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which point he/she becomes prime minister. The 
prime minister then “advises” (that is, orders) the 
governor general to make other appointments to 
the Privy Council, as a cabinet, to assist in the 
exercise of government power. Those selected are 
usually appointed as ministers of the Crown, each 
responsible for the leadership and oversight of a 
department (referred to as a portfolio) and given 
the title “the Honourable.” The prime minister can 
also “recommend” the appointment of ministers 
of state to the Privy Council. These appointees act 
as junior ministers, not administering portfolios of 
their own but serving as assistants to other, more 
senior ministers.

The senior ministers, along with the prime 
minister, compose the cabinet proper. If ministers 
of state are appointed to the Privy Council, they are 
not full members of cabinet or full participants in 
its meetings. Rather, they constitute part of what 

is known as the governing ministry, within which 
the cabinet remains the executive authority (Mintz, 
Tossutti, and Dunn 2017, 358–61). Once sworn 
into office, the cabinet becomes the power centre 
of the federal government, exercising full execu-
tive authority throughout the federal state and the 
country overall. At the apex of this power system 
stands the prime minister (figure 3.1).

THE PRIME MINISTER

While the cabinet is the heart of the Canadian 
government, dominant executive authority is 
found not so much there as in the office of the 
prime minister. Contrary to the traditional aphor-
ism that the prime minister (PM) is but primus 
inter pares, in truth the PM rules the cabinet. Any 
claim to equality with other cabinet colleagues 

Figure 3.1 The political hierarchy
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