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for this. But continued criticism of the prime 
minister, explicitly or implicitly, by the former 
ministers quickly soured relations between these 
two and most of their caucus colleagues, resulting 
in their expulsion from the Liberal caucus in April 
2019. By this time, however, many commentators 
within the media and within the Liberal Party were 
wondering if this public airing of “dirty linen” had 
seriously damaged the Liberal brand, and Justin 
Trudeau’s leadership credentials, in advance of the 
looming October 2019 federal election (Wherry 
2019, chap. 12; Ivison 2019, chap. 16).

SIZE

The prime minister also has the authority to dictate 
the size of the cabinet and its organizational struc-
ture (Aucoin 1999, 117–19; Cochrane, Blidook, and 
Dyck 2017, 535–40; Mintz, Tossutti, and Dunn 
2017, 431–3). Cabinet size has varied greatly since 

Confederation, steadily increasing over the twenti-
eth century until the 1990s. In 1867, the first cabinet 
of John A. Macdonald had thirteen departments 
and ministers, and subsequent cabinets stood 
around this number until the 1920s. From 1920 to 
1960 the progressive liberal state slowly emerged, 
and as the role of the state evolved and expanded, 
so did the size of the federal government. By 1960, 
the number of departments and ministers stood 
at around twenty, which increased to about thirty 
under Pierre Trudeau. Mulroney’s cabinet in the 
mid-1980s reached an all-time high of forty minis-
ters (table 3.2).

The trend began to reverse in the 1990s with the 
short-lived government of Kim Campbell, who 
reduced her cabinet to twenty-four ministers as a 
demonstration of her government’s commitment 
to financial restraint and downsizing the public 
sector. With his advent to power in 1993, Jean 

TABLE 3.2

Federal government departments, 1867, 1984, and 2019

FIRST MACDONALD 
MINISTRY, 1867

FIRST MULRONEY MINISTRY, 1984 THIRD JUSTIN TRUDEAU MINISTRY, 
2021

Agriculture Agriculture Agriculture and Agri-food

Customs
Finance
Inland Revenue

Communications
Consumer and Corporate Affairs

Canadian Heritage
Crown-Indigenous Relations
Digital Government

Justice
Marine and Fisheries
Militia and Defence

Defence
Employment and Immigration
Energy, Mines and Resources

Employment, Workforce 
Development and Disability 
Inclusion

Post Office
Privy Council

Environment
External Affairs

Environment and Climate Change

Public Works
Secretary of State
Secretary of State for 

Provinces

External Relations
Finance
Fitness and Amateur Sport
Fisheries and Oceans

Families, Children and Social 
Development

Finance
Fisheries, Oceans and Canadian 

Coast Guard
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FIRST MACDONALD 
MINISTRY, 1867

FIRST MULRONEY MINISTRY, 1984 THIRD JUSTIN TRUDEAU MINISTRY, 
2021

Forestry Foreign Affairs

Health and Welfare
Indian Affairs and Northern 

Development

Health
Housing and Diversity and 

Inclusion

International Trade Immigration, Refugees and 
Citizenship

Justice and Attorney General
Labour
Multiculturalism
National Revenue

Indigenous Services
Innovation, Science and Industry

Public Works
Regional Industrial Expansion
Science and Technology
Secretary of State

Intergovernmental Relations, 
Infrastructure and Communities

International Development
International Trade, Export 

Promotion, Small Business and 
Economic Development

Small Business Justice and Attorney General

Solicitor General
Supply and Services
Tourism
Transport
Treasury Board
Veterans Affairs
Youth

Labour 
Mental Health and Addictions
Middle Class Prosperity
National Defence
National Revenue
Natural Resources
Northern Affairs
Official Languages

  Public Safety

  Public Services and Procurement
Queen’s Privy Council
Rural Economic Development
Seniors
Sport

  Transport

  Treasury Board

  Veterans Affairs

  Women and Gender Equality and 
Youth

 

Sources: Privy Council Office (2021), Hodgetts (1973, 89), and Landes (1987, 104).




