Machete,
Minister of Justice at the time, they were ad hoc.?® On the contrary, ministers
interviewed who belonged to Cavaco Silva’s governments, attributed great
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importance to the ‘inner’ cabinet. Thus, a common trait of Portuguese
governments’ decision-making both before and after the 1987 electoral
watershed has been the formation of inner cabinets to decide on political
issues. These inner cabinets are one of the preferred working methods
of Portuguese prime ministers, and constitute evidence that political de-
cisions are collective even though they do not include the whole of the
government. This has to be taken into account when assessing the degree
to which there is a trend of intra-governmental presidentialization in Portu-
gal. That said, note that whereas in the AD coalition government the inner
cabinet included ministers from different parties, under Cavaco Silva it
included mostly the premier’s most fervent supporters. Thus, it is possible
to conclude that the inner cabinet itself gradually came to act as a structure
which empowered the prime minister, rather than as a collective decision-
making body.

Table 12.1 shows the party and ministerial positions of the members of
inner cabinets since 1979. It is clear from this that most inner cabinet
members were also senior party members. It may perhaps seem obvious
that in a coalition, such as the Sa Carneiro or Soares governments, there
should be restricted meetings for political coordination consisting essentially
of coalition party leaders. However, that they are also used under single-
party governments attests to the enduring importance of parties and party
links in political decision-making. Under Cavaco Silva’s successive execu-
tives the composition of the inner cabinet did not change substantially, but its
members’ positioning within the PSD became more firmly entrenched: thus,
in 1985 two members of the inner cabinet did not belong to the National
Political Committee, the highest PSD body, but by 1991 they were all
members of that body. It is not the party as an organization which is
important, or the party in parliament, but the members of the National
Political Committee who are also ministers. The message of Table 12.1 is
that political decisions remain collective in Portuguese government, even if
they are not open to the entire Council of Ministers; that is, parties continue
to be central to political decisions, since practically all members of inner
cabinets are senior party members.

Thus, it is clear that after 1985 there was a concerted effort to improve the
working of the core executive by reinforcing the position of the prime
minister. However, not all of the innovations discussed in this section can
be considered to constitute the presidentialization of government. Bilateral
meetings and the strengthening of the prime minster’s cabinet are clear signs
of this tendency, but the centrality of inner cabinets composed of senior party
members is not. The evidence on presidentialization is thus mixed concerning
the intra-governmental sphere: in certain respects the power resources and
the autonomy of the prime minister have undeniably been enhanced, but
parties continue to play a significant role.



TABLE 12.1. The party positions of inner cabinet members in Portugal

Government Inner cabinet members Government portfolio Senior party position
AD Sa Carneiro PM President PSD
1979-80 Balsemao Minister Adjoint to PM National Political Committee (NPC)—PSD

(PSD-CDS-PPM)
PS-PSD

1983-5

PSD minority
1985-7

PSD majority
1987-91

PSD majority
1991-5

Freitas do Amaral
Amaro Costa
Pulido Valente
Mario Soares

Mota Pinto

Rui Machete
Ernani Lopes
Jaime Gama
Almeida Santos
Cavaco Silva
Fernando Nogueira
Eurico de Melo
Santana Lopes
Marques Mendes
Durao Barroso
Cavaco Silva
Eurico de Melo
Fernando Nogueira

Dias Loureiro
Santana Lopes
Marques Mendes
Duriao Barroso
Cavaco Silva
Fernando Nogueira
Dias Loureiro
Marques Mendes
Durdo Barroso

Foreign Minister

Defence Minister

State Secretary to PM

PM

Vice PM

Minister of Defence (then Vice PM)

Finance Minister

Foreign Minister

State and Parliamentary Affairs

PM

Minister Adjoint and Parliamentary Affairs

Minister of Interior

Junior Minister for PCM

Junior Minister to Minister Adjoint

Junior Minister to Minister of Interior

PM

Vice PM and Defence, until 1990

Minister of Presidency and Justice until 1990,
then Presidency and Defence

Minister for Parliamentary Affairs

Junior Minister Culture from 1990

Junior Minister for PCM

Junior Minister Foreign affairs

PM

Presidency and Defence

Minister of Interior

Minister Adjoint to PM

Minister of Foreign Affairs 1992-5

President CDS

President of Political Committee—CDS
None

Secretary General PS

Leader of PSD

Vice President of NPC—PSD (1983-4)
Independent

Permanent Council PS

Permanent Council PS

Leader of PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of National Council PSD
Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Leader of PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of National Council PSD
Leader of PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Member of NPC—PSD

Note: The politician is considered a senior party member if he was elected to a national body at the previous party congress. In the PS, membership of the
political committee, or the permanent committee of the political committee, as well as secretary-general, are considered senior party positions. In the PSD,
membership of the National Political Committee (NPC), the Permanent Committee of the NPC, or of the National Council, are considered senior party

positions.
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THE ELECTORAL FACE

Concerning the electoral face of the presidentialization thesis, there are two
lines of investigation which can be pursued: first, the growing personalization
of electoral campaigns, including the degree to which the media focus on
party leaders (McAllister 1996) and parties concentrate their campaign ef-
forts on their leaders; and second, the influence of party leaders on electoral
behaviour. Research in Portugal on these matters is relatively limited, but
here we can attempt to review available evidence in order to present a picture
of certain observable trends.

The ‘old campaign politics’ was fundamentally the product of party de-
cisions, party organizations, and party activists (McAllister 1996: 185). The
party controlled not only the message but in many cases the medium through
which the message was conveyed due to wide circulation of party newspapers
and the importance of grass roots campaigning. By contrast, the ‘new’
campaign politics has at its core the displacement of parties as the mono-
polizers of the channels through which their message is conveyed to electors.
There is a widespread consensus that campaigning has undergone a modern-
ization process in the past few decades (Schmitt-Beck and Farrell 2002: 9).
This process is a complex phenomenon which imparts a marketing logic to
political campaigns. This logic has been the cause and consequence of the
professionalization of campaigning, often through the outsourcing of what
used to be party activities, namely marketing and the commissioning of
opinion polls.

As Pasquino has argued (2001: 184), given the timing of democratization
in southern Europe, one ought to expect campaign politics to be a mixture of
old and new techniques. Parties had from the outset access to direct means of
communication such as television, which may have served as an additional
factor in the personalization of party politics, and as an inhibitor of the full
development of more traditional campaign styles such as door-to-door cam-
paigning by local party activists. Expert analyses of successive elections
concur that campaign politics is relatively personalized in Portugal.

In two elections in particular, namely those in which Cavaco Silva and the
centre-right PSD obtained parliamentary majorities in 1987 and 1991, there
was consensus on the importance of the leader in the election result. In 1987
the PSD victory was largely unexpected. According to Goldey (1992: 172),
those who had supported a motion of censure that precipitated these elec-
tions ‘underestimated Cavaco and his popularity’: the prime minister, ‘with
the help of a compliant state television, campaigned hard and effectively for
a majority’. On a similar note, and for the same election, Corkill (1988: 249)
noted that ‘The party [PSD] had a clear objective—to obtain a majority—
and a strong personality as its leader [who] attracted the vote which was
regarded as crucial in the quest for a “‘historic majority”.” In 1991, the PSD
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retained its parliamentary majority. Here the result seemed to be even more
dependent on the personality of the prime minister, especially given the
party’s poor results in the local elections of 1989. According to Calder
(1992: 168), the parliamentary majority ‘must be credited to Social Demo-
cratic leader, Cavaco Silva’: indeed, his campaign was personalized to the
extent that it ‘was presented by the PSD as a referendum on its leader’s
personal abilities’. When Cavaco Silva resigned as prime minister and leader
of his party shortly before the 1995 elections, Corkill argues that ‘the PSD
was deprived of a major electoral asset’ (Corkill 1996: 403). In the elections
of 2002, the governing PS was obliged to find a new leader at the beginning of
the campaign since Anténio Guterres had resigned after the local elections
of December 2001, as explained above. Perhaps because neither of the main
contenders for the post of prime minister had any previous experience of the
job, the campaign was less personalized and rather more centred on pro-
grammes (Freire and Lobo 2002). Even so, this campaign had a discernibly
‘presidential’ aspect. Whereas access to public television is strictly regulated
by law and ensures equal access to all parties who are running in the election,
the private television channels (which have existed since 1992 in Portugal)
have more room for manouevre. In 2002 one of the private channels staged a
debate between the leaders of the PS and the PSD, Ferro Rodrigues and
Duréo Barroso. This adversarial confrontation between the two men most
likely to become prime minister was heavily criticized by both the CDS-PP
and the PCP, who argued that the private media were presidentializing a
campaign which should have been about the election of parliamentarians,
rather than a prime minister and his team of government ministers.

In summary, some leaders, due to their government experience or historic
role in democratization, have been perceived as major electoral assets for
their parties: Soares, Sa Carneiro, Cavaco Silva, and Guterres, for a certain
period, all fall into such a category. To be sure, not all leaders are so
regarded, but even so, private television channels have tried to presidentialize
legislative elections by focusing on the confrontation between the main
parties’ leaders, thereby reinforcing the growing bipolar and majoritarian
tendency of the Portuguese party system described above.

It is also necessary to bear in mind the way in which the semi-presidential
nature of the regime—especially the direct election of the president—serves
to personalize and presidentialize all elections (Pasquino 2001: 192). Period-
ically, a senior party member, often a leader and ex-prime minister, has to
position himself above his party, in order to have a real chance of becoming
the president of the republic. This is due to the fact that the winner needs to
build a broad coalition of support in order to win an absolute majority of the
valid votes which are cast. As in France, if this is not achieved by any
candidate in the first round of elections, a second round is held, at which
only the two best supported candidates from the first round run off against
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each other. The presidential election is by its very nature a candidate-centred
affair and it has consequences for other elections in that it periodically serves
to place parties in the background and leaders at the centre of media
attention.

Two factors are symptomatic of the importance of party leaders in deter-
mining electoral behaviour in Portugal: the declining level of party identifi-
cation (Katz 1996), and the relatively high level of electoral volatility from
one election to the next. Both of these reflect the comparative weakness of
social cleavages as structural determinants of the vote in the country, which
leaves the way clear for more contingent and short-term influences, including
leader effects.

Unfortunately, data on partisanship in Portugal are very limited, but
Eurobarometer surveys provide some indication of this aspect of the coun-
try’s political life between 1985 and 1994. During these years the percentage
of respondents who identified with a party was actually slightly above the
EC average. Thus, in the ‘EC9’ (that is, the states that were EC members
prior to the accession of Portugal, Spain, and Greece) between 1985 and 1992
the average percentage claiming a partisan attachment was 58.3 per cent; in
Portugal, the corresponding figure between 1985 and 1994 was 60.6 per cent
(Schmitt and Holmberg 1995: 126-7). At that point, then, Portugal fared well
compared to other West European democracies (and was experiencing an
upward trajectory). However, a post-election survey carried out in Portugal
after the March 2002 elections revealed that there had been a significant
decline in party identification since 1994.?! In this survey only 52 per cent of
respondents admitted to any kind of identification with a political party.
Therefore, the last decade seems to have coincided with a significant erosion
of partisanship among Portuguese voters.

Portugal experienced two of the ten most volatile European elections
between 1945 and 2000 (Gunther and Montero 2001: 87). This is an indicator
that social cleavages are not very strong, especially since much of that
volatility is inter-bloc, that is, involves voters switching allegiance between
parties of left and right (ibid.: 124).?*> The relative insignificance of social
cleavages in explaining voting behaviour suggests that short-term factors,
such as voter evaluations of party leaders, could play a strong part in
determining the outcome of elections, and Gunther and Montero have
demonstrated that this is indeed the case. In fact, they discovered this to be
so even in 1993—when partisan identification had not yet started to erode in
Portugal. Specifically, evaluations of party leaders explained little of the
electoral support for parties on the extremes of the left-right spectrum (the
Communists and the Popular Party), but were significant in accounting for
the vote achieved by the two centrist parties, explaining 13 per cent and
14 per cent of the variance in support for Social Democrats and Socialists,
respectively. This confirms that, as we might expect, the more deeply
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anchored the voters are in cleavage-based party blocs, the less of an inde-
pendent contribution the ‘party leadership’ factor makes to electoral choice.
Conversely, the more weakly rooted a party’s electoral support is in distinct
social or ideological blocs, the greater the extent to which voters’ attitudes
towards individual party leaders can affect electoral behaviour (ibid.: 130-1).

More recently, the Gunther and Montero model of voting behaviour has
been used to test the importance of party leader evaluations for voter choice
in the 2002 legislative elections. This study found that such evaluations
remain a very important explanatory factor in Portugal, second only to
ideology in respect of the five main parties (Lobo, 2006). But interesting
differences between parties of Left and Right emerged: whereas left-wing
voters chose between the PCP and the PS mainly on ideological grounds,
right-wingers, probably due to the greater ideological proximity to the CDS
and the PSD, relied far more heavily on leader evaluations in deciding which
to support.

Thus, the decline of partisan attachment and the relative weakness of
cleavage politics ensure high levels of electoral availability in Portugal,
making way for the presidentialization of electoral politics. Research into
the importance of party leadership for voting behaviour indicates that it
matters considerably in explaining support for the two largest parties.
These developments are all consistent with the phenomenon of presidentia-
lization as defined in this book, and are perhaps to be expected in view of the
catch-all nature of the PS and the PSD.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have reviewed the extent to which presidentialization is
discernible in Portugal. Intra-party developments and the growing concen-
tration of intra-executive power around the prime minister tend to confirm
the thesis. Governing parties—especially the two centre parties—have trad-
itionally been relatively personalized. This historic trait is due in part to the
late democratization of politics and to the turbulent context in which these
parties were founded. This existing personalization has been enhanced by
changes in the mode of election of party leaders in the PS. Moreover,
it is evident that party leaders have considerable autonomy from their
parties when it comes to choosing the members of government. Indeed, in
Portugal it is common for leaders to appoint non-party figures to control
policy portfolios. At the same time, there is some evidence to suggest that PS
and PSD leaders’ power is now more contingent on electoral success than
hitherto.

It is very clear that, since 1985 a considerable effort has been made in
financial and organizational terms to ensure that the prime minister is in a
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better position to control and coordinate decision-making in government.
However, not all of the changes effected have served to presidentialize the
executive. It is useful to distinguish between policy and political coordination
in government: whereas the prime minster may have enhanced his power in
the former domain through greater recourse to bilateral decision-making
with specific ministers, strategic political decisions are generally taken by a
core group of ministers who are also senior party members. This indicates
that parties remain central to key governmental processes in Portugal, thus
serving to mitigate the notion of a presidentialized prime minister.

As regards electoral presidentialization, there are signs of eroding parti-
sanship and weakly structured voting behaviour, which imply greater scope
for the influence of more contingent short-term factors such as leader evalu-
ations. Recent research confirms the importance of such evaluations in
explaining voter choice.

Therefore, there are trends that indicate presidentialization is at work,
although the evidence is not unequivocal. In particular, the importance given
to parties in government decision-making is a strong indicator of their
enduring importance in Portuguese politics. Still, it is undeniable that there
has been a strengthening of the position of prime minister, as well as an
increase in his autonomy vis-a-vis the party, so long as the electoral results
are positive. At the root of these developments are the constitutional, party
system, and media changes, in a context of deepening European integration.
The impact of the latter process, although hard to quantify, should not be
overlooked. It has been argued that Portugal’s entry into the EC in 1986 has
diminished the capacity of the national parliament to hold the government
accountable for its decisions (Barreto 1999). The transfer of decision-making
from national to supra-national arenas has undoubtedly helped to increase
autonomy of the government vis-a-vis other national institutions, which may
reinforce the presidentialization process. Beyond this, the 1982 constitutional
reform allowed for the civilianization of the regime, and decreased the
powers of the president in ‘normal’ circumstances. Subsequently, the con-
centration of electoral support around the two major parties guaranteed
governmental stability, a stronger premier, and more candidate-centred
electoral processes, fuelled by the private media’s pressure to presidentialize
electoral contests.

NOTES

1. The author would like to thank all project participants for their input at the
meetings in Copenhagen (2000) and Sussex (2002). Particular thanks are due to
Paul Webb, Thomas Poguntke, and Antonio Araujo. Any remaining faults are my
responsibility.
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Cavaco Silva (Portuguese Prime Minister, 1985-95) in Expresso, 18 January 1992.
Following the military involvement in the transition to democracy, the first
president of the Republic was a General, and the council of the revolution was
a body with oversight powers composed exclusively of military officers.

This enabled the president to delay the promulgation of laws.

For detailed analysis of recent changes in the Portuguese party system, see
Bruneau (1997); Magone (1998); Manuel (1996); Morlino (1998); and Nataf
(1995).

In addition to the references listed in the text, this section draws on the following
party document: ‘Acordo Politico, Parlamentar e de Governo celebrado entre
o PS e o PSD’, in Fontes para a historia do Partido Socialista, cd-rom, Lisboa:
Fundagdo Mario Soares, Section IV.

PCP Statutes (1992); see www.pcp.pt.

PSD statutes (2000) and CDS/PP statutes (2000).

PS Statutes (1998), Article 59.

In the coalition government between 1983 and 1985, however, the parties con-
cerned agreed that all ministers should be chosen by the prime minister and the
vice prime minister together.

The large increase in bureaucratic support expenditure in 1992 was due to the
creation of a legislative database centre within the PCM, the CEGER, which
computerized all existing Portuguese legislation in order to assist policy-makers.
This extraordinary expenditure does not negate the trend of growing preponder-
ance of political structures within the PCM.

The term cabinet is used here to denote the prime minister’s staff of personal
advisers, rather than the body of senior governmental ministers.

This section draws on interviews with two prime ministerial chefs de cabinet,
Alfredo Barroso (11 November 1998) and Honorato Ferreira (11 May 1999), who
served Mario Soares and Cavaco Silva, respectively. Barroso was Soares’ chef de
cabinet in the first constitutional government, and Ferreira served Cavaco both as
economic adviser (1985 to 1991) and chef de cabinet (1991 to 1995).

Decree Law No. 267, of 2 July 1977, Article 10. Ministers could employ up to
three advisers and two secretaries; junior ministers could employ two advisers and
two secretaries; ministers of state, ministers without portfolio, and ministers for
Madeira and the Azores, were entitled to eight advisers each, and four secretaries,
with the prime minister’s permission. In addition, ministers and secretaries of
state could employ an extra three people.

There were nine portfolios in the cabinet between 1991 and 1995: Diplomatic,
European Affairs, Economics, Social Affairs, Press and Media, Administrative,
Military, and Political. Each portfolio had two or three advisers, producing a
total of twenty-two advisers for Cavaco Silva.

This section draws on interviews conducted with government ministers. Between
1998 and 2000, two prime ministers, twenty-five ministers, nine junior ministers,
and three civil servants in the PCM were interviewed. Since many ministers had
held office more than once, the total ministerial experiences amounted to forty-
nine, and the number of junior ministerial experiences to nineteen. The partisan
breakdown was as follows: ten PS members (including three junior ministers);
twelve PSD members (including one junior minister); four CDS members
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(including two junior ministers); one PPM member (no junior ministers); and six
independents (including two junior ministers).

17. In this context, ‘political’ refers to relations with other institutions, namely
parliament, parliamentary groups, and the president of the Republic, as well as
to matters of inter-party relations in coalitional situations. Policy issues are of
course also political, but it is necessary to take into account the instability of the
first decade of democracy, and the sometimes difficult relationship between prime
minister and president, to appreciate the importance of this distinction.

18. This coalition included the centre-right PSD, the conservative CDS-PP and the
monarchist party PPM (Partido Popular Mondrquico). It was a pre-electoral
alliance (known as Alianga Democrdtica) which won the 1979 and 1980 elections.
It eventually collapsed in 1982 with the resignation of the prime minister due to
intra-party conflict.

19. Interview with Freitas do Amaral, 11 November 1999.

20. Interview with Rui Machete, 5 June 2000.

21. The survey was part of a project entitled ‘Portuguese Electoral Behaviour and
Political Attitudes in Comparative Perspective’. This applied the questionnaire
designed by the Comparative Research on Election Systems network, a group of
national election studies coordinated by a team at the University of Michigan.

22. For an account of the various measures of electoral volatility, see Bartolini and
Mair (1990). For further detail on levels of volatility in Portugal, see Lobo (1996)
and Freire (2001a).
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The Failure of Presidential Parliamentarism:
Constitutional versus Structural
Presidentialization in Israel’s
Parliamentary Democracy

Reuven Y. Hazan

In no parliamentary democracy has the presidentialization of politics
achieved such magnitude as in Israel, where in the 1990s it took the form
of constitutional change. Yet the consequences of this phenomenon were so
negative that the change was abolished less than five years after it was first
implemented.

In 1992, the Israeli parliament, the Knesset, adopted a law that altered not
only the electoral system, but also Israel’s constitutional framework.!
According to this law, Israel would become the first parliamentary democ-
racy in which the prime minister was directly and popularly elected. How-
ever, after taking office, the prime minister could be removed by a no-
confidence vote supported by a bare majority of the Knesset (61 of the 120
members). This development produced a unique constitutional system in
which a ‘presidentialized’ prime minister was grafted onto an essentially
parliamentary democracy. In the light of these developments, this chapter
addresses the following questions:

e First, did the constitutional reform in the 1990s reflect a de facto change
that had already taken place? In other words, is it appropriate to speak
of a phenomenon of presidentialization occurring within Israel’s parlia-
mentary democracy prior to the 1990s? Did the constitutional reform
simply make the implicit explicit, or was it a radical departure from the
brand of parliamentarism which had hitherto obtained?

® Second, what were the causes and consequences of constitutional
presidentialization? What structural factors acted as constraints on
the constitutionally presidentialized prime minister? How did these
outcomes affect the political parties, electoral competition, political
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representation, legislative behaviour, legislative-executive relations, and
other associated factors?

e Third, how does Israel’s experience of the presidentialization of politics
compare with other modern democracies? Were the political and elect-
oral attributes of leadership powers amplified by factors flowing from
the formal constitutional change?

® Fourth, how does Israel’s rather extreme experience of the presidentia-
lization of parliamentary democracy contribute to the assessment of this
phenomenon?

FROM DE FACTO TO CONSTITUTIONAL
PRESIDENTIALIZATION

Structural and contingent sources of change across the three faces

From the late 1940s, when Israel achieved independence, until the early
1990s, the political system in Israel was purely parliamentary, inspired by
the British model. The Knesset was elected according to the most propor-
tional system in existence.” The electoral system in Israel consisted of one
national constituency, with fixed party lists and a legal threshold set at only
1 per cent of the valid vote. The Hare quota was used for seat allocation until
1973, and after that the Hagenbach-Bischoff quota (with results identical to
d’Hondt). The outcome was a multiparty system, with no less than ten parties
represented in the Knesset, and usually at least a dozen. No party ever won
a majority, leaving the government in the hands of coalitions that often
included five or more parties and were based on a political culture of
power-sharing (Hazan 19995).

During this period, the office of the prime minister was strengthened over
time, at the expense of the parliament, the parties, and the ministers. This
happened for two main reasons: first, structural-institutional provisions;
second, the contingent personalities of the prime ministers. Institutional
provisions changed over the years from the objectives first outlined in the
Government Yearbook of 1949. The formal institutional definition of the
prime minister’s office at that time was minimalist—coordination and or-
ganization of the government. Since then, the scope of the prime minister’s
office has increased significantly. For example, ministerial committees, which
have the delegated authority to make policy decisions in place of the govern-
ment, were formed in the prime minister’s office. These committees expanded
over time, starting with four established by Israel’s first prime minister, and
currently numbering approximately fifty. These committees deal with issues
relating to the jurisdiction of several ministries, and together they oversee all
areas of government involvement. The institutionalization of the ministerial
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committee system enhances the power of the prime minister for several
reasons: (i) appointments to ministerial committees are decided in a closed
circle, where the prime minister is most influential; (ii) the prime minister can
participate in, and even chair, any committee meeting; (iii) the work of
ministerial committees is secret; and (iv) the committee system allows the
prime minister to deal with only the committee members, rather than with the
full government.

By the early 1960s, the Government Yearbook had already redefined the
prime minister’s office to reflect a more activist role, entrusted now with
agenda-setting and policy-initiation. At times, the prime minister’s office
concentrated mainly on formulating guidelines and initiatives for the minis-
tries to carry out, and at other times, it was directly involved in their
implementation as well. By the late 1970s, the prime minister’s office evolved
into an increasingly centralized organ, with the formation of sub-cabinets on
many salient issues that were headed by ministers without portfolio under the
prime minister and entrusted with policy-making, evaluation, and implemen-
tation of special programmes. Occasionally, a team or staff within the prime
minister’s office was formed in order to constrain, or even counter, the
activities of particular ministries.’

The prime minister’s institutional powers have also been strengthened
statutorily. The initial version of the ‘Basic Law: The Government,” enacted
in 1968, established the authority of the prime minister over all aspects of
government activity, including its rules of procedure—decisions on which the
ministers could only appeal. The revised 1992 version of this law subjected all
the rules and procedures of the government to the prime minister’s discre-
tionary authority. For example, the prime minister determines the agenda of
government meetings. Ministers can propose that items be included on the
agenda, but cannot force a discussion.

In 1981, a new law was passed that allowed the prime minister to dismiss
a minister—a power that until then he was not legally able to wield. By the
early 1990s, the increased executive functions of the prime minister’s office,
and the diminishing role of the individual ministers, were manifested by the
creation of the ‘prime minister’s staff’, which fostered a phase of clear
personalization. For example, this staff helped the prime minister and his
director-general carry out government policy according to the prime minis-
ter’s priorities. It also at times coordinated with, and took control of the
ministries, and intervened heavily in policy-making, to the extent that several
ministers complained of the infringement of their authority and responsibil-
ity. The 1992 reform even revoked the collective responsibility of the gov-
ernment, and made the individual ministers directly responsible to the prime
minister alone.

The cumulative effect of these institutional provisions was a continuous
transformation of the position of prime minister and a formalization of his
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dominant position. As Arian and his colleagues (2002: 48, 147) argue: ‘While
by design the prime minister...has been primus inter pares, in practice all
Israeli prime ministers have been primus...The twin trends of executive
governance in Israel since the establishment of the state are expansion and
consolidation.” Yet the sources of de facto changes in the working mode of
the Israeli parliamentary system were not just structural. While the structural
factors pushed Israel towards a presidentialized working mode, they were
amplified by contingent changes.

The clear leadership role played by Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-
Gurion, is an example for the impact of the contingent factors which include
personal attributes. Being one of the nation’s ‘founding fathers’, he domin-
ated the Mapai Party, which led all Israeli governments until the late 1970s
and was the predominant party in the party system (Hazan 1998). Ministerial
appointments—at least in those important offices that the main party con-
trolled—and continued tenure in office became increasingly dependent on
the prime minister. By the late 1970s, when Menachem Begin—the undis-
puted leader of the Likud party—became prime minister, the office became
even more active in dealing directly with the most pressing issues, including
those that the prime minister personally addressed and those of great na-
tional importance.

In contrast to the highly fragmented Knesset, the executive has tradition-
ally been highly unified, and policy-making has been firmly in the hands of
the prime minister. Party discipline, a dominant party, and unchallenged
party leadership during Israel’s first three decades culminated not only in
executive encroachment on the legislature, but outright defiance of the latter
by the former. The legislature can attempt to influence the substance of
policies, primarily through coalition politics and a strong committee system,
but it rarely initiates them. Moreover, within the executive we see prime
ministerial encroachment on the government. Indeed, Israeli politicians and
the Israeli public expect the prime minister to be the predominant figure and
to play a leadership role. Prime ministers who have emphasized consensual,
collegial decision-making have been criticized for being weak and indecisive.
The most important policy initiatives, in terms of both domestic and foreign
policy issues, have by and large been initiated by the prime minister.

In order to assess personal leadership styles, it is important to look at
Israeli politics after 1977, when the first rotation in government took place.
Between then and the implementation of the electoral reform in 1996, Israel
had four prime ministers, three of whom embarked on personal policy
initiatives that changed long-standing commitments of the government and
the political parties involved: in the 1970s, Menachem Begin introduced the
land-for-peace formula in the peace agreement with Egypt; in the 1980s,
Shimon Peres instituted the stringent economic stabilization plan that reined
in hyper-inflation; and, in the 1990s, Yitzhak Rabin started the peace process
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with the Palestinians. All three cases are characterized by the central role of
the prime minister.*

The managerial style of each prime minister was quite different. Begin was
a clear leader who allowed only a few trusted advisers to affect his policies.
Peres was a manager who preferred consensus to conflict. Rabin was re-
moved from political intricacies, but did not allow any major policy decision
without his approval. Regardless, all three practically ignored the political
parties, the legislature, the government ministers, the media, and the public
until a decision was all but made.

During Begin’s negotiations with Egypt, only Foreign Minister Moshe
Dayan knew of the preparations and the details. One must remember that
Dayan was not a member of Begin’s party. The Defence Minister, who was
from Begin’s Likud Party, was not informed of developments and subse-
quently resigned. When the outlines of the agreement were reached, Begin
reported to his ministers that a meeting had occurred with Egypt’s President
Anwar Sadat, but not the content of the talks. When the proposal of
autonomy for the Palestinians was discussed, which was eventually included
in the peace agreement and was much more far-reaching than either the
Likud party platform or the coalition agreement, Begin decided to bring it
neither to the government nor to the party central committee. As the nego-
tiations became more intense, the circle of those whom Begin consulted grew
smaller. To Camp David, Begin took a team of top civil servants, as if they
were the prime minister’s staff, and kept most of his veteran political col-
leagues at home. Despite this blatant bypassing, the latter supported his
proposals when they were finally put before the government, with minor
reservations. Dayan (1976: 173) wrote, ‘I served in the governments of Ben-
Gurion, Eshkol, and Golda Meir. But never had I seen ministers bending so
completely to the will of the prime minister.’

Peres, on the other hand, combined centralization with coordination,
keeping many ministers ignorant of policy initiatives while co-opting as
many as needed in order to advance his desired policies. He relied heavily
on experts, rather than politicians. He worked in stages, exploring alterna-
tives with experts, providing the chosen ministers with extensive briefings by
policy specialists, steering decisions to different forums, mediating, and
delaying until he felt the moment was right. The full details were decided in
complete secrecy, outside the party, parliament, government, and media. For
example, when the economic stabilization plan was to be approved, the
government meeting was called immediately after a regular cabinet meeting
adjourned, to avoid any political or public input; and it was finally approved
after a 19-hour marathon session—the longest in Israeli history.

Rabin, unlike Begin and Peres, was not a politician, but entered politics
after a distinguished military career. He was private and intent on main-
taining control. When secret negotiations began between Israel and the
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Palestinians, only a handful knew of them. As the process progressed, Rabin
kept most of the relevant information from the parliament and even his
government. He was just as reticent with his closest colleagues, who consid-
ered resigning when they realized what had transpired. For example, the
Declaration of Principles between Israel and the Palestinians (the ‘Oslo
Agreement’) was signed on 20 August 1993, nine days before the Israeli
government knew anything about it. However, once the policy initiative
was unveiled, the ministers supported it overwhelmingly.’

Begin, Peres, and Rabin, like dominant leaders before them, made exten-
sive use of the growing powers that the office of prime minister afforded
them. Indeed, they exploited the possibilities presented to them. By relying
on personal advisers and keeping most of their colleagues in the dark, they
qualitatively shifted the locus of power to the prime minister, and changed
the way power was exercised.

One consequence of the earlier structural presidentialization was a gradual
shift from collective to individual control over the formulation of govern-
mental programmes. This process was accompanied by—and also encour-
aged—parallel shifts within the political parties, such as the growth of the
leader’s power and a greater emphasis on the leader during election cam-
paigns. There were other structural factors that played an important role as
well, such as the international nature of Israel’s most pressing political
problem, foreign affairs, and security—which would become its dominant
dimension of electoral competition—and helped pave the way toward struc-
tural presidentialization.® The gradual, de facto shift toward greater personal
visibility, accountability, and power subsequently led to formal changes in
institutional arrangements. The Israeli prime minister, during the era of pure
parliamentarism and in spite of the multiparty nature of both the Knesset
and the governing coalitions, continually reinforced and consolidated his
power. The trend of formal strengthening resulted in the clear predominance
of the prime minister over the government, and of the government over the
parliament.

The de facto presidentialization of Israel’s parliamentary democracy was
therefore in effect long before the direct election of the prime minister
was adopted. In other words, the definition of the prime minister’s position
as primus inter pares gradually eroded. Thus, it is quite appropriate to speak
of a phenomenon of presidentialization occurring within Israel’s parliamen-
tary democracy prior to the 1990s, and it entailed both structural and
contingent sources of change.

The electoral-constitutional reform in the mid-1990s, however, did not
simply make the implicit explicit, but was quite a radical departure. More-
over, as will be shown below, the electoral reform strengthened the prime
minister constitutionally, but undermined much of the prior de facto concen-
tration of power in his hands.
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Constitutional presidentialization

The monumental reform of the ‘Basic Law: The Government’ changed the
electoral, political, and constitutional systems in Israel.” This law—originally
enacted in 1968, amended in 1992, and completely overhauled in 1996—made
Israel the first country to elect its prime minister directly, concurrently with
the parliamentary elections (see Fig. 13.1). The prime minister was elected
using the two-ballot system—similar to French and Russian presidential
elections—thus requiring an absolute majority. However, each of the three
direct elections of the prime minister featured only two candidates, as Table
13.1 shows. The Israeli Knesset continued to be elected by an extreme form of
proportional representation on the same day as the first round of the prime
ministerial election.

The electoral reform had a profound effect on the constitutional form of
the government itself. The directly elected prime minister had the power to
nominate the government, but a parliamentary vote of investiture was re-
quired before the government could take office and begin to function.® At
any time during the prime minister’s tenure, he could be ousted by a parlia-
mentary vote of no-confidence, carried by a bare majority of 61 out of the 120
Members of Knesset (MKs). However, removal of the prime minister in this
fashion would have brought about the dissolution of the Knesset as well,
heralding new elections for both.’ By the same token, the prime minister had
the power to dissolve the Knesset, though this would have ended his tenure as
well, and once again forced new elections for both.

The main constitutional effect of the new law was that Israel ceased to be a
purely parliamentary democracy, thanks to its direct election of the prime

Pre-reform system Post-reform system
Majoritarian
Voters clections Propprtional
. elections
Proportional
elections
v Y No-confidence y

Knesset | Elects Prime Minister :::::::::::::::)1 Knesset | Elects

T Dissolution
Approves|

‘ No-confidence Appoints
v Vv
Government/ I@I‘— Approves

Prime Minister

Fi1G. 13.1. The pre- (194896 ) and the post-reform (1996-2003)
electoral and political systems in Israel
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TABLE 13.1. Prime ministerial election results

29 MAY 1996 17 MAY 1999 6 FEB 2001

Candidate # Votes % Candidate # Votes % Candidate # Votes %

Benjamin 1,501,023 50.5 Ehud 1,791,020 56.1 Ariel 1,698,077 62.4
Netanyahu Barak Sharon

Shimon 1,471,566 49.5 Benjamin 1,402,474 439 Ehud 1,023,944 37.6
Peres Netanyahu Barak

minister. Under parliamentarism, the executive emerges from and is respon-
sible to the legislature—a fusion of powers—whereas under presidentialism,
there is a separation of executive origin and survival from the legislature. As
of 1996, with the direct election of the prime minister, the head of the
executive branch no longer emerged from the legislature but was separately
elected. The direct popular election of the prime minister dismantled the
parliamentary system that Israel had used since its creation. Israel thus no
longer belonged to the parliamentary regimes category, yet, neither did it
cross into the presidential category, because while the prime minister was
elected separately, he continued to be responsible to the Knesset and was a
member of it—an apparent violation of the separation of powers principle.

Israel moved closer to being ‘semi-presidential’, like the French Fifth
Republic. Semi-presidentialism (Duverger 1980), or premier-presidentialism
(Shugart and Carey 1992), is a regime in which a directly elected president
coexists with a government headed by a premier who rests on parliamentary
confidence. In semi-presidentialism, a dual executive serves to apportion
power between the executive and the legislature. When the directly elected
president has the support of the legislature, power rests in the hands of the
president. However, when the president is faced with a hostile legislative
majority, the prime minister can take control of the reins of power. As Aron
(1982: 8) wrote, ‘the President of the Republic is the supreme authority as
long as he has a majority in the National Assembly; but he must abandon the
reality of power to the prime minister if ever a party other than his own has a
majority in the Assembly.” This is also true for other semi-presidential
systems, such as Finland and post-1982 Portugal, which have experienced
opposing executive and legislative majorities.

This flexible and intermediate type of regime was not exactly the case in
Israel, though. When the legislative and executive majorities coincided—the
results of the 1996 and 1999 elections—Israel’s political system functioned
much like the French system does when the president has a supportive
legislature. But, when the legislative and executive majorities did not coin-
cide, there was no parliamentary-supported premier in Israel to lead a
government backed by the legislature. In Israel, it was the directly elected
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prime minister himself who headed the government and rested on parliamen-
tary confidence. So in this case, the Israeli prime minister, and the entire
executive branch, found themselves confronting a hostile legislature, akin to
the situation of divided majorities in a presidential regime—with the import-
ant difference that presidents cannot be removed from power by a hostile
legislature. In the event when the directly elected prime ministers saw their
legislative majorities collapse, their response was not to continue governing
in a presidential manner—for example, by building ad hoc legislative coali-
tions on particular issues—but either to support early elections for both
prime minister and parliament (as Netanyahu did in 1998) or to resign and
hold new elections for only the prime minister (as Barak did in 2000).

THE CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF
CONSTITUTIONAL PRESIDENTIALIZATION

The implementation of direct elections for the prime minister had conse-
quences for each of the faces of presidentialization outlined by Poguntke and
Webb in Chapter 1. While this was largely expected in respect of the electoral
and party faces, the changes experienced in respect of the executive were not
only unexpected, they were also responsible for the subsequent abolition of
direct elections.

Consequences for the electoral and party faces

In order to win the necessary absolute majority, the main parties understood
that their prime ministerial candidates would have to attract voters from
other parties. The race for the prime minister thus had to be ‘above’ parties.
Their candidates, therefore, conducted campaigns that were practically de-
void of any party connection. The major parties, for their part, not only
accepted this clear priority and allowed the campaign to focus on the prime
ministerial race, but held back from competing with the smaller parties,
fearing that a challenge in the Knesset race would mean that the smaller
parties would not support their candidate for prime minister. Both Labour
and Likud were thus willing to sacrifice seats in the proportional Knesset
election in order to win the majoritarian prime ministerial race.

Moreover, prior to both the 1996 and 1999 elections, Israel’s two major
parties created two separate election headquarters, one for the prime minis-
terial election and one for the Knesset election. Despite a series of struggles
within each party concerning the prevalence of one campaign over the other,
the result was the same in both parties: there was only one comprehensive
campaign, not two, and the race for prime minister came first. Moreover, the
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Knesset race was not only relegated to a position of secondary importance, it
was largely absent from the campaigns of the two largest parties. Both parties
thought, correctly, that whoever won the contest for prime minister would be
able to form a supporting majority coalition in the Knesset. In short, it is
plain to see that the prime ministerial candidates were able to usurp atten-
tion, finances, and organizational resources from their parties: the separate
and predominant prime ministerial election thus increased the intra-party
power of leaders.

The all-embracing focus in terms of party funds, campaign time, and
organizational effort on the election of the prime minister culminated in
the creation of cross-party alliances by the party leaders. These alliances,
aimed at winning the necessary absolute majority in the prime ministerial
contest, were not accepted with enthusiasm by the main parties. For example,
in 1996, Netanyahu created a formal alliance between three parties to ad-
vance a single candidate for prime minister and a single list for the Knesset
election. In exchange for the two smaller parties removing their prime
ministerial candidates, they were allotted one-third of the seats on the joint
Likud-led parliamentary list—a much higher percentage than any poll sug-
gested they would obtain on their own. In 1999, it was Barak’s turn to mould
a joint list of three parties, with positions allocated to the minor partners on
the Labour-led list in exchange for their support of his prime ministerial
candidacy. In other words, the two main parties not only had most of their
financial, electoral, and organizational efforts usurped by their leaders—who
had but a single goal of winning the executive contest—but these same
leaders were also willing to decapitate their own parties by paying a high
price to the small parties in exchange for their support in the prime minis-
terial race: that price was paid in terms of their own parties’ representation in
parliament.

There were other elements as well that characterized this presidentializa-
tion of the electoral process in the Isracli case. When the Knesset adopted the
direct election of the prime minister in March 1992, it also decided that this
reform would not come into effect in the forthcoming elections that year, but
only in subsequent elections. Regardless, the parties immediately started to
gear up for the new system. Labour, for example, already adopted party
primaries for choosing its prime ministerial candidate for the 1992 election.
After selecting Rabin, the party then officially changed its name to ‘Labour
Headed by Rabin™—even though this was still a single-ballot, fixed-list
national parliamentary election. Likud followed suit, and adopted party
primaries after the 1992 election.

The kind of candidates the two main parties selected also changed dra-
matically. Instead of seasoned parliamentary veterans, who slowly and pain-
fully climbed the party ladder, the electoral reform brought an entirely new
type of candidate to the head of the party. Netanyahu was selected as leader
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of Likud at the start of only his second term in parliament, due to the
personal characteristics he possessed that were now appropriate in a candi-
date-centred contest. Barak was chosen to lead Labour less than a year after
being elected to parliament for the first time. The main parties in Israel thus
entered a new era in which they were forced to ‘accept’ leaders who were
thrust upon them—similar to the parties in the US—Dby the exigencies of the
new electoral and political system that created a direct relationship between
the head of the executive branch and the voters. Moreover, since the parties
accepted their new leaders due to their electoral potential, once they lost an
election they were immediately replaced: both Netanyahu and Barak an-
nounced their resignation from the party leadership as soon as the exit polls
showed that they had lost.

Consequences for the executive face

Beyond their desire to strengthen the head of the executive, and thereby
enhance governability, the reformers hoped that the direct election of the
prime minister would also reduce the size, number, and influence of the smaller
parties in the Knesset, without changing the proportional nature of the elect-
oral system used to elect it. These smaller parties granted disproportionate
influence to sub-groups in Israeli society, which resulted in governing coali-
tions that became more and more difficult to maintain. That is, the proponents
of reform hoped that a separate ballot for the prime minister, with its require-
ment of an absolute majority, would reduce the prime ministerial race to the
two main parties and encourage ‘straight-ticket’ voting in the second ballot for
the Knesset, as well.!” The results of the 1996 and 1999 Knesset elections were,
however, quite the opposite. The availability of ‘split-ticket’ voting actually
increased the multiparty composition of the Knesset, while the two main
parties were decimated.'' In other words, the electoral reform not only failed
to attack the problem for which it was designed, but actually made it worse.'?

Ballot-splitting—a hitherto unavailable option in Israeli elections—
decreased the combined strength of the two major parties (Labour and
Likud) from 76 to 66 seats in the 1996 elections, a reduction of 13 per cent,
and then to 45 seats in the 1999 elections, a further reduction of 32 per cent.
The sectarian parties—those representing a particular sub-group in society—
increased their representation from 21 to 39 seats in the 1996 elections, a
growth of 86 per cent, and to 47 seats in the 1999 elections, a total increase of
224 per cent. These included the religious parties, who represent the orthodox
Jewish minority and whose seats increased from 16 to 23 in the 1996 elec-
tions, and to 27 in the 1999 elections; the Arab parties, who represent
the national minority in Israel and whose seats rose from 5 to 9 in 1996,
and to 10 in 1999; and the immigrants’ parties, who represent the Russian
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ethnic minority, and won 7 seats for the first time in 1996, and 10 in 1999
(see Table 13.2).

Not only did ballot-splitting increase fragmentation in the Israeli party
system, it reduced the strength of all of the main ideological and aggregating
parties while it exacerbated sectarian tensions along the three main conten-
tious cleavages in Israeli society: between religious and secular Jews; Arabs
and Jews; and natives and immigrants. In other words, while the social

TABLE 13.2. Pre- (1992) and post-reform (1996 and 1999) election
results for the Israeli Knesset [number of seats]

BLOC PARTY 1992 1996 1999
Arab Democratic Front for Peace and Equality 3 5 3
United Arab List 2 4 5
National Democratic Alliance” — — 2
Left One Nation a — — 2
Meretz Y& 12 9 10
Labour” & .a 44 34 26
Middle Shinui® — — 6
Centre & — — 6
Yisrael B’aliyah ¢&.a — 7 6
Third Way ¢ — 4 —
Religious Sephardi Torah Guardiansc Y4 .a 6 10 17
United Torah Judaism ¢&.a 4 4 5
Natlonal Religious Party ¢# 6 9 5
Right Likud? ¢.a 32 32 19
Tsomet® 8 — —
Yisrael Beitenu a — — 4
National Unityf - — — 4
Moledet? 3 2 —
Total seats 120 120 120

¥ Parties (3) forming the 1992 coalition government headed by Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin.

¢ Parties (6) forming the 1996 coalition government headed by Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu.

& Parties (7) forming the 1999 coalition government headed by Prime Minister Ehud Barak.

a Parties (8) forming the 2001 coalition government headed by Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.

“ In 1996, the newly formed National Democratic Alliance ran together with the Democratic
b Front for Peace and Equality.
In 1999, Labour joined with Gesher and Meimad to form a joint list called One Israel.
In 1992 and 1996, Shinui was part of the Meretz alliance.
4 In 1992, Likud ran alone and won 32 seats. In 1996, the joint Likud-Gesher-Tsomet list won 32
seats, of which 22 were Likud and 5 each were for Gesher and Tsomet. In 1999, Likud ran
alone and won 19 seats.
¢ In 1996, Tsomet ran with Likud and won 5 seats (see note d above).
/ In 1999, the newly formed National Unity party was based on splits from the Likud and the
National Religious Party, and incorporated the Moledet party.
¢ In 1999, Moledet ran as part of the National Unity party (see note f above).
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cleavages in Israeli society were kept at bay by a single-ballot electoral system
and existential security issues which dominated politics, the adoption of a
second ballot allowed these social cleavages to gain a substantial foothold in
the party system (Lijphart et al. 2000).

The results of the only two instances of separate executive and legislative
elections were, therefore, dramatic. The largest party list in the Knesset was
reduced to its lowest point ever, while the parties representing the three sub-
cultural minorities in Israeli society—religious Jews, Arabs, and immi-
grants—together gained more seats than the two largest parties in the Israeli
party system. The increase in representation of the sectarian parties, com-
pared to the two main parties, is presented in Fig. 13.2.

After the 1999 elections, the two largest parties together held only 45
seats—38 per cent of the total number of seats—which is the lowest number
of seats they have ever won. The main party on the right, Likud, and the
main party on the left, Labour, each won their lowest number of seats ever.
While the reformers had hoped to strengthen the incipient bipolarization in
Israeli politics, which resulted from the development of a competitive two-
bloc structure from the mid-1970s, they instead brought about its breakdown
and Balkanization.

The implications for governability in light of this decline, and the concur-
rent upsurge in sectarian representation, are clear. With direct elections, the
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decision of who would be prime minister was no longer in the hands of party
leaders, and no longer the result of extensive horse-trading in the process of
creating a coalition government. Yet, while the directly elected prime minis-
ters were able to create a supportive legislative majority coalition relatively
easily—since the smaller parties could no longer act as king-makers but faced
a simple decision of being in or out—they each confronted the increasingly
difficult tasks of keeping the coalition intact and sustaining its legislative
discipline. Ballot-splitting had eroded the size of the two major parties and
increased the size and number of necessary coalition partners, thereby under-
mining the nucleus of automatic support for either prime ministerial candi-
date. The Likud Party in 1996 and the Labour Party in 1999, whose
candidates won the first two directly elected prime ministerial contests and
who headed the two subsequent coalition governments, did hold the largest
number of seats in their respective coalitions, but they only constituted
minorities within these coalitions (22 of 66 legislators in 1996, and 26 of 75
in 1999)—the only two times this had occurred in Israel’s history.!* The
dominance of the prime ministerial race thus, paradoxically, served to
weaken the governing capabilities of the directly elected prime minister.

The consequences of adopting a new electoral system in Israel, and the
resulting presidentialized political system, are thus quite reminiscent of
presidential systems that use proportional representation for their legislative
elections, both empirically and theoretically (Shugart and Carey 1992:
Ch. 11). However, the extent of divergence in electoral outcomes for the
two branches was greater in Israel than in any of the other cases that use
concurrent elections.

The need to include an ever growing number of parties, who were con-
tinuously increasing their share of parliamentary seats, forced the constitu-
tionally presidentialized prime minister to allocate more government
ministries and more of the national budget to his coalition partners, thereby
further constraining his ability to govern and to control the agenda of
government. For example, the average percentage of ministers from the
prime minister’s party in the twenty-six governments during the era of pure
parliamentarism (1949-96) was about two-thirds, and never below 50 per
cent.'* In contrast, the governments formed by directly elected prime minis-
ters had an average of just over 40 per cent of the ministers coming from their
party, and never over 50 per cent. Moreover, the distribution of the national
budget—measured by the budget-weighted portfolio allocations that each
coalition partner obtained, divided by the number of seats the party had in
parliament—shows that the smaller coalition partners did better than the
larger (that is, the prime minister’s) ones, particularly after the electoral
reform (Nachmias and Sened 1999).

As regards voting behaviour, the availability of two ballots allowed each
voter not only to split the ballot, but also to create a hierarchy of voting
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intentions for each ballot based on different motivations. Since the two prime
ministerial candidates competed primarily on the dominant dimension in
Israeli politics, that is, foreign affairs and security, the voters adopted this
dimension as the main criterion for choosing a candidate. For Knesset
elections, however, parties presented much more specific appeals as some of
them correctly realized that, with more than one ballot available, it was now
possible to compete on an entirely different dimension while remaining
neutral on that of foreign policy and security. As a result, voters could now
express a more particular identity. Voters were thus able to express both a
national interest and a rather narrow social or ideological identity, by select-
ing from a multidimensional menu of parties on two distinct ballots. This is,
again, precisely what one sees in presidential systems (Shugart and Carey
1992: Chapters 1, 2, and 9). The prime ministerial elections became the arena
for general ideas—the ‘representation of ideas’ in Pitkin’s (1976) words—
while the Knesset became the arena for more precise ideas—the ‘representa-
tion of presence’ according to Phillips (1995). The political parties in the
Knesset that either gained entrance or enlarged their representation—with
the single exception of the Centre party in 1999—were the less aggregative
ones which sought a more specific social or ideological voter base. Instead of
social groups being represented within parties, they became represented by
parties. Incentives for negotiation and compromise between social groups
also decreased, due to the increased reflection of social cleavages in the party
system.

The loss of almost one-half of the two main parties’ seats, and the dramatic
increase in the representation of sectarian parties, thus created a multidimen-
sional party system with centrifugal social pressures. The two main parties
did not try to preclude the possibility of vote-splitting by the electorate, but
actually supported and even augmented this new phenomenon, which
resulted in their own decline. The new, mixed electoral system did not
produce the best of two worlds, but instead what Sartori (2000) calls a
bastard parliament that served no purpose. The already overloaded Israeli
political system (Horowitz and Lissak 1989) thus became even more bur-
dened after the 1996 and 1999 elections.

The direct election of the head of the executive—constitutional presiden-
tialization—thus failed to achieve its goal of enhancing the prime minister’s
powers of governing. On the contrary, effective prime ministerial governing
capability was undermined due to the production of a sectarian-centrifugal
Knesset via ballot-splitting (Hazan and Rahat 2000). In other words, the
constitutional presidentialization of Israel’s essentially parliamentary dem-
ocracy served to undermine the structural presidentialization that had been
in place before.

Moreover, the electoral reforms influenced legislative behaviour. During
the 14th Knesset (1996-9), and the first two years of the 15th Knesset, the
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prime minister’s coalition was defeated on numerous issues. Decisions taken
by the government were overturned by the legislature due to the abstention of
key partners, both in the coalition and within the prime minister’s own party,
who were holding out for increased pay-offs. The decline of the major parties
and the rise of the sectarian ones made coalition maintenance a full-time, if
practically impossible, task. The efforts of the government to pass its own
legislation, or to thwart the opposition’s popular and costly bills, largely
failed. The annual budgets, for example, were revised by the coalition mem-
bers in the finance committee, at times with the cooperation of the oppos-
ition, to an extent that was previously unknown in Israel.

The directly elected prime minister was unable to reign in the anarchy
within both his coalition and his party, and repeatedly castigated his partners
for their unruly behaviour. However, the reform should not have been
expected to lead to increased executive control over the legislature because,
indeed, the direct election of the head of government in democratic presiden-
tial systems expands the independence, not the compliance, of the legislature
(Laver and Shepsle 1994).

Thus, the governing coalitions in Israel, after the implementation of direct
election of the prime minister, exhibited behavioural characteristics that were
significantly different from those that preceded it (Hazan 1997). The consti-
tutional presidentialization actually made the prime minister’s control of the
legislative agenda and output an extremely difficult task, because it became
institutionally easy for the evermore socially and politically fragmented
Knesset to diminish both the prime minister’s legitimacy and his effective-
ness. Executive control over the legislature, another one of the electoral
reform’s goals, was not strengthened but rather weakened. So, while one of
the major goals of direct elections was to increase governing capability, by
enhancing the de facto presidentialization that had developed earlier, the
actual result was constitutional presidentialization alone, ‘virtual’ dominance
resulting from the electoral reform, at the expense of de facto presidentializa-
tion. That is, as both the popular source of legitimacy and the formal
authority of the presidentialized prime minister expanded, so did his depend-
ence on an increasingly fragmented and policy-incoherent coalition. The
constitutionally more powerful prime minister was forced to spend more
time and effort than ever before on maintaining, rather than on heading,
the government.

One of the results of the increasingly apparent negative consequences of
the electoral reform was that public support for the new system deteriorated
decisively during the years it was applied, as shown in Fig. 13.3. In a 1992
survey, before it was implemented, three out of four Israelis thought the
direct election of the prime minister would be a better system of government.
By the time it was repealed in 2001, only one out of four thought it was a
better system of government.'’
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Fig. 13.3. Assessing the direct election of the prime minister

Question: ‘Does the direct election of the prime minister make for a better
system of government, a worse one, or does it not make any difference?’

Source: Israel Election Study 2001.

CONCLUSION: PRESIDENTIALIZATION,
SEMI-PRESIDENTIALISM, AND PRESIDENTIAL
PARLIAMENTARISM

In Chapter 1, Poguntke and Webb outline a model of presidentialization as a
process by which regimes become more presidential in their actual practice,
without necessarily changing their formal regime structure. Thus, the pre-
sidentialization of parliamentary democracy entails increasing leadership
power resources and autonomy within the party and the executive, and
increasingly leadership-centred electoral processes. Presidentialization flows
across these three faces largely from structural and contingent, rather than
constitutional, factors.

The formal-constitutional patterns are differentiated between distinct re-
gime types: parliamentary, semi-presidential, and presidential. This is not a
continuum, but a categorization based on three rigidly partitioned regime
types. Thus, semi-presidentialism is not a half-way point between the two
polar alternatives, but rather a constitutionally distinct regime.

The Israeli case, from 1996 to 2003, fell into the semi-presidential category,
in so far as the executive leader was both separately elected and responsible
to parliament. Despite the differences between Israel and other semi-presi-
dential cases, such as France, Finland, and Portugal, it is clear that Israel no
longer belonged to the parliamentary category, but neither did it enter the
presidential type. The question that remains is how this rare form of consti-
tutional innovation relates to the political and electoral aspects of de facto
presidentialization outlined by Poguntke and Webb.

In terms of leadership power within the party, it is quite clear that the
prime ministerial candidates were able to usurp attention, finances, and
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organizational resources from their parties, with little or no objection. The
separate and predominant prime ministerial election thus increased the power
of the leader within the party. Both Netanyahu and Barak, prior to their
election victories, were able to solidify control of their respective parties by,
for example, changing the composition of the central committees to include a
majority of their supporters. After the election victory, the direct mandate
gave the prime minister even more legitimacy and control over his party. For
example, the allocation of ministerial portfolios was left completely to his
discretion, which had hitherto not been the case.'® However, while the prime
minister had the power to organize his party’s cabinet representatives without
significant interference, he was forced to accept the dictates of those parties,
ever increasing in number and size, that he would need in order to form a
parliamentary majority and assume office. Moreover, the demise of his own
party’s parliamentary strength made his ability to head the executive and
govern more difficult, rather than less, compared to the period before the
constitutional reform. In short, the directly elected prime minister had a
legitimate mandate and increased power within his party, but this did not
translate into enhanced executive power and governing capability.

Of course, in other fragmented multiparty systems (such as Belgium and
the Netherlands) we sometimes find this does not preclude the development
of strong, ‘presidentialized’ prime ministers. However, in the Israeli case, the
main effect of constitutional presidentialization was not only a further frag-
mentation of the party system, but a specific kind of breakdown based on
sectarian issues that escalated centrifugal social pressures (Hazan and Rahat
2000). Such fragmentation, at the expense of the two main parties, made it
practically impossible for the constitutionally strong prime minister to han-
dle the situation by establishing himself as chief negotiator. While the directly
elected prime minister could claim popular legitimacy, he became increas-
ingly dependent on an extremely partified and socially centrifugal parliament
that made any coalition tenuous at best.

Thus, although the directly elected prime minister was protected from
pressures to oust him from both inside and outside his party, because the
price for bringing him down was the dissolution of parliament,'” this did not
mean that he was protected from the daily pressures of running an increas-
ingly heterogeneous and conflictual coalition. While his own party stood
behind him, he lacked a majority in the governing coalition, due to the voters’
tendency to split their ballots. Leadership autonomy for the directly elected
prime minister in Israel was based on both electoral appeal and organiza-
tional control, rather than just on the former, due to the parliamentary
aspects of Israel’s transformed regime. In short, despite having leadership
autonomy within the party, the prime minister did not have protection from
political pressures, nor was his survival assured—the terms in office of all
three directly elected premiers ended prematurely.
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The electoral aspect of presidentialization, manifested in the personaliza-
tion of the electoral process, has been the most evident that Israel has
exhibited. Indeed, practically all aspects of the electoral contest were
moulded by the personalities of the leading candidates during the period of
direct election, and the predominance of this contest had significant spillover
effects on the parliamentary elections as well (Hazan 19994, 2001).

The repeal of the direct election of the prime minister prior to the parlia-
mentary elections of 2003 has already reversed many of the developments
evident during the period of reform, thus making an impact on each face of
presidentialization (Kenig, Rahat and Hazan 2005). The power resources
and the autonomy of the party leader within the party have diminished once
again, since the leader no longer receives a separate and direct mandate from
the electorate at large, but merely heads the party list. Prime ministers are
once again elected because of and together with their party, rather than
individually, and at times despite, their party.

Conversely, power resources and autonomy of the prime minister within
the executive has been augmented by the repeal of direct elections. The simple
fact that the prime minister’s party was able to reverse its decline in 2003—it
actually doubled its parliamentary strength—allowed the party not only to
regain a majority within the coalition but also to reduce the number of
necessary coalition partners. Governing stability and capability returned,
permitting the prime minister once again to devote more time to heading,
rather than maintaining, the government. Moreover, the weakening of the
sectarian parties, which crippled the three directly elected prime ministers
and their governments, diminished not only the centrifugal social tendencies
in the party system but also the policy-incoherence of the coalition.

The electoral attributes of presidentialization have also been weakened by
the repeal of direct prime ministerial election, but not to such a great extent.
Despite the fact that there was no longer an individual ballot in the 2003
elections, the media remained largely candidate-centred in its coverage. The
parties, which were practically absent in the two previous elections, returned
to the forefront of the campaign but still took a secondary position to the
leaders. The premature collapse of the government, and the ‘snap’ election,
could help explain why the media did not internalize the full significance of
the return to a single-ballot fixed party list electoral system and a purely
parliamentary political system.

The conclusion from the Israeli case is that the various attributes of de
facto presidentialization need not go hand-in-hand. The presidentialization
of the electoral process does not necessarily lead to the presidentialization of
executive or party power; they are thus not causally linked. While the
electoral face of presidentialization might be amplified by factors that are
contingent and structural as well as constitutionally formal, the executive
face might be pushed closer to the ‘partified’ pole of the continuum rather
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than the presidentialized pole, and could actually be undermined by the
unexpected and reciprocal consequences of electoral presidentialization. Al-
though the directly elected prime ministers in Israel inferred that their per-
sonal mandate justified a more dominant role within the executive, the
Knesset taught each of them that Israel had retained an essentially parlia-
mentary form of government.

Israel was, after 1996, no longer purely parliamentary nor purely presi-
dential, but was closest to being semi-presidential. However, since the Israeli
case needed to be placed at two points simultaneously within the semi-
presidential category—the electoral and party faces closer to presidentialized
government and the executive face nearer to partified government—it might
be fitting to distinguish it from the other semi-presidential cases. Therefore,
when attempting to describe the institutionally unique and hybrid type of
political regime in Israel between 1996 and 2003, it may be best, and most
appropriate, to call it presidential parliamentarism (Hazan 1996).

Is the Israeli version of presidential parliamentarism the best of both
worlds? Sartori (1994: 135; italics in original) declared, ‘I believe that the
case against the two extremes, pure presidentialism and pure parliamentar-
ism, is a strong one. By the same token, I believe that the positive case for
“mixed systems” is equally strong.” Regretfully, the Israeli version of a mixed
system was not the best of both worlds, and might actually have been the
worst (Hazan 2001). As Sartori (1994: 153) warned:

Presidentialism and parliamentarism are single-engine mechanisms. In the first system
the engine is the president, in the second the engine is parliament . . . Semi-presidenti-
alism is, instead, a double-engine system. However, since its two engines operate
simultaneously, what if they start pulling in opposite directions and work against
one another? While the French system is able to handle divided government, still the
risk of having two counter-pulling engines cannot be ruled out.

The Israeli modification of semi-presidentialism allowed neither the prin-
ciples of parliamentarism nor those of presidentialism to dominate, but
rather created incongruous operating principles. The result was a presiden-
tialized prime minister who, in order to govern and survive, relied on an
increasingly polarized, fragmented, fractionalized, and sectarian parliament.
This combination was dangerous, not only for the effectiveness of Israel’s
government, but also for the stability of its democracy.

The primary lesson to be learned from the Israeli case is that if presiden-
tialization is not a result of structural developments in the sense outlined in
the opening chapter of this book, such as the erosion of social cleavages, the
changing structure of mass communication or the internationalization of
politics, or derived from contingent factors such as prime ministerial person-
ality, but flows from constitutional reform, then the latter must be properly
designed in order not to undermine the efficiency and stability of the entire
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democratic system. Moreover, the Israeli case teaches us that long-term
structurally derived developments can be undermined, or even reversed, by
constitutional changes.

The Israeli decision to graft a majoritarian, presidentialized prime minister
onto a proportional parliamentary infrastructure resulted in a unique con-
stellation, and an extreme manifestation, of the presidentialization of politics
in democratic societies. In the form that it took in Israel, it produced more
negative consequences than positive results. Other countries have discussed
the possibility of adopting such a system, but in light of the Israeli experience
they should clearly think twice before embarking on such a perilous journey.
Israel was able to extricate itself rather quickly from this debacle—others
might not be as fortunate.

NOTES

1. Theterm ‘constitutional’ must be used with reservation in Israel, because the country
lacks a codified constitution. Instead, a series of Basic Laws have been formulated
and adopted over time. These Basic Laws, of which there are eleven, are the building
blocks of the Israeli constitution-in-the-making. The term constitutional throughout
this chapter refers to the formal legal framework of Israeli democracy.

2. Israel’s proportionality was surpassed in 1956 by the Netherlands, when the
Tweede Kamer was enlarged from 100 to 150 representatives.

3. Arian et al. 2002 (Chapter 3) describe the growth in prime ministerial power
according to four distinct phases: 1949-66, characterized by the definition and
specification of the office’s functions and structures; 1967-77, marked by reorgan-
ization and concentration of power in the office; 1977-92, which was concerned
with refining the organizational structures of the office; since 1992, the phase of
personalization of the office (due to the direct election of the prime minister).

4. This section draws heavily on Chapter 6 of Arian et al. 2002.

5. Rabin’s dominant leadership role in this process is partially responsible for his
being singled out and subsequently assassinated by a person who wanted to
terminate this policy.

6. It is fascinating to observe that, in The Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton
pointed out that war naturally increases the power of the executive at the expense
of the legislative authority, explaining that, ‘the direction of war most peculiarly
demands those qualities which distinguish the exercise of power by a single hand.’
This phenomenon has recently manifested itself even in a presidential regime, for,
after the attacks on New York and Washington on September 11, 2001, the United
States is witnessing the most dramatic expansion in presidential power in a gener-
ation.

7. For a discussion of the politics leading to the electoral reform, see Diskin and
Diskin (1995). For a description and analysis of the new system, see Hazan (1996,
1997). For contrasting opinions concerning this kind of system, see Bogdanor
(1993), Lijphart (1993), and Sartori (1994).
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8.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Hazan

If the Knesset did not approve the prime minister’s government, the result would
have been new elections for both the Knesset and the prime minister. It is
interesting to note that this vote of investiture was not part of the original bill,
but was added later during the committee phase. One of the proponents of the
electoral-constitutional reform, who opposed the inclusion of such a vote of
investiture, explained why it did not belong: “The moment that one enables the
Knesset, or that one says that the Knesset ought to express a vote of confidence in
the prime minister, the meaning is that the Knesset is given the power to annul the
mandate that the prime minister received from the people.” Uriel Lynn, Chairman
of the Constitution, Law and Justice Committee, 21 November 1990. Quoted in
Ottolenghi (2001: 122).

. It is interesting to note that according to the original bill, in order for the Knesset

to oust the prime minister it would have needed the support of at least 70 MKs,
and not 61. This, along with the lack of a vote of investiture (see note 8), made the
original bill more ‘presidential’ than the one that was eventually adopted, in that
there would have been greater separation of powers.

It is rather striking that there was an expectation by the reformers that the prime
ministerial race would be limited to only two candidates, even if they did prove to
be right. After all, one would expect the two-round system to promote a first
round with several candidates, which almost happened in 1999; see Shugart and
Taagepera (1994). For a discussion of the expectations versus the results of the
direct election of the prime minister, see Ottolenghi (2001).

Literature on divided government in the United States (Jacobson 1991; Fiorina
1992) is instructive on how this possibility could have been foreseen. Moreover,
some of the political scientists in Israel warned of this danger while the electoral
reforms were still under deliberation.

It is interesting to note that some of the smaller parties did not oppose the
electoral reforms when they were deliberated and adopted. Maybe they were
more confident of the ‘rationality’ of the Israeli voters, of their ability to split
their votes, and of the unique opportunity the electoral reform would give them
not only to survive, but to thrive.

This does not include the deviant cases of national unity (grand) coalitions, where
neither of the two major parties comprised, by themselves, majorities within the
coalition.

Again, this does not include the deviant cases of national unity (grand) coalitions,
where the prime minister’s party did not, by itself, comprise a majority within the
government.

The return to a single-ballot parliamentary election, according to the 2001 version
of The Basic Law: The Government, went into effect with the parliamentary
elections of 2003.

Prospective ministers, and thereby members of the party leadership, lined up
outside the prime minister elect’s office—under the lights of the television cam-
eras—and were each asked to enter for a few minutes to find out if and what
portfolio they would be given.

This was the case unless those opposed to the prime minister could muster two-
thirds of the parliament to oust him from office—a rare occurrence which was
never achieved during the era of presidential parliamentarism in Israel.
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The Semi-Sovereign American Prince:
The Dilemma of an Independent
President in a Presidential Government'

Sergio Fabbrini

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1960s, the electoral process in America has undergone a pronounced
process of personalization. Candidates for the presidency have grown increas-
ingly independent of the traditional party organizations. There has arisen a
highly personalized process of selecting the presidential candidate: so person-
alized, indeed, that it has given rise to outright candidate-parties. However,
this personalization of the electoral process has not been matched by an
equivalent personalization of the system of government. There are both
structural and contingent reasons for this circumstance. The structural ones
reflect the nature of the American system of government, which is a system of
separated government (Fabbrini 1998a; Jones 1994; Rockman 1984)—the
arrangement by which the executive (the president) and the legislature (the
congress) each enjoys its own electoral legitimacy, even if they are then
obliged to share the same powers of government. As Neustadt (1990: 29),
the most influential scholar of the American presidency of the past generation,
puts it: “The Constitutional Convention of 1787 is supposed to have created a
government of “‘separated powers”. It did nothing of the sort. Rather it
created a government of separated institutions sharing power.’

Of course this sharing does not come about on equal terms; for in the
nineteenth century it was Congress that held governmental pre-eminence,
whereas in the twentieth century that pre-eminence has shifted to the presi-
dent. Only when viewed in this light can the American system be termed a
presidential system. The contingent reasons have to do with the progressive
institutionalization—especially since the 1980s—of a practice of divided gov-
ernment within the system of separated government. Divided government
occurs when opposing parties control congress and presidency (Fiorina
1992). Thus, having conquered the presidency on the basis of his personal
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resources, the president finds that he lacks the instrument essential for him to
exercise that office to the fullest extent, namely a party able to link him with
congress.

The difficulty of governing with a divided government was exacerbated by
the end of the Cold War, because it deprived the president of a crucial reason
for asserting his leadership. However, the dramatic terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001 reaffirmed the need for presidential leadership, but it could
not resolve the problems that had led to the institutional weakening of the
presidency. Thus, after the attacks, America found its democratic prince®
again, but he was still a prince with only half his powers.

THE ELECTORAL AND PARTY FACES
Selecting the presidential candidate: The direct primary

Any study of presidential leadership in the United States must be linked with
the analysis of its political parties, particularly in respect of their role in
selecting presidential candidates. At the beginning of the nineteenth century,
the United States saw the formation of the first modern party system, the
purpose of which was that of organizing electoral competition for the several
elective offices of the federal government. Given the separated nature of the
system of government, the political parties historically performed the func-
tion of connecting congress and presidency, thereby making governmental
action possible, albeit within the constraints imposed by a constitution
designed to restrict such action (Schramm and Wilson 1993).

The ascent of the president (and therefore of the presidency) during the
1930s and 1940s reduced significantly the political role of the parties in
American democracy. Parties were strong organizations as long as congress
retained the central role in the federal decision-making process. As Milkis
(1993: 5) has argued ‘the Democratic Party became during the late 1930s the
party to end all parties. Under Roosevelt’s leadership, it was dedicated to a
program that eventually lessened the importance of the two-party system and
established a modern executive as the principal focus of representative gov-
ernment in the United States.” Nevertheless, although their importance was
lessened, the parties continued to keep their strategic function in the first
decades of the presidential era. That is, they continued to connect office-
holders of the various governmental branches, or better, to organize the
president’s support within congress. The party-in-government (comprising
the president and his party supporters in the congressional caucus) continued
to be an effective organization, although its leadership was (at this time)
clearly presidential. Moreover, presidential ascendancy helped to nationalize
the parties’ perspective, in conjunction with the nationalization of federal
government (Lunch 1987).
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This institutional equilibrium was seriously challenged in the 1960s. In the
second half of the 1960s, as the country split over the military intervention in
Vietnam, a deeply-rooted tangle of contradictions and conflicts came to the
surface. The violence that exploded at the 1968 Democratic National Con-
vention in Chicago imposed on the public agenda—with an urgency unpre-
cedented even by the progressive experiences of the beginning of the
century—the issue of democratizing the political parties, given that these,
together with the country’s other governing institutions, were now held in
extremely low public esteem. As the reform of the political parties got under
way in the 1960s it was not shaped by a specific party model (Crotty 1982).
The reform process stemmed from a diversity of pressures and political
cultures, but one of its main components was indubitably the anti-party
tradition that drew its inspiration from the more populist variant of the
Progressivism of the early 1900s (Crotty 1980). This inspired a democratiza-
tion of political parties, especially in respect of the selection of presidential
candidates; the outcome was the adoption of a selection process based on
direct primaries.

Thus, America became the first, and to date, the only country to adopt the
direct primary as a system for candidate-selection (specifically in respect of
presidential candidates). In fact, for one of the foremost scholars in the field
(Ranney 1990: 182), ‘perhaps the sharpest contrast between nominating
procedures in the United States and those in other democratic countries is
provided by the U.S. use of direct primary.” Even in those European coun-
tries where primaries are used, they can be more properly defined as party
primaries rather than direct primaries (Fabbrini 1998b: 76—-104), in that the
candidate is selected by the members of the party (and no longer exclusively
by its leaders), but not by a variegated group of supporters. According to
Ranney (1990), the direct primary is ‘a procedure in which candidates are
selected directly by the voters in government-supervised elections rather than
indirectly by party leaders in caucuses or conventions’.

The first direct primary was held in Wisconsin in 1903 (Merriam 1908), but
only in the last three decades of the twentieth century did it become the
predominant system for selecting presidential candidates (Fabbrini 1993).
After the self-nomination procedure adopted at the end of the eighteenth
century, for the first two decades of the nineteenth century presidential
candidates were selected by the congressional caucus, known as ‘King Cau-
cus’, or rather, by the elite that had created the new constitutional republic.
But the populist wind very soon began to blow against the elitist equilibria,
and in the 1830s the introduction of the national convention system assigned
the power of selection to the party leaders of the states and counties, remov-
ing it from the country’s narrow federal oligarchy. After 1908, there was
experimentation with a mixed system in which selection was still centred on
the national convention but was influenced by the results of selected direct
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primaries. This system was scrapped at the end of the 1960s and replaced, in
1972, by a selection system based exclusively on direct primaries.

Thereafter, the primary system de facto superseded the national conven-
tion. It is true that in 1916, 53.5 per cent of delegates to the Democratic
national convention and 58.9 per cent of delegates to the Republican na-
tional convention were selected by means of primaries, but by 1968 only
seventeen states held direct primaries, and the delegates elected through them
represented just 37.5 per cent of votes at the national conventions. Since
1972, more than two-thirds of convention delegates have been selected by
direct primaries on the basis of their support for a particular presidential
candidate. Indeed, by 2000, 84 per cent of Democrats and 89 per cent of
Republican delegates to their respective national conventions were chosen in
this manner (across forty states in both parties’ cases: the remaining states
organized caucuses). And by 2004, 86 per cent of the delegates to the
Democratic Convention were chosen through the primaries (of course, the
Republicans, having an incumbent president, didn’t need to select their
candidate). This is why the convention now does no more than formalize a
decision—the choice of candidate—already made during the direct primaries
(Ware 1988). In effect, the deliberative capacity of party conventions, and the
decision-making power of the party elites which was traditionally empha-
sized by the conventions, have been neutralized.

The growth of candidate-centred politics

Of course, there are differences within the direct primary system with regard
to exactly who is entitled to vote. Nevertheless, none of the primaries draws a
clear distinction between the supporter and the voter; indeed, as far as
possible, the direct primary system has entirely eliminated the distinction.
Consequently, by being selected by those who then vote for them, candidates
have been able to leapfrog the traditional party intermediation (Polsby 1983)
between voters and themselves.

Reforms have institutionalized this in two ways: first, through changes to
the composition and functioning of national conventions, and second,
through new rules on campaign finance. With the elections of 1972, restrict-
ive criteria were imposed on the representation of the so-called unpledged
delegates not directly chosen in the primaries (or caucuses). In 1972 no more
than 10 per cent of the delegates could be unpledged, simply representing the
party organization or its legislative caucus in the state and federal legisla-
tures. The percentage of unpledged delegates was reduced to 8 per cent in
1984 and then settled at 11 per cent during the 1990s. Furthermore, measures
were introduced to ensure a more open debate at the convention (i.e., the
abolition of the so-called ‘unity rule’ under which the local and state delega-
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tions were obliged to vote as an undifferentiated bloc), and to protect the
decision-making autonomy of individual delegates (by putting an end to
the last-minute bandwaggoning that had marked previous conventions).
Although the constraints introduced in 1972 were subsequently relaxed,
they continue to characterize the organizational set-up of the major parties’
national conventions. The operational effect of this reform is clear: the
candidate does not have (nor does he need to have) any form of dependence
on the party in government (i.e., on the members of ‘his’ party in congress).
But this also means that the latter feel no obligation to support a president
chosen by others.

The second concerns the reform centred on the rules governing the funding
of electoral campaigns (Malbin 1984; Sorauf 1992). Approved in 1971, and
subsequently amended in 1976, the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA)
imposed tight controls on private financial contributions to electoral cam-
paigns, and regulated public funding on a radically new basis. As regards
private funding, the law stipulated that individuals and interest groups could
contribute no more than $1,000 or $5,000 respectively, to a candidate’s
election campaign. As regards public funding, it determined that federal
contributions to election campaigns should be directed to the candidates
and no longer paid to the party’s electoral committee. Both provisions were
evidently intended to deprive the parties of control over resources of crucial
importance. It is thus now the candidates who receive funds and support, and
no longer the parties. Moreover, this candidate-centred process of running
for office has become an extremely expensive activity (Donnelly et al. 2001).

The combined effect of these two directions of reform was a drastic cutback
in the parties’ electoral role. Since the 1970s the electoral process has under-
gone progressive and almost ineluctable change which works in favour of the
candidate (Wattenberg 1991). The candidate has become the crucial actor of
theelectoral process, although that does not imply that electoral competition is
a game based exclusively on personal qualities. With respect to the 2000
presidential elections, Bartels (2002: 69) remarked that ‘what is surprising is
not that the electoral impact of candidate traits was modest . .. (but that) the
modest effect of candidate traits was...large enough to be decisive.” Thus,
party politics still matters. Yet, in the context of declining levels of partisan
identification among voters, evaluations of candidates’ personal qualities
generally count for more. And with regard to the presidential election in
particular, the personalization of competition has become the most distinctive
feature of the entire electoral process. Candidates now use their own resources,
not those of their parties, to fund their campaigns: their reputations, their
networks of campaign contributors and supporters, their policy preferences
and their communication skills matter more than support from their parties.

Hence there no longer exists in America, at the federal level, the party—
understood as a collective organization able to generate a relatively stable
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identification among voters. This is not to imply that the United States has
become a democracy without parties. The American parties, in fact, have
transformed themselves into support structures—equipped with formidable
technologies—for individual candidates. It is as if the parties are now iden-
tified with their candidates in the sense that the latter connote the former and
not vice versa. America is today a democracy of candidate parties. As Aldrich
(1995: 288) remarks, ‘by the 1960s an alternative means to office became a
viable alternative to the older form of parties-in-the-electorate. It became
technologically feasible for a candidate—to be sure, almost invariably a
major party’s affiliate—to substitute his or her own campaign organization
for the party’s. This became possible first at the presidential level.” Of course,
the media coverage of the campaign adapted quite easily to this transform-
ation, thus focusing more and more on the candidates rather than the parties.
Although it seems implausible to detect a cause—effect relationship between
the transformation of electoral campaign and the commercial evolution of
political communication within the media, the personalization of electoral
campaigning suited the media’s growing preference for communicating over-
simplified political messages.

In sum, parties have turned into highly efficient support organizations for
candidates. That is, they are politically empty vessels (Katz and Kolodny
1994), even if they are endowed with technical and financial resources at the
disposal of the chief (the candidate) who is able to take possession of them.
Thus, after the reforms of the late 1960s, the party came to be ‘designed
around the ambitions of effectively autonomous politicians, responsible for
their own electoral fates and therefore responsive to the concerns of their
individual electoral constituencies’ (Aldrich 1995: 289; see also Aldrich and
Niemi 1996: 101).

THE EXECUTIVE FACE: THE PERSONALIZATION
OF SEPARATED GOVERNMENT

The birth of the modern presidency: The domestic sources

If it is true that the electoral process has grown increasingly personalized, can
one say that there has been an equivalent personalization of the separated
government? In other words, has the autonomy which presidential candidates
have acquired in the electoral process translated into increased power once in
office, with respect to the other institutions of the separated government (and
Congress in particular)?

It is well known that for a long period of time the presidency performed a
role anything but central to the American political system (Pious 1996).
Indeed, it was a prime concern of the founding fathers to give the presidency
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an exclusively executive function, while simultaneously protecting it against
pressures imposed by the legislature (considered to be the more important
institution, but one with the potential to impose a ‘tyranny of the majority’)
and by public opinion. Throughout the nineteenth century, congress was able
to preserve its place at the centre of governmental power as the main arena
for defining the policy issues of concern to the country, or to sections of it.
After all, the candidate for the presidency was selected by a method which
guaranteed the pre-eminence of the congress.> And once the national party
convention was adopted with 1830s, the congressional leaders were able to
influence its outcome through their connections with the organizations and
leaders of the local and state parties. Similarly, once the presidential candi-
dates were selected by the parties, the congressional party leaders were able
to influence the behaviour of the presidential electoral college through con-
nections with state legislatures. Even when the college electors started to be
chosen by popular vote, their election took place on the basis of party lists
controlled by the leaders of the state legislatures in accordance with the
leaders of the federal legislature. One way or another, then, presidents were
conditioned by the congressional parties. In short, for almost the whole of
the nineteenth century, congress had resources with which to control the
behaviour and policies of the president, thereby celebrating the pre-eminence
of state and local interests over national ones. In terms of this book’s
analytical framework, we might say that, though formally a presidential
regime, the American executive was strongly ‘partified’.

Not even authoritative presidential leaderships like those of Andrew Jack-
son (1829-36) and Abraham Lincoln (1861-5) were able to change this
constitutional equilibrium, although they had extremely important effects
on the party system and on relationships between public and private powers.
Not surprisingly, therefore, this system of government was called a ‘congres-
sional government’ (Wilson 1973 [1884]), or in other words, a system in
which Congress was able to secure its decision-making pre-eminence over
the other institutions of government (and the president in particular). This
was because Congress appeared to be the only body whose legitimacy resided
in the popular will, whereas the president was forced to resort to the consti-
tution to legitimize his actions and claims. And, indeed, throughout that
century, it was customary to talk of a ‘constitutional presidency’.

This institutional equilibrium was severely undermined by the complex
processes of economic and social change that traversed the country between
the 1880s and the middle of the twentieth century. Internally, it was in
particular the turmoil provoked by the Great Depression that imposed the
need for urgent transformation of separated government into presidential
government. The first two presidencies of F. D. Roosevelt (1933-40) are
generally considered by scholars to be the ones that introduced the basic
institutional and political innovations on which the modern presidency was
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founded (Rozzel and Pederson 1997). The creator of a new political order
(or a ‘regime builder’), Roosevelt was able to utilize the dramatic conditions
of his time, and the climate of national emergency created by them, to impose
an unprecedented presidential initiative on the country (and also on the other
separated institutions) (Skowroneck 1997). Thus, the leadership of the mod-
ern presidency was recast in terms of both its popular component (i.e., the
ability to mobilize citizens and public opinion) and its governmental one (i.e.,
the ability to lead the government by imposing the presidential will on his
party’s members of congress).

Thanks to the radio, Roosevelt made constant appeals to citizens, urging
them to mobilize against individual members of Congress, or against the
constitutional judges who defended the previous equilibrium of the congres-
sional government. Indeed, Roosevelt’s first two presidencies were charac-
terized by constant institutional conflict. Such was the nature of that conflict
that he was forced to find different inspirational criteria for his political
action, and hence for the exercise of his leadership. From this conflict sprang
what has been called (Tulis 1987) the ‘rhetorical presidency’: namely an
institution of government that founded its legitimacy on direct communica-
tion (rhetorical but not necessarily demagogic) between the president and
citizens. Since then, all presidents ‘go public’ (Kernell 1992) as popular
support has become crucial for winning the upper hand in conflicts with
rival institutional actors (such as congress or state legislatures).

By means of this particular exercise of presidential leadership, it was pos-
sible for the post-Second World War presidents to consolidate the main
innovations introduced by the ‘Roosevelt revolution’, viz.: (a) at constitu-
tional level, the strengthening of the federal government at the expense of the
state governments; (b) at institutional level, a shift in the gravitational centre
of governmental activity from congress to the presidency; (c) at political level,
a scaling down of the parties’ role as agents of political support to the
president; and (d) at organizational level, a reinforcement of the executive’s
structure, so that it could undertake the new tasks to which it laid claim (Lowi
1985: ch. 3).

The ascent of the presidency: The external source

However, while it is true that the transition in the United States from
congressional to presidential government has been driven mainly by domes-
tic factors, it is equally true that the president’s primacy in the system of
separated government was consolidated because of the role the country came
to perform in international politics from the 1940s onwards (Fabbrini 1995).
First, with its decisive role in the Second World War, and then with its role as
leader of the Western world during the Cold War—a role officialized at the



The Semi-Sovereign American Prince 321

end of that decade (1948) as the United States definitively abandoned an
isolationism from world affairs which had lasted for almost a century and a
half. Of course, ‘isolationism’ really means isolation from European affairs,
with the major exception of America’s intervention in the First World War,
given that the United States had regularly intervened in the affairs of the
American continent on the basis of the well-known doctrine propounded by
President Monroe in 1824, which brought that continent (in its entirety)
within the United States’ sphere of security and influence.

Competition and conflict with a rival superpower reinforced and
accelerated the process, already begun for domestic reasons, of rebalancing
the relationship between congress and presidency. Although the pre-
eminence of the president was challenged in the 1970s as a result of the
conflict in Vietnam, and as a result of the more or less contemporaneous
neo-liberal critique of domestic policy, the Cold War order nevertheless
continued to provide formidable support for the hierarchy now established
in the decision-making process. One may say that, whereas isolationism
had furnished scant justification for the exercise of presidential leadership,
such justification was substantial in the context of post-Second World War
internationalism.

The gigantic international role assumed by the United States in the period
after 1945 reinforced the president’s popular leadership, in that he was the
sole representative of the country in the system of world conflicts. The more a
country is internationally exposed, the more its population needs a domestic
leader with whom to identify—and even more so if the country is engaged in
what is perceived to be a life-or-death international conflict with an intrin-
sically antagonistic power like the Soviet Union. External threat generated a
formidable pressure for rationalizing domestic authority structures.

Thus, each president found himself having to direct an executive of ex-
treme and increasing complexity—a ‘stratified presidency’ (Fabbrini 1993;
Hart 1995; Warshaw 1996) comprising diverse organizational levels:

® the administrative presidency represented by independent establishments
and government corporations, which now consist of sixty-odd agencies
formally controlled jointly by the president and congress but in fact,
highly sensitive to the president’s interests and programmes;

® the departmental presidency, now comprising the fourteen federal de-
partments headed by president’s secretaries and further administrative
agencies charged with managing specific policy problems;

® the personal presidency, consisting of the White House Office (WHO)
and the Executive Office of the President (EOP), the latter including
agencies of strategic importance to the president like the Office of
Management and Budget (OMB) and the National Security Council
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(NSC), the former responsible for coordinating budget policy and the
latter for monitoring security policy.

In particular, the Cold War stimulated (and justified) the formation within
the presidency of a sort of ‘informal regime of crisis management’ (Gaddis
1991: 117). In other words, it gave rise—especially since the 1960s and
1970s—to a closed personal presidency standing at the head of an enormous
military and intelligence apparatus necessarily in contrast with the open
character of the institutions (from congress to the political parties) of do-
mestic policy (Preston 2001). It also contrasted with the constitutionally
controllable nature of the departmental presidency (Warshaw 1996), in that
although the heads of the latter—secretaries, under-secretaries, and high-
level political functionaries—are appointed by the president. They are then
subject to approval by the senate under the constitutional clause which
requires the latter’s ‘advice and consent’ before such appointments are
ratified; such a provision does not apply to many members of the personal
presidency, whose legal status differs from that of public officials.

Moreover, the personalization of the presidency has enabled the president
to surround himself with personal supporters rather than professional poli-
ticians of party provenance. Presidents have brought with them the people
who helped them to win the electoral campaign. But campaigning is not
governing. In fact, not only have many of these electoral experts proved to be
governmental amateurs (Campbell 1998), but they have sought to transform
governing into a sort of ‘permanent campaign’ (Blumenthal 1982). As the
president’s responsibilities increased after the Second World War, so did his
need to equip himself with the means to exert direct control over the activities
of his presidency, both departmental and administrative.* Hence, the growth
of the personal presidency as a structure personally at the president’s dis-
posal. The more the presidential apparatus expanded, the more the
president extended his personal presidency to control it, in an ever-increasing
spiral, but with the outcome that he came to control it less and less. If the total
executive staff (inclusive of all the people working in the EOP) averaged some
1,269 across the second Truman presidency (1949-52), that number in-
creased to 5,142 during the Nixon presidencies (1969-73), but scaled back
to 1,683 during the two Clinton presidencies, to increase again during the
George W. Bush presidency (between 2,000 and 2,500 units). The WHO
(within the EOP) doubled from Truman (256 individuals, on an average,
between 1949 and 1952) to Clinton (415 individuals, 1993 to 2000) (Ragsdale
1996: 257-61). In sum, the ‘size, complexity, and organizational capacity of
the modern Presidency has grown dramatically. Presidential behaviour can
no longer be understood, if it ever was, in mainly personal terms’ (Jacobs and
Shapiro 2000: 492).
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PERSONALIZED PRESIDENTIAL LEADERSHIP IN
THE ERA OF THE DIVIDED GOVERNMENT

Reagan and Bush between popular and governmental leadership

All the presidents since the Second World War have interpreted their role in
the light of the ‘Rooseveltian revolution’ (Shapiro et al. 2000). Moreover,
from the Democrat Harry S. Truman (President from 1949 to 1952) to the
Republicans Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford (1969 to 1976), presidential
primacy was underpinned by the support of a party linking the presidency
with congress (the ‘party-in-government’). However, with Jimmy Carter’s
presidency (1977-80) this political order started to crumble, although it was
Ronald Reagan’s two terms of office (1981-8) which opened a new chapter in
the history of the modern presidency (Rockman 1988). In fact, since the late
1970s, presidents have frequently had to govern without the support of a
party-in-government, thus having to rely only on their own organization.

When analysing the Reagan presidencies, one notes their twofold charac-
ter. On the one hand, they displayed a continuity with the previous history of
the modern presidency: as Greenstein (2000:147) notes, ‘Reagan took Roo-
sevelt’s use of the presidential pulpit as the prototype for his own political
leadership.” On the other, they introduced novel features because Reagan, in
exercising his leadership, had to deal with a series of problems unknown (at
least of such magnitude) to previous presidencies. These problems were
largely related to the decline of the political parties, both as agencies for
the mobilization of electoral support and as political links between institu-
tions. It was this decline which had fostered the era of divided government, as
the parties lost the ability to promote uniform political majorities in the
various institutions of the separated government.

The Reagan administration’s answer to this new context was the person-
alization of presidential action: but this enormously increased public expect-
ations of the president. The president made more and more promises while
becoming increasingly unable to fulfil them—not least because he was pre-
vented from doing so by politically hostile congresses. To cope with this
incongruence, Reagan fuelled a constant climate of tension, governing as if
he were in the middle of a permanent election campaign (King 1997). After
the initial policy success of the period 1981-3, Reagan relied increasingly on
his popular leadership, to the detriment of the governmental one. He con-
stantly went public, mobilizing symbolic issues rather than substantive ones
(Hinckley 1990). A personalized political process became permanently in-
stalled during Reagan’s two presidencies. Presidential leadership was exer-
cised in order to accentuate the features of that process, heightening the
visibility of the president’s position and bolstering his role as the nation’s
only leader.
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The net result of Reagan’s rhetorical presidency was to accentuate the
separation of the institutional system, further fragmenting the political pro-
cess. An unprecedented neo-factional regime (Heclo 1989) took place, be-
cause of the impossibility of finding effective ways to aggregate interests and
opinions. Such a fragmented political process (and behind it, the social
organization which post-industrialization had balkanized and divided into
interest groups no longer relatable to larger social aggregations) guaranteed
periodic gridlocks between president and congress in crucial areas of domes-
tic and foreign policy. In sum, Reagan sought to project his leadership as
uniquely able to offer an overall identity to this fragmented political process,
while simultaneously seeking to gain any possible advantage (in terms of
freedom of action) from the fragmented situation. But, devoid of institu-
tional support and entrapped by several scandals (such as the Iran-Contra
Affair) he ended up, during his second term, as a congressional hostage.
Thus, even a ‘presidency by plebiscite’ (Rimmermann 1993) was unable to
escape the logic of the institutional system.

The election of George Bush in 1988 came about in similar circumstances.
In fact, Bush’s victory was offset by the defeat of his party: the Republicans
lost further ground in the House (three seats fewer), in the Senate (one less)
and also among governors and in the state legislatures. In short, the election
of 1988 greatly reinforced the divided government, and Bush’s only option
was to avoid conflict with congress. Scholars almost unanimously agree that
the Bush presidency took largely the form of what Mullins and Wildavsky
(1991) have called a ‘procedural presidency’. While Reagan was distin-
guished by his ability to politicize every dispute with congress and turn it
into an opportunity to mobilize public opinion, Bush was able to keep
disputes out of the public domain as far as possible. For example, he rarely
used press conferences to apply pressure on the rival institution. He much
preferred to resolve conflict by setting up ad hoc committees consisting of
members from the two branches of government, holding informal meetings
sheltered from the media with the leaders of congress, and by making
personal telephone calls to his political adversaries. Campbell and Rockman
(1991) have called Bush the ‘let’s deal president’— the president who, when
confronted by a problem, prefers to negotiate, to find an accommodation or
exchange of favours with opponents.

Bush’s willingness to ‘do a deal’ reflected his personal characteristics;
indeed, from the beginning of his political career in 1964 he displayed the
features of a public functionary rather than those of a political leader. As
Greenstein (2000: 160) has written, ‘it is necessary to go back to Franklin
Roosevelt to find a chief executive with the rich governmental experience of
George Bush.” Nevertheless, in Bush’s case those characteristics were inten-
sified by the historical conditions (the divided government) in which he had
to act. With the virtuous relationship between popular and governmental
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leadership severed, when Bush found that he had to forego the former, he
concentrated on the latter. This was exactly the opposite of what Reagan had
done: on finding it impossible to utilize governmental leadership, after his
initial successes he sought to rely on popular leadership. Bush’s presidency
was so reactive in its nature that he decided to concentrate more on foreign
policy than on domestic policy, both out of personal preference and in order
to assert his presidential role. However, although the Gulf War of 1991
enabled him to do this, in order to wage the war he had to obtain the
approval of the Democratic Congress, which it only granted after long and
fierce debate.

CLINTON AND ‘POLITICS BY OTHER MEANS’

Although Bill Clinton was able to act in the context of a government which
enjoyed almost complete party unity during his first two years as president,
the circumstances of his electoral victory certainly did not allow him to claim
supremacy over the legislature. Clinton had been able to beat Bush more
because of the presence of a third candidate (the Independent Ross Perot) in
direct competition with the latter than because of the electoral consensus that
he enjoyed. In fact, Clinton emerged victorious even though he had obtained
only 43.3 per cent of votes, compared to Bush’s 37.7 per cent and Perot’s
19 per cent.

Clinton’s victory was accompanied by the success of Democratic candi-
dates in congressional elections. Those of 1992 resulted in Democrat major-
ities in both houses of congress. Nevertheless, Clinton found it extremely
difficult to obtain the approval of this ‘friendly’ congress for many of his
proposals; indeed, the most important of them (to set up a national health
system) was ‘sanded’ down by the congressional Democrats. At the mid-term
elections of 1994, the Republicans regained the majority in both houses of
congress, doing so on the basis of a radical neo-conservative programme
(‘Contract with America’) unprecedented in the party’s history. Moreover,
the promoter of the programme, Newt Gingrich, was elected Speaker of the
House of Representatives. This, therefore, was a return to divided govern-
ment, but now interpreted as a Republican government conditioned by a
Democratic president.

In fact, the Republicans transformed divided government into a formid-
able tool with which to weaken or even call into question the legitimacy of the
Clinton presidency. A tremendous assault on the presidency was launched
from Republican quarters with the aim of impeaching the president. This
assault grew even fiercer after Clinton’s re-election in 1996. From 1994 to
1998 the new Republican majority in congress acted as if it were the only
legitimate governmental majority of the country, Gingrich portraying ‘him-
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self as a prime minister with more influence over policy than President
Clinton’ (Schickler 2002: 99). However, the assault on Clinton was so dubi-
ous constitutionally (Ackerman 1999) that it backfired. The Republicans
performed poorly in the mid-term elections of 1998: while the overall parti-
san balance remained the same, for the first time since 1934 the President’s
party gained five seats in the House. This unexpected outcome led to Gin-
grich’s resignation as Speaker although, even under his successor Danny
Hastert, the impeachment strategy was maintained, ending in a formal vote
of the senate in 1999 which failed to achieve the qualified majority of two-
thirds necessary to dismiss the president.

The threat of impeachment that dogged both Clinton administrations was
part of a new political practice which spread with divided government and
was used by both parties to define their relative power relationships. Dra-
matic falls in electoral participation—just over one-third of voters visiting
the polling stations in congressional elections, and around half doing so for
presidential contests—weakened the representativeness of both parties, and
in the absence of any intention to rectify this (incumbents had no interest in
mobilizing the electorate since any change in the status quo might have
jeopardized their re-election), each used the governmental institution it con-
trolled to attack its rival (thereby also delegitimizing the institution controlled
by the latter). Thus the conflict between the parties came to assume the
features of an outright battle between institutions.

What Ginsberg and Shefter (1991) called ‘politics by other means’ at the
beginning of the 1990s had grown even more blatant by the end of the
decade. The Republican congress used its institutional instruments of control
and supervision over the president for partisan ends. Inquiries by various
committees and sub-committees followed each other relentlessly, their pur-
pose being to reveal the personal weaknesses of the president or of his closest
aides, the covert conditioning exerted on them during the electoral campaign
by real or presumed funders, or decision-making confusion in one or other of
the presidential departments. The Democratic president, for his part, had no
qualms about using the intelligence agencies under his control—the CIA
especially (Draper 1997)—to delve into the private lives of congressional
leaders. It was a battle that had judicial implications, for congress deliber-
ately used its right to stage hearings under oath of members of the presi-
dency, or called for intervention by the department of justice’s special
prosecutor,” to place the president and his policies in difficulty.

Since the resignation of the Republican Nixon in 1974 under threat of
impeachment by a Democratic senate, a new constraint has been imposed on
presidential action—that of the president’s personal credibility. Electoral
victory is now no longer enough to give the president personal legitimacy:
the threat to his reputation is constant, but so too is the threat to the
reputation of the presidential institution itself. Revelations, investigations,
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prosecutions (or RIPs as Ginsberg and Shefter (1995) have synthetized
them®) are the new weapons of inter-party competition. RIPs have taken
the place of door-to-door canvassing, meetings, rallies, marches, and dem-
onstrations. Indeed, the former have increased dramatically since 1974, while
the latter have almost disappeared from the political scene. The greatest price
has been paid by the presidency. While Reagan and Bush strove to restore
power to the institution after its dramatic fall following the Vietnam defeat
and the Watergate scandal, Clinton’s entrapment brought a serious reversal
to the work previously done. David Calleo writes (2000: 72):

[O]ver the past three decades, the Congress, the courts and the states have frequently
combined to cut the presidency down to size. Nothing illustrates this trend more than
Clinton’s ordeal. Despite the president’s continuing popularity with the electorate and
his impressive achievements in the economic field, his presidency has been subjected to
the most savage constitutional attack since Nixon’s time.

Not surprisingly, therefore, the Clinton presidency, too, was reactive. Clin-
ton had to cope with the most aggressive Republican congressional caucus
since the Second World War, and with an assault of unprecedented propor-
tions waged on his presidential credibility by his adversaries. Thus, he was
forced to prioritize the domain of specific public policies. It became, that is to
say, a micro-management leadership. Perhaps, as Bennet and Pear (1997)
have written, Bill Clinton was obliged to be an incremental president, who
tried to achieve piece by piece what he was unable to achieve through a grand
public policy design. His was a government of individual problem-solving—
what we may call potluck government.” Nevertheless, this piecemeal ap-
proach suited Clinton’s qualities: ‘No American president has exceeded
Clinton in his grasp of policy specifics, especially in the domestic sphere,
but his was a mastery that did not translate into a clearly defined point of
view’ (Greestein 2000: 187). The presidential leadership was consequently
deployed to form specific and limited majorities, to reach agreements, and
administratively to reformulate each of the agreements proposed so that it
gained maximum consensus. Of course, when a president governs problem
by problem, when he becomes ‘an aficionado of policy qua policy’ (Greenstein
1998: 179), it is difficult for him to steer any sort of consistent course.

The fact of the matter is, however, that the Clinton presidency (especially in
the period 1995-8) saw the advent of a leadership consisting of ‘parliamentar-
ism with minority government’—one, as Schier (2000: 265) puts it, with
‘narrow agendas, limited governmental possibilities, and flexible post-modern
personal style’. It is noteworthy, however, that the divided government and
the attack on his reputation notwithstanding, Clinton was able to ‘achieve
popularity despite the low public regard for his character and morality’ (ibid.).
Of course, the president, unlike the prime minister of a minority government,
was able to exploit the legitimacy accruing from his personal election (while
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the latter only has the legitimacy stemming from a ‘lack of anything better’),
and he also benefited from the resources (primarily communicative) deriving
from his monocratic office (though he had to use them prudently). However,
while Clinton was able to save his presidential role from a parliamentarist
drift, he could not change the American electoral and institutional order of the
1990s: ‘he merely accommodate(d) himself to it’ (Rae 2000: 184).

THE PRESIDENCY OF GEORGE W. BUSH
AND THE TERRORIST THREAT

The controversial victory of the Republican candidate George W. Bush in the
elections of 2000 over the Clinton’s vice-president and Democratic candidate
Albert Gore (Dershowitz 2001) was accompanied by a partial abatement of
divided government. The Republicans retained their majority in the house,
although they lost their majority in the senate, albeit by a single seat. Faced
with the dissipation of presidential leadership and the disappearance of the
Soviet menace, on his election George W. Bush chose to distance himself
from any serious international engagement and sought to build more co-
operative relations with the congress. Because the president knew that he did
not enjoy full legitimacy, he behaved like a parliamentary prime minister,
rather than a president. Domestically, he endorsed the congressional agenda
of the second half of the 1990s which focused essentially on tax reduction.
Internationally, he endorsed the unilateral perspective previously pursued by
the (Republican) congress. Thus, prior to September 11, 2001, American
criticism of international agreements and organizations reached an unex-
pected degree of severity.

September 11 changed the presidential role dramatically. Faced with the
terrorist threat, the American people discovered the need for a president, and
they found one. Bush met popular expectations by behaving as a true
‘commander-in-chief’, and foreign policy became the first priority of his
administration. Of course, Bush had to abandon his doctrine of selective
engagement (which was widely and erroneously confused with isolationism)
to embrace a more active global perspective. In order to create the conditions
for intervention in Afghanistan, the administration engaged in an extensive
diplomatic campaign of coalition-building, which successfully pulled to-
gether friends and foes in support of the American military operation. To
obtain international legitimacy necessary for the intervention, congress was
finally persuaded to pay the American dues to the UN. A spirit favourable to
more international cooperation seemed to emerge from the public statements
of the president and his team.

Moreover, diplomatic overtures notwithstanding, Bush continued to pur-
sue the unilateral approach envisaged by the Republican congress since 1994.
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This unilateralism has been justified on the basis of a new grand strategy
defined by the president and made public on 20 September 2002 (Bush 2002),
a strategy that many dubbed as ‘American national sovereignty comes
first’—or rather, ‘a willingness to go along with international accords, but
only so far as they suit America, which is prepared to conduct policy outside
their constraints’ (The Economist 2001: 24). Thus, a radical transformation of
the international environment created the conditions for presidential leader-
ship to re-emerge domestically. Nevertheless, it had to re-emerge from a now
largely de-legitimized institution (Neustadt 2001). In order to impose his
leadership, Bush had to separate himself from the White House and re-invent
himself as a popular leader. The mid-term elections of 2002 presented a great
opportunity to work for the future of his governmental leadership
by sponsoring and supporting candidates close to him and his team. In
fact, the surprising success of Republican candidates in those elections (the
Republicans increased their majority in the house and regained the majority
in the senate) was widely perceived as a personal success for the president.
Thus, between September 2001 and November 2002, the decline of the
American presidency seems to have been arrested: the threat of terrorism
reinvigorated the popular leadership of the president, while electoral success
created the conditions for the re-launching of his governmental leadership.
The new strategy gave the presidency ideological justification to claim a
renewed primacy within the separated governmental system. America was
under siege and it had to protect itself. To do so it had to free itself from all
external multi-lateral constraints, but from domestic institutional constraints
as well. As happened during the Cold War, the new war on international
terrorism facilitated a reordering of domestic relations. Nevertheless, if it can
be questioned whether the war on international terrorism can replicate the
Cold War as a disciplining strategy with which to fuse American interests
with those of other democratic countries (Nye 2002), it is also questionable to
assume that the war will be sufficient to impose presidential power over
congress. In fact, the separated governmental system will make it difficult
for anyone (even a president fighting a vicious terrorist enemy) to reduce its
internal pluralism. After September 2001, President George W. Bush tried
forcefully to re-impose presidential pre-eminence in the domestic decision-
making process. The new foreign policy strategy of American unilateralism
(celebrated with the war in Iraq in spring 2003) carried with it domestic
implications, in the form of renewed presidential power vis-a-vis other gov-
ernmental institutions. Again, in America, foreign policy is a crucial deter-
minant of presidential leadership. To be sure, after the mid-term elections of
November 2002, President George W. Bush increased his prospects of gov-
erning, with the electoral success of Republican candidates in both the house
and the senate. Nevertheless, given the inevitability of periodic recourse to
divided government, presidential leadership will continue to be based on the
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fragile foundations of candidate-centred politics (Cain 2002; Peele et al.
2002). As the assertion of American predominance will elicit countervailing
strategies abroad, so it will elicit countervailing forces at home. Thus, we can
assume that the American political (dis)order (Dahl 1994) will reappear as
soon as the drama of the war on terrorism lessens.

CONCLUSION

It is true that ‘the highly personalized nature of the modern American
presidency makes the strengths and weaknesses of the White House incum-
bents of the utmost importance’ (Greenstein 2000: 189), but it also true that
the individual incumbents have to cope with the structural constraints of
their position. In a separated government, exposed to periods of divided
government, presidential primacy can never be taken for granted. Indeed,
devoid of party linkages with the other governmental institutions, presiden-
tial primacy looks like ‘a castle in the sand’.

In fact, through the personalization of the electoral process, the president
has become highly autonomous of his party and a legislative majority, al-
though this does not necessarily imply that heis able to get his way in the policy
process. Indeed, the president appears to be more constrained by the legisla-
ture than a prime minister in a parliamentary system, because he does not
control his legislative party to the same extent. The enormous personal power
of the president does not necessarily enable him to achieve his desired policy
outcomes, unless external factors, like a national or international crisis, fur-
nish an opportunity to impose his own agenda and leadership on the other
domestic institutions (and congress in particular). But the transfer of pre-
eminence in foreign policy to domestic policy cannot be taken for granted.
Indeed, increased presidential power may coincide with a declining steering
capacity of the state altogether. Thus, the increased autonomy acquired by the
presidential candidate in the electoral process has not translated into increased
governmental power. If anything, the contrary appears to have been the case.

Presidents have found it difficult to govern with a hostile congress and an
extremely complex presidency. Candidate-centred politics, weakening the
party-in-the-electorate, made mutually reinforcing electoral majorities less
likely. The candidate’s party, at presidential as well as congressional levels,
has made the party-in-government impossible. Hence, in America, the pre-
sidentialization process has brought into existence presidents who can govern
only through ad hoc coalitions or by using their public appeal to force their
will upon congress. Presidentialized prime ministers, in fact, while achieving
greater autonomy from and power over their parties, still have to govern with
their support, and cannot survive substantial dissent from their own parties.
This is not the case for the presidentialized president of the American system.
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Nevertheless, in both presidentialized parliamentary systems and the pre-
sidentialized American separated system, a common transformation of the
governmental process seems to have taken place: the legislature and the chief
executive have moved apart. Of course, the different institutional structures
of the two systems offer different opportunities to presidentialized leaders to
promote their own pre-eminence. Drawing on the theoretical framework of
this book, one can conclude that the American system of separated govern-
ment has gradually presidentialized in the last three decades, in the sense that
the chief executive has had to rely on his own personal mandate and
resources in order to negotiate his way through the political agenda. But
this process has not altered his status as a semi-sovereign prince within a
fragmented governmental system.

NOTES

1. The author wishes to thank the editors of the volume for their helpful comments to
the previous version of the chapter and for their valuable suggestions in drafting
the Conclusion.

2. On the features and roles of ‘democratic princes’, that is prime ministers and
presidents in democratic government, see Fabbrini (1999).

3. According to Article II, section 1 of the Constitution, the President of the United
States ‘shall remain in office for a period of four years’. The election of the president
is not direct but is instead mediated by the electoral college. The electors of each
state choose the members of the electoral college of that state, the number of whom
is equivalent to the number of representatives and senators pertaining to that state
in the federal congress. The system by which the members of the electoral college are
elected is established by the ordinary law of the respective state legislatures (al-
though the Constitution stipulates that persons already holding public office may
not be elected members of the electoral college). Today, almost all the states use the
so-called ‘winner takes all’ method whereby the presidential candidate who wins
most votes in a particular state has the right to the support of all that state’s
electoral college votes. The law of 1934 stipulated that this election must be held
on ‘the first Tuesday after the first Monday of November’, naturally at four-yearly
intervals, although the electoral college of each state meets to formalize the victor
(again on the basis of the 1934 law) on ‘the first Monday after the second Wednes-
day of December following the November election’. Each electoral college meets in
the capital of its state, and therefore separately from the other state electoral
colleges. The results are sent to the President of the Senate, who authenticates
them in the presence of the Senate and the House of Representatives. Finally, on
the basis of the twentieth constitutional amendment of 1933, the candidate elected
president takes (presidential) office at the stroke of ‘midday on the 20th of January’
following the November election and the December formalization of its result. The
twenty-second constitutional amendment of 1951 established that ‘no person shall
be elected to the office of the President more than twice.’
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4. Although Clinton scaled down the size of each of these by approximately a quarter,
some 1,628,000 individuals were still employed within the fourteen departments in
2002 (compared to 2,060,387 in 1993). The Department of Defense alone enlisted
1,184,000 units on active duty in 2002 (Stanley and Niemi 2003: 344-5).

5. The special prosecutor (later renamed ‘independent counsel’ by the Ethics Act of
1978) is an interim member of the presidency. S/he is appointed by the Secretary of
Justice and then confirmed by one of the federal courts. S/he should enjoy a certain
amount of independence in investigating allegations of wrongdoing by members of
the presidency, if not (as in Nixon’s case between 1973 and 1974 or in the Clinton’s
case between 1993 and 1999) by the president himself. In reality, his/her independ-
ence from the Secretary of Justice (or even from the president himself) continues to
be a matter of fierce constitutional conflict between congress, the presidency, and
the supreme court (Fisher 1991: 25, 77-8).

6. These activities are favoured by congressional hearings so that they come to
interact with the interests of the media and the dispositions of the courts of justice.
Ginsberg and Shefter (1995) argue that, between 1974 and 1992, a sort of alliance
(against the Republican control of the presidency) arose among members of the
Democratic Congress, a number of leading Democratic newspapers and television
editors, and liberal sectors of the investigative judiciary.

7. In American usage a ‘potluck meal’ is one at which each guest brings food which is
then shared by all present, so that the meal consists of a haphazard mix of dishes.
Likewise, ‘potluck government’ consists of a mix of not necessarily congruent
policies.
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The Presidentialization of Contemporary
Democratic Politics: Evidence,
Causes and Consequences

Paul Webb and Thomas Poguntke

The point of departure for this volume was the observation that a variety of
academic and non-academic commentators have referred to the alleged
‘presidentialization’ of politics in the world’s advanced industrial democra-
cies. While these observers have rarely moved beyond using the term as a
loose analogy to the way in which the political system of the United States
operates, we set ourselves the task of systematically and rigorously investi-
gating the following issues:

® In so far as the term ‘presidentialization’ might have a substantial
meaning at all, what is it?

e To what extent does it really exist?

e Under what circumstances does it occur?

e How far is its occurrence affected and constrained by formal constitu-
tional features such as regime-type (presidentialism, parliamentarism, or
semi-presidentialism), federalism, or consensus/majoritarian forms of
democracy?

® Where presidentialization can meaningfully be said to exist, what are its
causes?

® What are its implications for modern democracies?

In Chapter 1 we offered an answer to the first of these questions by setting
out a three-dimensional concept of ‘de facto presidentialization’, which threw
into relief the growth of leadership power and autonomy within parties and
political executives, and the greater prominence of leaders in electoral pro-
cesses. Each of these developments represents an erosion of more collective,
‘partified” forms of politics, though we do not suggest that they entirely
supplant them. We also discussed the ways in which presidentialization can
occur in consensual and majoritarian systems. Having applied this model of
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presidentialized politics to a variety of advanced industrial democracies, this
chapter summarizes the evidence and addresses the remaining questions.

THE EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

Table 15.1 précises the wealth of material uncovered and discussed in the
earlier chapters. Let us consider the various faces of presidentialization in
turn.

The executive face

Here, in general terms, we have sought evidence of a shift in intra-executive
power to the benefit of the head of government (whether a prime minister or a
president), accompanied by signs of growing executive autonomy from his or
her party. Note that the latter development should not be confused with the
leader’s growing autonomy from intra-party power-holders in respect of
issues of party management and policy-making: the latter should properly be
considered an aspect of the party face, to which we will come in due course.
Here, however, we are concerned with the leader’s autonomy from the party
in respect of the business of the executive of the state (for instance, over
government formation and portfolio allocation); thus, it only refers to the
leaders of governing parties. (For a reminder of the differences between these
analytical dimensions in terms of specific indicators, see Chapter 1.) This is
one of the most common ways in which the adjective ‘presidential’ is used as
a loose analogy in the context of parliamentary regimes, and is well illus-
trated by references to the ‘presidential leadership styles’ of premiers such as
Thatcher, Blair, or Berlusconi.

Several of our country experts stress that presidential-style domination of
the political executive by leaders such as these is often explained by short-
term contingent factors, such as the size and cohesion of the parliamentary
support on which they can draw, their current standing with the electorate,
their personalities, and the sheer and inevitably unpredictable impact of what
Harold Macmillan once inscrutably and memorably referred to as ‘events’.
This comes out, for instance, in a reading of the chapters on Spain, Sweden,
and the UK. Indeed, no observer of British politics since 1979 could reason-
ably deny that each of these contingent factors hugely conditioned the nature
of prime ministerial leadership offered by Margaret Thatcher, John Major,
and Tony Blair. Contingent factors of this nature constrain and shape
executive leadership in all types of democratic regime, even presidential and
semi-presidential ones. True, the US President cannot be fatally weakened by
rebellious members of the cabinet, and neither can he be deprived of his office



TABLE 15.1. Trends towards presidentialization: Evidence from fourteen nations

The Executive Face The Party Face
Increasing autonomy of Increasing autonomy of party

Indicators of Shift in intra-executive executive leader vis-a-vis Shift in intra-party power leader from intra-party power
presidentialization power to benefit of leader party to benefit of leader holders
Belgium + + + +
Canada + 0 (always high) 0 (always high) +
Denmark i + + +
Finland + + + +
France' + 0 (always high) + +
Germany + + + +
Israel (pre-1996) —+ + + +
Israel (1996-2003) 0 - + +
Italy + + +" +Y
Netherlands + + + +¥
Portugal Vi + + +
Spain + + + +
Sweden + + + +
United Kingdom + + i +ix
United States + + n/a n/a




The Electoral Face

Summary

Indicators of Growth of media coverage

Increasingly leadership-

Growing leader effects on

presidentialization of leaders centred campaign strategy ~ voting behaviour

Belgium + + + moderate change

Canada + 0 (always high) - small change, high level
of presidentialization
throughout

Denmark + + u moderate change; strong
party constraints

Finland + + + moderate change

France 0 (but high) 0 (but high) 0 (but high) small change; high level of
presidentialization
throughout 5th Republic

Germany + + + strong change

Israel (pre-1996) + + + strong change

Israel (1996-2003)* + + + strong change

Italy + + + strong change

Netherlands + + + moderate change

Portugal + + 0 (always high) moderate change

Spain 0 (always high) 0 (always high) 0 (always high) moderate change

Sweden + + u moderate change

United Kingdom + + + moderate change

United States + + + moderate change

Notes:

+: change in the expected direction; 0: no change;

! Starting from a low level.

"' Post 2003: tendency to revert to pre-1996 pattern.
¥ Mainly Alleanza Nazionale, Forza Italia.

V! Starting from a low level.

™ Always high in the Conservative Party.

ii
iv

i

<

viii

—: change against the expected direction; u: uncertain/contradictory evidence.
Refers to both chief executives (i.e. president and prime minister).

Mainly Alleanza Nazionale, Forza Italia.
Mainly PvdA.
Mainly Labour.
* Only weak reversal of trend after 2003.
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through losing a majority in the congress, but the power to realize his
legislative programme can be seriously undermined. Sergio Fabbrini
(p. 330) reports that ‘the enormous personal power of the president does
not necessarily enable him to achieve his desired policy outcomes, unless
external factors, like a national or international crisis, furnish an opportunity
to impose his own agenda and leadership on the other domestic institutions
(and congress in particular)’. Thus, presidents can be forced by circumstance
to govern through ad hoc coalitions in the congress or by using their public
appeal to ‘force their will’ upon the legislature, the latter being a favoured
tactic of ‘the Great Communicator’, Ronald Reagan. In a similar vein, Ben
Clift reminds us that the relative powers of president and prime minister
under the French semi-presidential system can be influenced by consider-
ations such as which of them has the most recent electoral mandate.

These examples illustrate that the presidentialization of the executive face
does not always coincide with increased legislative power. First and fore-
most, it implies a reduction of a party’s political influence on executive
leadership. Presidentialized chief executives, whether presidents or prime
ministers, tend to govern past their parties rather than through them—even
if this undermines their chances of realizing their legislative agenda.

Thus, we may usefully speak of ‘contingent presidentialization’ of the
executive—the leader’s domination of the political executive through the
impact of short-term factors. This phenomenon should certainly not be
underestimated, but as we emphasized in Chapter 1, we are more interested
in the underlying long-term developments which enhance the potential of the
chief executive office of the state for strong leadership, even if contingent
influences do not necessarily enable an incumbent to fully realize it in the
short-term. Such enduring developments we have referred to as ‘structural
presidentialization’, and these are indicated by a number of variables. Such
variables in turn reflect the adaptation to underlying structural causes of
presidentialization, and include: attempts to reorganize government so as to
enhance the resources or strategic coordinating capacity available to the
leader; signs of reduced opportunities for collective decision-making within
the executive (for instance, reduced frequency or length of cabinet meetings);
the growth of bilateral decision-making processes involving the chief execu-
tive and individual ministers, to the exclusion of the cabinet collectively; a
tendency to promote non-party technocrats or politicians lacking distinctive
party power bases, and so on.

Overall, Table 15.1 reveals that, in almost every case, leaders’ power
resources and autonomy within national political executives have increased
and/or were already at a high level (compared to the ideal-type of collegial
government that one associates with parliamentarism) at the outset of the
period analysed. This is not to deny that parties and parliaments remain
important actors, especially in traditionally partified parliamentary systems,
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such as Sweden’s. But even in multiparty systems where coalitional and
consensus models of politics are the norm, it is fascinating to observe that
premiers have apparently often become more ‘presidential’. The Low Coun-
tries offer a good example: Stefaan Fiers and André Krouwel tell us that
‘within the last two decades, party leaders and prime ministers alike, both in
Belgium and the Netherlands, acquired more prominent and powerful posi-
tions, transforming these consensus democracies into a kind of ‘presidentia-
lized’ parliamentary system’ (p. 128). In short, while parties remain
significant constraints in most countries, personal authority, if not to say
dominance, over the executive by premiers and presidents has become more
prevalent. In majoritarian systems, such as the UK, the growth of the prime
minister’s underlying structural power within the executive has been even
more notable. Indeed, this trend has been steadily growing over several
decades, if not longer, but has been particularly associated with the premier-
ships of Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair, as Heffernan and Webb dem-
onstrate in Chapter 2.

The only apparent exceptions to the rule of structural presidentialization
of the executive occur in the Israeli and American cases, which simply
represent, upon closer inspection, special cases of the general pattern. Reu-
ven Hazan provides a fascinating insight into Israel’s experiment with a
directly elected prime minister. The unintended and seemingly paradoxical
outcome of this short-lived flirtation with (partial) constitutional presiden-
tialization was that it actually served to undermine the prime minister’s
control over both his executive and the Knesset. By divorcing the prime
minister’s mandate from his party’s, the constitutional presidentialization
of elections facilitated ticket-splitting by voters, which in turn served to
further fragment the party system, and rendered governing coalitions still
less manageable than had been the case. Israel’s peculiar achievement was to
enhance the electoral and party faces of presidentialization while undermin-
ing the executive face. Furthermore, the prime minister could still be removed
by a hostile majority in the Knesset—which, if anything, had become more
likely as a result of the separation of electoral contests to decide on the
composition of the legislature and the identity of the premier. Interestingly,
however, Hazan reports clear evidence of a structural evolution towards
executive presidentialization prior to the introduction of direct election of
the prime minister: ‘The Israeli prime minister, during the era of pure
parliamentarism, and in spite of the multiparty nature of both the Knesset
and the governing coalitions, continually reinforced and consolidated his
power. The trend of formal strengthening resulted in the clear predominance
of the prime minister over the government, and of the government over the
parliament’ (p. 294). Prime ministerial power within the executive was im-
mediately enhanced again following the repeal of the constitutional reform.
This strongly suggests that, apart from the aberration occasioned by the
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ill-fated constitutional reform, Israel’s experience is in fact consistent with
that of most of the other countries in our sample.

The case of the USA presents a remarkable parallel with Israel during the
era of directly elected prime ministers. As in Israel, the direct election of the
chief executive does not require mutually reinforcing majorities. During
recent decades, the increasingly candidate-centred nature of elections has
made divided government more likely and, in consequence, presidents have
found it difficult to govern with a hostile congress. There is, of course, an
important difference between formally presidential USA and Israel in the era
of directly elected prime ministers: US presidents remain dominant within
the executive, and do not have to worry about keeping fragile coalition
governments intact. However, Sergio Fabbrini argues that ‘the American
system of separated government has gradually presidentialized in the last
three decades, in the sense that the chief executive has had to rely on his own
personal mandate and resources in order to negotiate his way through the
political agenda’ (p. 331). Moreover, the structural basis of presidentialized
politics is ever-present (and growing) in the USA, given the phenomenal
resources open to the chief executive of the world’s most powerful nation.

It is interesting to reflect on the position of semi-presidential systems in this
context. It is striking that, in France, Finland, and Portugal, the prime
ministerial side of their bicephalous executives has become more prominent
with the passage of time. In every case, this seems to coincide with the waning
of national insecurities about the normal workings of democratic govern-
ance: The French Fifth Republic was forged out of de Gaulle’s idiosyncratic
but powerful brand of leadership at a time when the menace of a military
coup hung heavily over a country struggling to cope with the crisis in Algeria;
Portugal’s new constitution of 1976 was constructed after long years of
dictatorship, and reflected military-revolutionary, as well as party-pluralistic,
sources of legitimacy; and Finland’s semi-presidentialism reflected the pecu-
liar geo-political sensitivity of a country profoundly aware of the immense
Soviet neighbour on its eastern border. Yet as France survived the process of
de-colonization in Algeria and an eventual transfer of national power, first to
the non-Gaullist Right, and subsequently to the Left; as Portugal’s new
democracy survived transition and consolidated in a new era of European
Community membership; and as Finland’s sense of national security grew
with the demise of the USSR and her own membership of the European
Union, so the parliamentary aspect of each country’s political systems
emerged. In France, this took the form of frequent outbreaks of political
cohabitation between presidents and prime ministers of different partisan
hue, though one might argue this should more properly be regarded as
contingent than structural presidentialization of the prime ministerial office.
In Portugal and Finland, however, it was associated with formal constitu-
tional amendments which significantly reduced the powers of the presidency
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(in 1982 and 2000, respectively). But here’s the rub: in each and every case,
the shift towards more parliamentary modes of politics has been accompan-
ied by the growth of prime ministerial power within the executive. In com-
mon with the other parliamentary systems in our sample, then, Finland and
Portugal have experienced a structural presidentialization of executive
power, while France has experienced frequent bouts of contingent presiden-
tialization of the executive: all such developments have benefited prime
ministers rather than presidents.

The party face

Clearly, presidential leadership styles also leave their mark on the way chief
executives interact with their parties. Short-term contingent factors permit-
ting, strong leaders with electoral appeal will not only be able to assert
themselves within the executive, they will also be able to dominate their
own parties. Undoubtedly, much of this trend towards leadership-centred
intra-party politics is driven by the modern mass media and facilitated by
loosening party loyalties (see below), which is why we see the same phenom-
enon within opposition parties. The way Gerhard Schréder imposed himself
on the German SPD as Chancellor-candidate in 1998 is a conspicuous, but
not atypical, example of the growing tendency of leaders to by-pass regular
procedures and ‘govern’ their parties ‘presidentially’. Much of this is, how-
ever, facilitated by underlying structural changes, which provide the re-
sources and levers necessary for leaders to act in such way.

Table 15.1 reveals an equally clear-cut trend towards the growth of leaders’
power within, and autonomy from, their parties. Whereas power within the
party might be thought of as the capacity of leaders to get the party to do as
they want, autonomy from the party can be thought of as the ability to ignore
or bypass the party altogether. With respect to the former (power), we asked
the country experts to look for evidence of party rule changes which give
leaders more formal power, and the growth of the leaders’ offices in terms of
staff or other resources. With respect to the latter (autonomy), we have
looked for signs that leaders have developed their capacities to forge pro-
grammes independently of their parties, or made use of plebiscitary modes of
political communication and mobilization vis-a-vis the grassroots, thereby
bypassing party activists.

Developments in the party face of presidentialization can be reported very
straightforwardly: none of the country experts doubts that the leaders of
(potentially) governing parties have enjoyed a growth in intra-party power
and/or autonomy, or these were already comparatively high at the start of the
period analysed and have remained so, in each and every case. This, it should
be noted, holds even for parties where reforms have been introduced in the
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name of democratization. This follows from Peter Mair’s well-known paradox
that empowering the grass roots in matters of candidate-selection can be an
effective way of by-passing the activist office-holders in parties. As he puts it:

[I]t is not the party congress or the middle-level elite, or the activists, who are being
empowered, but rather the ‘ordinary’ members, who are at once more docile and more
likely to endorse the policies (and candidates) proposed by the party leadership. . . the
activist layer inside the party, the traditionally more troublesome layer, becomes
marginalized .. .in contrast to the activists, these ordinary and often disaggregated
members are not very likely to mount a serious challenge against the positions
adopted by the leadership. (Mair 1994: 16)

One of the country experts most equivocal about the parties’ loss of place to
leaders is Nicholas Aylott, yet he concedes that even in Sweden, ‘as elsewhere
in Europe, party elites have grown increasingly dominant’ (p. 184). This is
reflected above all, perhaps, in what Aylott calls the notable ‘departification’
of the cabinet under prime minister G6éran Persson (strictly speaking, an
indicator relevant to the executive rather than party face), and the weakening
of the traditional link between the dominant Social Democrats and the trade
unions. This organic link lay at the heart of party power in Sweden, but its
partial erosion has created greater scope for the autonomy of the individual
leader. Indeed, the Swedish Social Democrats are not unique in loosening
their ties to external collateral organizations in order to expand their leaders’
room for manoeuvre (Poguntke 2000: 51). Apart from such (relatively rare)
formal changes, the social anchorage of political parties has been eroded
across the board. As a result, party leaders are less constrained when (re)po-
sitioning their parties in order to remain electorally competitive.

Arguably, an equally strong push towards more power and autonomy for
party leaders is often associated with parties entering national governments.
The example of the German Greens is instructive here: As they moved into
national government a series of organizational reforms were implemented
which were aimed at improving the steering capacity of the party leadership
(Poguntke 2001; Riidig 2002). Yet, the most significant development was quite
unrelated to party rules and regulations. The ‘unofficial’ party leader and
Foreign Secretary, Joschka Fischer, gained paramount influence over the party
and could almost single-handedly push through major policy changes, most
notably the decision to approve German military involvement in Kosovo.

The relevance of governing potential warns us, however, against assuming
a uniform trend. In countries with highly fragmented party systems (like
Denmark), large parties will experience stronger presidentializing tendencies
than smaller parties, and our country experts have alluded to these differ-
ences. The presidentialization of party politics is a competitive phenomenon
and the success of highly presidentialized parties such as Silvio Berlusconi’s
Forza Italia puts all major competitors under pressure to adapt. Moreover
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it is clear from Mauro Calise’s analysis of the Italian case that the
presidentialization of party politics there has been more pronounced on the
Right.

The electoral face

With respect to the electoral face of presidentialization, we have examined
three components. First, we have looked for evidence of a growing emphasis
on leadership appeals in election campaigning. Here our country experts
have trawled through work on political marketing and communication to
see if parties have become more inclined to emphasize their leaders than
hitherto. Although one could easily imagine that such evidence might be
strongly contingent on the personalities and leadership styles of particular
leaders, we were particularly interested to see if candidate-centred campaign-
ing has become too widespread and enduring in parliamentary regimes to be
explained entirely in these terms. Relatedly, we have sought evidence that
media coverage of politics focuses more on leaders than hitherto (through a
review of such material studies of media agendas during election campaigns).
Finally, if party campaigns and media coverage are now more leader-centred,
we might reasonably expect such developments to resonate with the elector-
ate, so we have looked for signs that leader effects have become more
significant influences on voting behaviour.

The country experts agree that leader-centred election campaigning and
media coverage have generally both been increasing, or started from com-
paratively high levels in most cases. Once again, Sweden probably represents
the most ‘partified’ exception, but even here Aylott confirms that the media
focus more on party leaders, and that the parties have responded by increas-
ing the leadership emphasis in their campaign strategies. Very similar find-
ings are reported in these candidate-centred times across the range of our
cases. However, it is less certain that voters are behaving more as if they were
in a presidential system, with something approaching a direct accountability
relationship with the head of their government. Parties still preponderate in
voter assessments when it comes to parliamentary elections, though this is
clearly not so true of presidential elections or in the case of Israel’s directly
elected premiers. This, then, is probably the least convincing aspect of the
presidentialization thesis. Even so, leader effects on voters do appear to be
significant and/or increasing in eleven of the fourteen cases we have exam-
ined; significant and declining in one case (Canada); and we could find no
clear evidence either way in two cases (Denmark and Sweden). While none of
our cases reveals evidence that direct effects on voters are strong, where
change has occurred it has been mainly in the direction of growing leadership
effects, and a number of our authors have suggested that leaders are



346 Webb and Poguntke

sometimes responsible for ‘indirect’ (but unmeasurable) effects on party
support via their ability to shape overall party images.

We would add that, in an age of increasingly competitive elections, elect-
orally appealing leaders may make all the difference. Undoubtedly, a large
(and growing) number of voters in modern socicties are less constrained by
stable party loyalties, and are thus likely to be freer to base their voting
decisions on the personal and political qualities of the leading candidates;
this perception encourages party strategists to respond by focusing their
campaigns increasingly on leaders. Indeed, one might say that this perception
of the importance of leaders is what really matters: even if leaders actually
only have a modest direct effect on voting behaviour, the fact that the
strategists tend to be convinced of their importance nevertheless results in
campaigns which are increasingly centred on party leaders. This, in turn,
furnishes leaders with additional legitimacy (and hence power), as they are
increasingly able to claim a personalized mandate to lead their party. Thus,
as we hypothesized in Chapter 1, the party leadership rests less on a domin-
ant coalition within the party than it does on the claim that it delivers the
votes necessary to govern. Its increased power and autonomy is based on
electoral appeal (or the promise of it), and this is a relatively precarious
power base: presidentialized party leaders are less likely to survive electoral
defeats than their precursors, who were more safely entrenched in their
parties. Germany provides a clear example of this (see Chapter 3).

Overall, this review suggests that the overwhelming weight of evidence lies
in favour of the presidentialization thesis, as set out in this book. To be clear
about this, we have suggested that, if the term, when used as a de facto
analogy, is to be meaningful, it should be understood as a shift in the
direction of the typical presidential mode of operation—implying greater
executive and party power resources and autonomy for leaders, and more
personalized electoral processes. Note that this is not the same thing as
presidentialism per se: we clearly recognize that a parliamentary system is a
parliamentary system, with all the constraints that it imposes. Thus, there is
no doubt that even a ‘presidential’ prime minister in a majoritarian system
like the UK’s can be hauled back by the countervailing forces of cabinet and
parliamentary party, as demonstrated by the exit of Margaret Thatcher. We
recognize too that the power and autonomy of apparently ‘presidential’
leaders can rest on shallow and sometimes unsustainable contingencies. So
we are not simplistically proposing that parties and parliaments no longer
matter, and that everything now revolves around dominant leaders. Indeed,
in our different ways, we have both spent a good many years researching the
operation of modern party politics and arguing that it is in the main an
exaggeration to speak of ‘the decline’, or the ‘crisis’, of party (Poguntke 1996,
2002; Webb 2000, 2002). Parties continue to fulfil a number of important
functions in representative democracies and remain central mechanisms for
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the delivery of democracy. However, it is widely recognized that the mass party
of old is largely obsolete in advanced industrial democracies, and that today’s
major parties have adapted in various ways.

Notwithstanding the continuing relevance of party politics, though, it
seems clear that under certain circumstances (for instance, when enjoying a
‘personalized’ electoral mandate), leaders can act with such power and/or
autonomy within party or executive, and the electoral focus on them can be
so considerable, that their position can be in some ways akin to that of
presidents. Furthermore, we believe that there is now indisputable evidence
of a steady shift in various underlying structural factors which generate
greater potential for, and likelihood of, this ‘presidential’ working mode.
This seems to hold across different formal constitutional regime-types, across
consensus and majoritarian democracies, and across both federal and unitary
states. It even holds where parties are most strongly institutionalized, al-
though the absolute level of presidentialization will vary from face to face,
and will certainly be constrained by institutional settings. But overall we feel
confident, in view of the evidence set out in this book, that it is reasonable to
talk of the ‘presidentialization’ of contemporary democracy. This begs an
obvious question: what are the sources of this remarkable phenomenon?

THE CAUSES OF PRESIDENTIALIZATION

Verifying the causal processes behind the presidentialization phenomenon is a
very challenging undertaking. We suggested a range of plausible explanatory
factors in Chapter 1 and asked our country experts to evaluate their relevance
to the specific cases. Clearly, such an approach stops short of rigorous quan-
titative modelling, but this would have been beyond the scope of the present
(and perhaps any) study, for a number of reasons. One concerns the difficul-
ties inherent in operationalizing most of the variables relevant to this study of
presidentialization. How, indeed, might one quantify presidentialization itself
in a precise and meaningful way? For example, when Stefaan Fiers and André
Krouwel report that membership of the EU has enhanced the capacity of
Belgian and Dutch prime ministers to act autonomously of other cabinet
members in respect of certain policy matters, how should we interpret such
information in terms of quantitative scales of measurement? It is not readily
apparent how one could calibrate the concept of intra-executive autonomy in
a precise way. A second issue is the classic problem of the mismatch between a
relatively limited number of cases and a large number of variables with
potential explanatory power (Lijphart 1971: 686): ‘there are a huge number
of sources of extraneous variance, but only a few cases in which to attempt to
discover the manner in which all those variables operate’ (Peters 1998: 65). As
a result, some researchers have drawn the conclusion that the statistical and
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comparative methods are fundamentally different, and should not be con-
founded with each other (Ragin 1994). From this perspective, comparative
research is a kind of half-way house between qualitative case-studies and
quantitative rigour, the basic goal of which is to uncover patterns of diversity
within a limited range of cases, rather than to seek out general patterns of
statistical covariation across a large number of cases. Thus, it has been
an important objective of this study to explore the various paths to presiden-
tialization which have been followed within very different regime settings—
parliamentary, (semi-)presidential, majoritarian, consensual, and so on. This
investigation of diversity under the broad aegis of ‘presidentialization’ has, we
hope, served to advance empirical political theory.

In this light, we asked our country experts to embark on largely qualitative
studies of the extent and nature of presidentialization and the relative impact
of its multiple underlying causes. On this basis, we feel able to offer some
judgements about the status of our hypotheses regarding the causes of
presidentialization. We can do this with reasonable confidence, though we
would accept that they remain plausible hypotheses rather than incontro-
vertible generalizations. Nevertheless, they are supported by a good number
of detailed contextual country studies, each of which draws on existing
literature and circumstantial evidence.

Presidentialization, as we conceive it, is not a single process, but a set of
parallel and interrelated processes, which in their different ways serve to
enhance the centrality of national political leaders (see Figure 1.3). Notwith-
standing the fact that we have not sought to test a general statistical model
here, it is apparent from the case-studies that there is considerable support
for what is essentially a parsimonious explanation. The causal inferences
outlined draw heavily on secondary research, and four major factors stand
out, as outlined in Chapter 1: one is a macro-societal factor (the erosion of
cleavage politics) which particularly accounts for electoral presidentializa-
tion, while two others bear more heavily on the changing the nature of the
state (the internationalization of decision-making and the growth of the
state), and impact chiefly on executive presidentialization. The presidentiali-
zation of parties is explained by a combination of all these factors, which
reflects their status as the central linkage between state and society (Lawson
1980; Poguntke 2002). Finally, we believe that one other macro-societal
factor, the changing structure of mass communications, has a causal impact
on all three faces of presidentialization.

Explanations of Electoral Presidentialization

(1) The erosion of traditional social cleavage politics.
As we saw in the book’s opening chapter, there is a vast literature dealing
with the alleged decline of traditional social cleavages like religion and class,
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and its impact on party and electoral politics. While national and compara-
tive debates have been longstanding and sometimes heated (see, for instance,
Evans 1999; Franklin et al. 1992), we believe that there is simply too much
smoke for there to be no fire behind it. It seems logical that where such social
group identities no longer dictate voter loyalties and related ideological
conflicts have become less acute, a range of other factors—including the
personal qualities of party leaders and, particularly, of actual or prospective
heads of governments—will become more important in guiding election
campaign strategies and voting behaviour. This is not to suggest that lead-
ership has only recently become significant: it has most probably always had
some bearing on campaigning, media coverage, and voting behaviour. In
part this might be because leaders sometimes represent a kind of shorthand
for significant policy or ideological differences between parties or political
factions. In part too, leadership evaluations have always had an important,
though often overlooked, role to play in rationalistic accounts of party
competition and voting behaviour. That is, pure policy preferences alone
are only part of the calculation that rational utility-maximizing voters are
assumed to make: they must also discount their policy evaluations of parties
or candidates by estimations of the capacity of these actors to implement the
promises they make. A key element of such an assessment is the view that
voters take of (prospective) national leaders: are they competent or honest
enough for us to believe that they will redeem their policy pledges? (Webb
2000: Ch. 3). Thus, the question of leadership has always been a rational and
non-trivial part of the democratic electoral process. However, we hypothe-
sized that it had become more prominent with the erosion of the politics of
group identity in many Western democracies, and this view is certainly
confirmed by the case-studies in this book. Of the fourteen countries covered,
authors affirm the significance of weakening socio-political cleavages in ten
cases (UK, Germany, Denmark, Finland, France, Italy, Netherlands, Por-
tugal, Spain, Sweden).

(2) The changing structure of mass communication.

The second major societal change which would seem to be an obvious
candidate in accounting for electoral presidentialization is the growing and
changing role of the electronic media, which by their very nature tend to
focus on personalities rather than programmes. In Chapter 1 we argued that
a two-way process operates whereby the media focus on personality factors
partly in order to reduce the complexity of policy issues, while politicians
respond by concentrating on personal image in order to cater for the media’s
approach. This idea receives overwhelming support from our country ex-
perts: all bar Reuven Hazan (Israel) explicitly endorse the explanatory power
of the changing structure of mass communication in relation to their coun-
tries, and Hazan does not directly deny it; rather, the focus of his chapter is a
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little different to most of the others in that its primary purpose is to consider
the impact of a rare example of constitutional presidentialization. This gives
us considerable confidence about the likelihood of the media playing a
significant part in the process of electoral presidentialization.

Explanations of executive presidentialization

(1) Internationalization of political decision-making

The first major explanation of executive presidentialization which we
proposed in Chapter 1 was that the internationalization of decision-making
in certain policy domains tended to shift power towards heads of govern-
ments and their coteries of key colleagues and advisers. This has particular
relevance for the European Union member states in our sample, since Euro-
pean integration means that a substantial part of domestic politics is decided
like international politics, traditionally a domain of leaders rather than
parties. Eleven of our country experts give credence to this argument, includ-
ing one non-EU case (UK, Germany, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Italy,
Netherlands, Belgium, Portugal, Spain, and Sweden). It is no contradiction
to our argument that so many see it this way even though the international-
ization of politics can also be said to undermine the power of national
executives: that is, with more decision-making power supposedly in the
hands of supra-national non-state bodies like the IMF or the European
Central Bank, national political executives are apparently losing the power
and autonomy to decide about preferred paths of action without (potential)
interference by other political actors (Cerny 1996; Garrett and Lange 1996;
Held and McGrew 1993; Hirst and Thompson 1996; McGrew 1998). Never-
theless, from our point of view, this does not alter the fact that leaders are still
required to negotiate directly with supranational agents on behalf of their
governments. Moreover, the very fact that many domestic decisions are now
constrained by supra-national governance provides national chief executives
with additional power resources and autonomy vis-a-vis potential sources of
domestic political dissent (including their own cabinet or parties) precisely
because they can argue that their freedom of action is constrained by inter-
national or supra-national governance.

(2) Growth and complexity of the state

In Chapter 1, we drew attention to the long-term growth of state respon-
sibility, which had rendered it increasingly fragmented and complex. This
in turn creates a pressing need for greater strategic coordination from the
centre, which might logically be expected to generate, among other things,
attempts to enhance the power and autonomy of the state’s ‘chief executive’.
We pointed out that this might go hand in hand with a ‘hollowing-out’ process
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which leaves these more centralized executives in direct control of smaller
domains, as the hiving-off of routine functions to new agencies or the private
sector combines with other developments like growing supra-nationalism and/
or the devolution of powers to sub-national political units. There is perhaps
more equivocation about this as a cause of executive presidentialization
among our country experts, notwithstanding the existence of authoritative
secondary research which is consistent with the theory (see, for instance,
Peters et al. 2000). Nevertheless, in seven cases (UK, Denmark, France,
Italy, Netherlands, Belgium, and USA) our contributors offer support for
this interpretation.

Explanations of intra-party presidentialization

Given the function of parties as essential linkage between the institutions of
democratic governance and society, we hypothesized that the presidentiali-
zation of parties would flow from a mixture of the other explanatory pro-
cesses. That is, the causes of electoral presidentialization are relevant to intra-
party change in so far as they drive the leadership’s desire to maximize
strategic autonomy in order to play the game of party competition. Further-
more, the very fact that party leaders have assumed a paramount role in
campaign strategies and media coverage alike enhances their control over all
aspects of internal party life. To the extent that the party becomes identified
with its leaders, it is the leader who decides what the party is and what it
stands for. In addition, the process of executive presidentialization plays a
part because, once in government, it becomes inconceivable that a leader who
dominates the executive should be dictated to by his or her party. While the
effects of the growth of the state are more indirect, the internationalization of
politics immediately strengthens leaders’ ability to achieve desired policy
outcomes: as nation states are increasingly constrained by international
and supra-national governance structures, party leaders can (and have to)
use these constraints in internal disputes. Note that the same processes which
strengthen chief executives work in favour of leaders of opposition parties
with governing potential.

To summarize, it is clear that the model we outlined at the beginning of the
book has received a wide degree of endorsement from our country experts,
which in turn reflects their knowledge of the secondary literature and primary
source material relevant to their countries. To reiterate, we acknowledge that
this does not in itself constitute a truly systematic and independent quanti-
tative test of the model portrayed in Fig. 1.1. Nevertheless, we believe that we
have set out a persuasive interpretation for which there is considerable prima
facie evidence. Ideally, further, more systematic verification would follow
from our study, though we feel that there may be too many problems of
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operationalization for this to be feasible; this is precisely why we have chosen
to rely on a combination of theoretical reasoning and expert judgements.

IMPLICATIONS FOR MODERN DEMOCRACY

This volume has assembled strong evidence that presidentialization is clearly
more than a mere catchword used by journalists and political analysts alike
to capture the leadership style of specific (‘strong’) leaders. Instead, we have
argued that a meaningful concept of presidentialization needs to look at
changes in the working mode of modern democracies which, in a nutshell,
implies a shift from collective (or organizational) to individual power and
accountability. These changes manifest themselves in three interrelated faces,
that is, within the executive, within political parties, and within the electoral
process. Normally, such changes are not induced or sustained by formal
legal-constitutional modifications. Rather, they tend to occur within the
unaltered institutional frameworks of parliamentary, semi-presidential, and
presidential systems. They make parliamentary and semi-presidential sys-
tems function more according to the inherent logic of presidential regimes,
while they take the working mode of presidential regimes closer to their
logical conclusion.

First and foremost, this means a weakening of party as a collective actor in
modern democracies. This is not to be confounded with the widely discussed
‘decline of party’ (see, for example Cotter and Bibby 1980; Daalder 1992;
Reiter 1989). On the contrary, there is widespread evidence that parties
continue to perform tasks that are critical to the operation of modern
democracy (Webb 2002: 444-50). Most notably, they have maintained
their central role as a mechanism for elite selection. Even within the Euro-
pean multi-level system of governance, widely criticized for its ‘democratic
deficit’ (Boyce 1993; Hayward 1995; Schmitter 2000), parties have a central
role as gatekeepers controlling access to virtually all important positions
(Hix 1999: 168; Mair 2000: 38). However, they have been substantially chal-
lenged as actors aggregating interests (Lawson and Poguntke 2004), shaping
policy outcomes or controlling political communications. This is in keeping
with the dominant interpretation of party theory, which has maintained that
political parties in modern democracies have changed from vehicles of mass
integration to organizations which are increasingly providing democracy as a
service by the state for its citizens.

Since the early 1960s commentators have been suggesting the transform-
ation of western political parties away from the classic mass party model
into something inherently less concerned with the functions of mass inte-
gration or the articulation of specific social group interests. Major parties,
at least, since Otto Kirchheimer (1966) have generally been regarded
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as motivated primarily by vote-winning and office-seeking goals, a change
which requires, inter alia, the downgrading of narrow group ties and
softening of class ideologies in favour of broadly aggregative program-
matic appeals. This conception of party change lies at the heart of
Kirchheimer’s own model of the ‘catch-all’ party, but is equally central to
later conceptions, which have added further layers of analysis, such as
Angelo Panebianco’s ‘electoral-professional’ party (1988) and Katz and
Mair’s ‘cartel party’ (1995). Central to each of these models is the claim
that the power of party leaders relative to that of members has been en-
hanced. Why? Primarily because leaders and their closest advisers require
maximum autonomy to adjust party strategy in order to more effectively win
the support of the key swing voters who decide election outcomes, and who
lack close ties or loyalties to particular parties. Thus, the presidentialization
of politics in advanced industrial democracies might be seen as a logical
component and vindication of these models of party development.

It may seem counter-intuitive but chief executives and party leaders in an
age of presidentialization have become more vulnerable than they were in the
era of partified politics. As they rely less on the support of a dominant
coalition within their party and base their claim to political leadership more
exclusively on their personal mandate, they become more susceptible to the
fickle mood swings of public opinion. The credibility of this mandate is
continuously monitored by opinion polls, and any serious downturn under-
mines the legitimacy of their claim to leadership. To be sure, this is more
immediately relevant for leaders of a government responsible to parliament
who need to maintain the re-election prospects of those MPs keeping them in
office, but the prospects of a US president to push desired legislation through
Congress are also directly related to his public opinion approval ratings.
While a president’s survival in office will, of course, not be threatened by
negative public opinion, prime ministers are highly vulnerable. The more they
have based their leadership on a personalized mandate rather than on an-
chorage in a dominant intra-party coalition, the more they will be vulnerable
as soon as their claim to power erodes. While Helmut Kohl could survive a
string of defeats and poor publicity because he could count on the solid loyalty
of most relevant party actors, Gerhard Schréder could not endure a similar set
of circumstances for long: his decision to renounce the party leadership in
early 2004 was a clear indication of his precarious power base within his own
party.

Clearly, while presidentialization does not necessarily imply durable lead-
ership, it is associated with strong leadership—while it lasts: as long as
presidentialized leaders can count on robust public support they may be
able to impose their will upon their party (and the legislature) quite unilat-
erally. Felipe Gonzalez’s U-turn on Spanish NATO membership, Tony
Blair’s engagement in Iraq or Gerhard Schroder’s decision to initiate neo-



354 Webb and Poguntke

liberal reforms in 2003 are but three conspicuous examples—the latter illus-
trating both the ability of presidentialized leaders to push through policy
changes and their vulnerability if their poll ratings slump.

In one sense, presidentialization seems to hark back to elitist models of
representative democracy. For instance, Schumpeter’s classic Capitalism,
Socialism and Democracy (1942) emphasizes several features which resonate
with the political phenomenon described in these pages, including the com-
petitive struggle for power between rival political elites, the centrality of
political leadership to this struggle and to government, and the prescription
of a relatively limited political role for citizens, as voters who periodically
choose leaders, but are largely passive beyond this. Schumpeter felt that this
situation was both inevitable and desirable in view of most citizens’ poor
cognitive capacities in respect of public affairs: it was imperative that there
was ‘democratic self-control’, as he put it—that is, broad agreement about
the undesirability of voters and politicians confusing their respective roles,
and of excessive criticism of leaders on all issues. Of course, democratic
elitism is also compatible with parliamentarism and competition between
parties, but the shift to greater leadership power and autonomy within
parties and the executive of the state further reduces the body of actors
who shape and define key strategic political decision-making. Principles of
collegiality and accountability to cabinet colleagues, party sub-leaders or
grass roots take a further step into the background.

However, the fit between this elitist model of democracy and the modern
presidentialization phenomenon is far from exact. While Schumpeter
strongly favoured maximum autonomy for political elites after having as-
sumed office, modern media democracy means that democratic legitimacy is
more frequently reasserted nowadays via membership ballots, referenda, and
the continuous tracking of leadership popularity through opinion polls.
Furthermore, Schumpeter’s prescription for a limited political role for a
largely ignorant citizenry has clearly become unsustainable in an age of
cognitive mobilization and more differentiated participatory aspirations
(Barnes et al. 1979; Dalton 1984; Jennings et al. 1990).

From this perspective, it could be argued that modern democracies are
moving towards a fusion of elitist and plebiscitary models of democracy.
While leadership power grows, it is supposedly legitimated and checked
through the plebiscitary elements of modern media democracy, including
polling and the increasing use of methods of direct democracy. However,
these are highly imperfect forms of democratic accountability, since they are
at least partly susceptible to being elite-driven. Membership ballots and
referenda, for example, are more often than not initiated and controlled by
leaders, and opinion research can hardly be regarded as a tool of the public at
large to control elite action (though it can be a means by which the media
may set the political agenda). In a nutshell, the plebiscitary features of
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modern democratic politics tend to enhance, rather than limit, elite auton-
omy by providing leaders with an additional power resource through which
to bypass collective decision-making bodies. Yet, the plebiscitary element of
what might be called a ‘neo-elitist” model of democracy is a double-edged
sword: deprived of their previously relatively stable power bases that were
built on alliances within political parties, leaders are left stronger in victory,
but weaker in defeat.
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