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ABSTRACT

I challenge the common assumption in the literature that executives’ powers vis-

à-vis each other can change solely as the result of the norms and practices consequential 

of institutional change. I argue instead that a fixed institutional design can also generate 

changes  in  power  distribution,  through  informal  rules,  norms,  and  practices  of  an 

institution, without necessitating formal or constitutional transformation. I contribute to 

both the literature on institutional change and the literature on democratic regimes by 

providing a systematic assessment of the factors that explain why there are shifts in the 

power distribution between political executives in semi-presidential regimes. I propose to 

test the key factors of power variation proposed in the literature on the power relationship 

between  presidents  and  prime  ministers,  through  two  major  studies,  France’s  Fifth 

Republic  and  post-1993  Ukraine,  and  three  suggestive  studies  of  Finland,  post-1993 

Russia, and post-1990 Poland.

This  study  tests  those  three  set  of  theoretical  explanations  through  historical 

analysis and develop a model explaining the causes of changes in the power relationship 

between presidents and prime ministers in semi-presidential regimes. More precisely, I 

try to assess the importance of the institutional design in semi-presidential regimes versus 

the  impact  of  non-institutional  factors,  highlighting  the  role  of  the  specific  national 

context (partisan politics, non-institutional factors) in shaping political practice between 

political executives.

The  examination  of  institutional  practice  through  the  lens  of  the  power 

relationship between political executives in the semi-presidential regimes demonstrates 

that this claim needs to be revisited. Theoretically, the results of the historical analysis 

support  historical,  sociological,  and  normative  institutionalist  theories,  which  have 

stressed the need to go beyond orthodox institutionalist theories. Globally, results show 

the theoretical need to capture the political, social, international, and economic context in 

order  to  define  and  predict  the  power  distribution  between  political  actors  in  semi-

presidential regimes. This study highlights the need to dismiss the claim that institutional 
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unpredictability  is  solely  observed  in  unstable  country  and  showcases  the  complex 

dynamic that (a) institutions adapt to their political environment, while (b) the political 

environment adapts to the institutions. 
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CHAPTER 1: FLEXIBLE INSTITUTIONAL DESIGNS AND EXECUTIVE 
POLITICS IN SEMI-PRESIDENTIAL EUROPEAN REGIMES: THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

What shapes political actors’ behaviour? Do institutions shape actors` behaviour? 

Can an institution be flexible in shaping an actor’s behaviour? Those questions have now 

preoccupied political scientists for decades and despite many solid findings, no consensus 

has been reached in the literature. Globally, most researchers agree that institutions shape 

the  behavior of  political  actors  through rules  and norms,  which  provide positive  and 

negative incentives that constrain their choices. Consequently, the distribution of power 

among political actors is expected to follow observable and predictable patterns within a 

given  institution.  However,  institutions  differ  in  shapes  and  organizations,  and  the 

expected outcome in regards of power distribution among political actors is not always 

observed. In other words, fixed institutional arrangements in a polity may have different 

impacts on the power distribution among the political actors. 

In  this  dissertation,  I  propose to  study  the  complex  effect  of  institutional 

arrangements on political actors through empirical analysis of power distribution between 

political executives in semi-presidential regimes. In contrast to the common assumption 

in  the  literature  that  executives’  powers  vis-à-vis  one other  can  change  for  diverse 

reasons, but solely as the result of the norms and practices consequential of institutional 

change, I argue that a fixed institutional design in a political regime can also generate 

changes  in  power  distribution,  through  informal  rules,  norms,  and  practices  of  an 

institution,  without  necessitating  formal  transformation.  I  am  consequently  trying  to 
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answer a fundamental theoretical question about the source of political power, and about 

its diffusion within a political institution. More specifically, can the power of a political 

executive increase or decrease without formal institutional reform or change? And if so, 

why?

To answer this question, I will focus on the relation between political executives 

in  semi-presidential  regimes.  More  specifically,  I  will  try  to  answer  the  following 

question:  Why  does  the  power  relationship  between  presidents  and  prime  ministers 

change in semi-presidential regimes (despite an absence of institutional change)?

1. Research motivation

Most  political  scientists  interested  in  political  institutions  tend  to  focus  on 

research  questions  pertaining  to  issues  of  institutional  design  performance  or  to  the 

determinants of political behavior in selected institutional settings. For instance, a large 

section of the literature on democratization has stressed the centrality of the institutional 

design to explain stability and consolidation in new democracies (Linz, 1990; Di Palma, 

1990; Linz & Valenzuela,  1994; Sartori,  1996). Others have attempted to explain the 

effect of institutions on policy outcomes (Haggard & McCubbins, 2001) or on political 

behavior (Cox & Shugart, 1996).   More recently, to remedy the common and rather rigid 

assumption  that  institutions  are fixed over time,  others have stressed the necessity to 

account for the reality of institutional change.
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1.1 Research problem

Institutional  change typically  occurs  when the  formal  or  informal  procedures, 

rules, norms and conventions embedded in the organizational structure of the polity are 

modified and ultimately generate  shifts  in the power relationships  associated with the 

operation and development of institutions (Hall & Taylor,  1996: 938). Even though a 

relatively solid consensus exists in the literature regarding what is institutional change, 

political scientists have consistently given more attention to the capacity of institutions to 

resist change, generate political stability and offer predictability to their agents (Peters & 

Pierre,  1998:  567).  Only  recently  have  scholars  started  to  assess  the  importance  of 

institutional change, asking questions about incremental modifications of constitutions, 

procedures and practices. Common explanations for change stressed the effects of agents’ 

behavior, partisan politics, legislators’ preferences, public opinion shifts, ideology, and 

diverse external events, all of which could generate changes to the institutional activity.

This recent scholarly attention was directed to purely institutional changes, or to 

“official”  changes  to  a  documented  set  of  rules,  for  instance  through  constitutional 

amendment  or  parliamentary  procedures  and  regulations.  Little  attention  has 

consequently  been  given  to  informal  change,  through  radical  or  incremental 

modifications of conventions, routine practices, norms, or to any change that does not 

disrupt  the  formal  institutional  rules.  Informal  changes  were  often  considered  as  a 

temporary divergence  from the  normal  institutional  pattern  and unlikely  to  affect  the 

“regular”  institutional  functioning.  They were  commonly  justified  as  the  results  of  a 

specific actor’s behavior,  preferences or ideology,  or to an unforeseen external event, 



15

such as an economic crisis or an armed conflict. But non-institutional or informal change 

can also be entrenched permanently within the institutional framework of a polity. The 

well-known declining accountability of the government to the parliament in 20th century 

United  Kingdom  illustrates  such  a  process  and  reveals  that  the  power  relationship 

between  competing  actors  can  be  affected  without  entailing  any  formal  changes 

(Dunleavy, Jones, Burnham, Elgie & Fysh, 1993: 268).          

 Many tentative explanations, usually limited to a specific country, have been put 

forward to explain how change can occur without formal action, such as the increasing 

complexity of governance or the impact of electronic media. However, little attention has 

been given to the impact of the institutional design, or the initial formal arrangements of 

the  institution,  as  a  cause  of  informal  change.  Thus,  a  specific  institution  could  be 

designed, willingly or not, to facilitate change without affecting the initial institutional 

design.  Informal  changes  could  be  intrinsic  to  some  institutional  designs,  yet  not 

constitute an aberration or a temporary digression to the “regular” institutional practices. 

The implication here is that some institutions may actually accept or promote change, 

while  others  may  instead  be  designed  to  resist  it.  It  does  not  mean  that  change  is 

endogenous in a rational-choice perspective, in which the action of individuals generates 

a more efficient collective outcome, but instead that the institutional arrangements must 

be factored in to explain why informal change occurs.   

To assess how and why some institutions may be more efficient in promoting 

change  without  disrupting  the  initial  institutional  design,  I  propose  to  observe  the 

relationship  within  the  political  executive  in  semi-presidential  regimes.  In  contrast  to 
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presidential  or parliamentary systems,  semi-presidential  regimes formally accept  some 

uncertainty  regarding  the  distribution  of  executive  power  (a  core  institutional 

component), as its design implicitly divides executive power between a president and a 

prime  minister,  each  of  whom  may  have  different  constituencies  and  ideological 

preferences. In this regard, semi-presidential regimes are better suited than presidential or 

parliamentary  regimes  for  the  analysis  of  institutional  change,  as  they  reveal  more 

frequent,  and often more significant,  shifts in the power distribution,  notably between 

political  executives.  Cohabitation periods in France illustrate powerfully the extent of 

semi-presidentialism power shift capacities.

Is  semi-presidentialism a real  regime type,  or  is  it  simply a  variance  of  other 

regime types? Semi-presidential regimes have often been characterized as a specific form 

of  either  presidentialism  or  parliamentarism,  and  as  regimes  of  alternance  between 

presidentialism and parliamentarism (Duverver, 1980; Shugart & Carey, 1992), but less 

frequently as  a  regime type  with its  own identity  (Elgie,  1999).  If  one accepts  these 

claims, then how can one account for the constant redefinition of the power-relationship 

between presidents and prime ministers: a fundamental component of semi-presidential 

regimes,  and one which has significant implications for political  behavior and policy-

making. In France, for instance, even when both the president and the prime minister are 

from the same party or  ideological  spectrum,  frictions  can  occur  over  policy-making 

decisions,  since  both  may  eventually  challenge  each other  over  the  next  presidential 

election  or  represent  different  factions  or  courants of  the same partisan organization. 

Moreover,  the  evolution  of  the  power  relationship  between  the  two  executives  may 
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follow a pattern of reinforcement of either the president or the prime minister and thus 

mark an important institutional change. In Finland and Ukraine, until recently at least, the 

presidents were in a dominant position against prime ministers until constitutional reform 

was implemented to reinforce the prime minister’s prerogatives. In contrast, the French 

presidential institutions, while remaining powerful, gradually eroded from the 1980’s in 

favor  of  the  prime  minister,  especially  in  periods  of  cohabitation.  Recent  events, 

following the establishment of the 5-years presidential term and election of the energetic 

Nicolas Sarkozy, however, may reverse this pattern. Even in Russia, with a president-

dominated semi-presidential regime, Boris Yeltsin’s dominance over his prime ministers 

fluctuated (i.e.,more limited during the Chernomyrdin and Primakov premierships) until 

Putin’s  presidency  reinforced  it,  but  without  significant  formal  change  of  Russia’s 

institutional design.        

So, why does the power-relationship between the executive heads change in semi-

presidential regimes while the institution’s initial design remains untouched? And how 

does the specific  institutional  design of semi-presidential  regimes  lead to  institutional 

change? Which factors promote or limit  such change? A significant  gap exists in the 

literature in this regard, despite the considerable theoretical value of such questions. I 

consequently seek to provide further understanding of how institutional change occurs in 

semi-presidential regimes.
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1.2 Research question

In  this  research,  I  attempt  to  contribute  to  both  the  literature  on  institutional 

change and the literature on democratic regimes by providing a systematic assessment of 

the factors that explain why there are shifts in the power distribution between political 

executives in semi-presidential regimes (dependent variable). The logic of framing the 

question this  way is twofold.  First,  the focus on shifts  in power distribution between 

executives clearly underlines the dynamic nature of institutions, and thus also contributes 

to the question of how change occurs in political institutions by stressing non-institutional 

or non-procedural factors.  It  rejects  the assumption that institutions are fixed through 

time, as by definition,  significant power shifts between top-executives are bounded to 

shape norms, incentives and constraints that institutions provide. Second, the question 

also  allows  for  capturing  the  specific  features  of  the  institutional  design  of  semi-

presidentialism,  which in contrast  to presidential  and parliamentary regime types,  has 

received  little  systematic  attention.  It  can  thus  provide  some  light  on  the  nature  of 

executive-legislative  relations  in  democratic  regimes,  which  have  traditionally  been 

framed  solely  around  the  too  simplistic  “presidentialism  versus  parliamentarism” 

dichotomy.  To answer  to  the  question  of  why shifts  occur  in  the  power  distribution 

between  executives  in  semi-presidential  regimes,  one  must  obviously  go  beyond 

cohabitation events,  and  highlight  the  factors  that  explain  less  pronounced  and 

progressive shifts, as well as the variance between periods of cohabitation.      
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2. Theories and approaches

In explaining shifts in the power distribution between political executives in semi-

presidential regimes, I intend, on the one hand, to identify the important causes of power 

distribution variation in semi-presidential regimes, and, on the other hand, to demonstrate 

how the  semi-presidential  institutional  design  contributes  theoretically  to  institutional 

change. I first propose to test the key factors of power variation proposed in the literature 

on  the  power  relationship  between  presidents  and  prime  ministers  in  France’s  Fifth 

Republic and post-1993 Ukraine, and to lesser depth in Finland (post-WW II), Russia 

(post-1993), and Poland (post-1990). Opting for a comparative theoretical model allows 

for controlling for case-specific factors, while simultaneously permits to identify broader 

patterns  of  power  variation  that  could  be  inferred  to  the  whole  population  of  semi-

presidential  countries.  Secondly,  I  will  evaluate  the  impact  of  institutional  design  on 

power variation between political executives by contrasting this explanation to previous 

theories put forward in the literature on institutional change. . 

2.1 Explaining institutional change

The scholarly  literature  has  overwhelmingly  been attentive  to  the  institutional 

factors in explaining power variation between political  executives.  Despite its  limited 

attention  to  non-institutional  factors,  it  still  has  provided  a  comprehensive  set  of 

explanations that could relate to them. From the broad spectrum of explanations on the 

causes  of  change  in  power  distribution  among  political  executives,  it  is  possible  to 

discern five broad theoretical approaches.     
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First,  some  scholars  have  identified  the  impact  of  a  specific  individual  in 

generating power change among executives. The idea is that an individual in position of 

power can push for power shifts, on the basis of idiosyncratic values, ideas or preferences 

(Dunleavy, Jones, & O’Leary,  1990). Those “strong” individuals tend to dominate the 

political arena by their personal authority, often for a multiple electoral terms, and seek to 

modify  institutional  rules  to  implement  significant  political,  economic,  and  social 

reforms. The presidencies and premierships of Charles De Gaulle in France in the late 

1950’s and 1960’s, of Margaret Thatcher in the UK in the 1980’s or of Urho Kekkonen in 

Finland for almost three decades (late 1950’s to early 1980’s) are often highlighted to 

illustrate  how a  single  individual  can  shape  the  institutional  process  and even  bring 

forward  important  power  shifts,  such  as  a  constitutional  reform.  A  variance  of  this 

approach agrees that the role of individuals is central, but interprets individual behavior 

in a rational-choice perspective, arguing that power shifts is the result of political actors 

seeking  to  maximize  their  utility  in  a  principal-agent  relationship.  The  point  is  that 

political  actors  seek  to  institutionalize  rules  and  norms  in  an  environment  where 

individuals are bounded to maximize their interest in response to societal or international 

crisis  (Thelen  &  Steinmo,  1992,  p.17).  Power  shifts  between  executives,  either 

incremental or sudden, are thus a function of the combination of windows of opportunity 

created by minor or major crises (Critical Junctures) with the political actors’ interests, 

contingent on their ability and capacity, in bringing about power shifts between political 

executives (Cortel & Peterson, 1999, p.179).   

Second, historical  institutionalism has highlighted path-dependencies as one of 
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the  main  explanatory  factor  of  power  shifts  between  political  executives.  Without 

necessarily negating other theoretical explanations of those shifts, proponents of a path-

dependence approach make an important distinction between the formateur moment, or 

creation  of  an institution,  and its  reproduction  through institutional  change over time 

(Thelen, 2003, 218-22). At the  formateur moment, the initial institutional arrangements 

are established and serve as the core contingency of institutional evolution through time. 

Ultimately, power shifts occur when accumulating exogenous factors lead to institutional 

breakdown, generating, after a period of conflict, new institutional arrangements. Krasner 

(1988),  for  instance,  has  emphasized  the  complexity  of  institutional  evolution  and 

transformation by distinguishing moments or contexts of “openness”, during which rapid 

institutional change occurs, from “lock in” periods during which institutions better resist 

exogenous pressures for change. 

Modeled on this “punctuated equilibrium” process, path dependence explanations 

have overwhelmingly stress the centrality of exogenous factors as causes power shifts 

within political institutions. Endogenous origin of power shifts have consequently been 

less studied, mostly in result of the scholarly focus on major institutional change, such as 

revolutions, regime change, and institutional breakdowns in time of political,  social or 

economic crisis.    

      Third, normative institutional theories have stressed the impact of environmental 

normative changes to explain institutional transformation (see Peters & Pierre, 1998 for 

an overview). Change occurs especially when there is a broad discrepancy between the 

normative ideals of organization and an organization's actual practice. In this perspective, 
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the  role  of  political  actors  is  capital,  as  they  channel  the  normative  pressures  and 

changing  expectations  from  a  broader  social  consensus  to  the  political  institutions. 

Proponents of this approach stress the importance of ideological change in society, or at 

least  within  the political  elite,  and most  specifically  the disruption  in  the  ideological 

balance  that  shaped the institution  (Schickler,  2000),  (Krehbiel,  1991,1996,  & 1998). 

Consequently,  social  or political  events  are  secondary to explain institutional  change, 

although  they  might  be  catalysts  to  the  ideological  change.  For  example,  the  2000 

constitutional reform in Finland could be interpreted in this perspective, as the end of the 

Cold War ideological polarization reduced the need for a strong presidential executive to 

balance Soviet and Western influence.  

Fourth, and related to the previous theory, is sociological institutionalism which 

also stresses the importance of extra-institutional factors to explain institutional change. 

However, the focus here is less focused on normative or ideological shifts in society, but 

on broader sociological factors. Its main assumption is institutions are not autonomous, 

and instead are part of a broader environment and are dependent on the resources of this 

environment (Cortel & Peterson, 1999: 184-91). Thus, institutions change in response for 

instance to societies’ transformation in regards of power distribution among social groups 

or  classes,  social  values  and  preferences,  population  changes,  etc.  For  example,  the 

impact of the weakening of the British crown power and the rise of parliament gradually 

over  time  has  often  been  explained  by  the  progressive  power  shifts  from  the  old 

aristocracy to the new emerging merchants and to the middle-class. The case of power 

shifts between political executives could also be observed in modern Russia, where the 
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presidency has almost  constantly gained power over the Duma.  Social  instability,  the 

criminalization of many social institutions, the rise of crime, and rising poverty would 

have, among other factors, contributed to the strengthening of presidential power. Thus, 

social preferences toward strong authority and order would have progressively replaced 

preferences toward an arguably more democratic parliamentary institution.

Finally, a set of scholars has raised the centrality of short-term partisan concern to 

explain change within political institutions. The focus here is on the actors’ preferences 

and appetite for political  power, in an environment characterized by the high level of 

competition among political parties, factions or groups (Cox & McCubbins, 1997; Rohde, 

1994).  Institutional  change  is  thus  not  designed  to  improve  inefficient  political 

institutions, nor is a response to external pressures, but is solely a tool for one partisan 

faction to consolidate or gain advantage over political competitors. Still, proponents of 

this theory also look at the institution itself to explain change, especially at the capacity 

of the institution  to resist  partisan pressure.  Mature and well-consolidated institutions 

would tend generally to be less responsive to partisan pressure, as weak ones would be 

more susceptible to be shaped by partisan politics. For example, the high level of political 

polarization  in  Ukrainian  politics  since  2004  has  resulted  in  a  major  retooling  of 

institutional arrangements (constitutional change, state structure, and patronage system) 

according to the particular preferences of the winning Orange Coalition. In contrast, the 

impact  of  partisan  politics  in  France  has  been  much  less  noteworthy.  Significant 

institutional reforms, such as the abolition of the septenat (seven-year presidential term), 

have transcended party lines. Other reforms, such as the parity law in the French National 
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Assembly, have usually been the result of social pressures or political ideology, and were 

not primarily designed to enhance the relative power of either the Left or the Right.      

2.2 Executive power distribution and change in semi-presidential regimes

As much as the literature on institutional change is well-developed and central in 

political science, it has almost solely stressed what I call formal institutional change. By 

formal, I refer to constitutional change or legally adopted modifications to the structure, 

rules, and practices of a political institution. In contrast, relatively little research has been 

conducted  on  the  causes  of  less  easily  observed  change,  such  as  on  progressive  or 

incremental  change in the structure,  rules, and practices  of an institution that  did not 

required constitutional or legal rearrangements (Dunleavy & al., 1993). In reference to 

the  study  of  semi-presidential  regimes,  to  consider  informal  change  is  a  necessary 

endeavor.  The  conceptualization  of  semi-presidentialism  itself  is  grounded  in  the 

informal functioning of institutions, as many presidents are granted solely symbolic or 

very little powers, despite formal recognition in the constitution. Thus, to look solely at a 

constitution  to  determine  the  power  distribution  among  political  executives  and  its 

change over time is often unreliable.  As such, most of the attention to explain power 

distribution and its change in semi-presidential regimes (change in the power relationship 

between  presidents  and  prime  ministers) has  been  centered  on  three  distinct  sets  of 

theoretical explanations: institutional, partisan, and non-institutional.
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2.2.1 Institutional theory 

First, and most obviously, scholars have looked at the initial distribution of power 

between political executives. If, as just mentioned, limiting oneself to this explanation 

could be unreliable, it has some utility for understanding ulterior changes. For example, 

the Russian constitution clearly favors the president over the prime minister, explaining 

to a large extent the constant supremacy in practice of the president. However, to limit 

ourselves to this factor can be misleading, as, at times, the prime minister, supported by a 

favorable parliament, has been able to challenge extensively the powers of the president. 

This  theoretical  explanation  would  therefore  argue  that  change  in  the  power 

distribution between political executives can only be formal, and that we need to look at 

constitutional  and legal  prerogatives,  electoral  rules  and cycles,  and interactions  with 

other  political  institutions  to  understand  it.  The  focal  point  here  has  been  on  the 

occurrence  of  cohabitation and  on  the  mechanism that  makes  it  happen  (Shugart  & 

Carey, 1992). The reinforcement of prime-ministerial power under cohabitation in France 

is, in this viewpoint, a consequence of an inefficient electoral cycle and of the length of 

the presidential term. The 2000 reform to reduce the presidential mandate to five-year 

brings strong support to institutionalists’ claims.

 This approach assumes that change can only occur when formal modifications 

(constitutional reform, court ruling, etc.) occur, and that consequently the origin of the 

change is  another  question.  So,  who has power in  a  semi-presidential  regime can be 

explained by the legal or formal framework of the polity.  Political  actors are rational 

agents of the institution that provides positive and negative incentives, which constrains 
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their behavior. Power distribution is consequently a function of fixed institutions. Most of 

the research in political science has followed this path, highlighting the complexity of 

power distribution in the constitutional design of semi-presidential  regimes (Pasquino, 

1997; Elgie, 2004). 

Perhaps most  convincingly,  and with  much less  attention  to  the  constitutional 

design,  other  institutionalists  have focused on the impact  of institutional  performance 

(Weaver & Rockman, 1993; Lewis-Beck & Nadeau, 2000). Even though these scholars 

have not per se analyzed the power relationship between executives, we may argue that 

weak performance by an executive, especially in regard to policy-making, could impinge 

on the power distribution between executives. For instance, a prime minister unable to 

put through key policies or failing to craft efficient and successful policies because of 

institutional deadlock (in a cohabitation period especially) would undermine appreciably 

his or her power, as perceptions of other political actors and of the population would 

become more negative. An even more radical failure occurred in Ukraine in 2007, when 

the institutions failed to perform efficiently,  leading to a political deadlock: the events 

pushed President  Viktor  Yushenko to behave extra-constitutionally  by grabbing more 

power (i.e., by the dissolution of the parliament). Failure by the institutions to solve the 

political  crisis  thus  led  to  a  shift  in  the  power  relationship  between  the  political 

executives.

Conversely,  high  institutional  performance  in  France  during  the  1993-95  and 

1997-2002 cohabitations favored the prime ministers. Strong economic performance by 

the  Edouard  Balladur  government  boosted  his  popularity,  making  him a  very  tough 
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challenger  to  an  ailing  François  Mitterrand  and  a  serious  contender  for  the  1995 

presidential election. The outcome was perhaps less beneficial for Lionel Jospin, but he 

received  wide  recognition  for  the  successes  of  his  administration  and  received  high 

approval  ratings  during  his  mandate,  especially  in  comparison  to  an  increasingly 

unpopular Jacques Chirac. 

2.2.2 Partisan theory

Second, others have highlighted the significance of partisan politics as the main 

determinant of changes in power distribution between political executives. Besides the 

obvious  case  of  political  cohabitation (especially  in  the  French  system),  it  has  been 

argued that the composition of the assembly and the ideological mosaïque of the elected 

officials has a significant impact on political executives’ positioning. A first argument is 

that  ideological  proximity  between  the  executives  increases  presidential  dominance, 

while distance favors prime ministerial powers. The nomination of Evgeny Primakov as 

Russian prime minister illustrates this point, demonstrating that even in a regime with 

dominating presidential prerogatives, the prime minister can have significant influence, 

especially if ideologically closer to the assembly majority.  More or less forced by the 

Duma  to  nominate  the  left-leaning  politician,  Yeltsin  encountered  considerably  more 

resistance from him than arguably any other prime minister.  Similar examples can be 

observed in France, where although both from either the left or the right, prime ministers 

and  presidents  belonged  to  different  political  parties,  factions,  or  courants (Gaullists 

versus UDF).
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A second argument refers to the leadership of the executive over his or her troops. 

The logic here pertains to the capacity of the executive to receive full loyalty and wide 

support to increase his or her prestige, influence, and eventually power. An unquestioned 

leader  of  a  political  party,  such  as  Viktor  Yanukovich  in  Ukraine,  can  increase  his 

capacity to challenge the president. His challenge to Viktor Yushenko, in the spring of 

2007, was only possible because he was able to mobilize not only his deputies, but also 

his Socialist allies, and retain their loyalty throughout the political struggle. Even when 

both executives are on the same ideological spectrum, a prime minister can represent a 

challenge to the president. For instance, Prime Minister Jacques Chaban-Delmas, even 

though a Gaullist, incarnated the progressive wing of the UDR (Union des Démocrates  

pour la République) in opposition to the more conservative Georges Pompidou, and was 

consequently able to challenge the president on many policies. In contrast, an executive 

with modest leadership capacities and a small political base, such as Edith Cresson or 

Jean-Pierre Raffarin in France or Sergei Kiriyenko in Russia, must defer to the political 

will of the presidency.

The last  argument  of the partisan explanation refers to the composition of the 

assembly.  More  specifically,  it  states  that  the  size  of  the  majority  and  its  political 

affiliation  can  explain  change  in  power  distribution  between  political  executives 

(Duverger, 1980). First, in a case of cohabitation, a large majority for the prime minister 

increases  his  or  her  legitimacy  and  justifies  a  more  challenging  stand  against  the 

president. A clear example of this situation happened after the 1993 French legislative 

election,  when the right (UDF and RPR) won 460 out of 577 seats,  leaving Edouard 
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Balladur in a position of force against François Mitterrand. In contrast, the much smaller 

majority of the right after the 1986 French legislative election may have restrained Prime 

Minister  Jacques  Chirac’s  ambitions  to  challenge  the  president.  Similarly,  Vladimir 

Putin’s control of the Russian Duma has significantly reinforced presidential powers, a 

sharp  contrast  to  the  1990’s  when  Boris  Yeltsin  had  to  constantly  struggle  with  the 

Communist-led parliament.

Second, the composition of the majority may also affect the relative power of the 

executives. The argument here is that coalition governments may reduce the maneuvering 

capabilities of the executive. A president with a majority in the assembly, but a majority 

composed  mostly  of  members  of  a  different  party  than  his,  may  have  to  make 

concessions: for instance, nominate a prime minister who is a potential rival as leader of 

the coalition. For example, President Valery Giscard d’Estaing, who was affiliated with 

the  UDF in  1976,  while  the  majority  of  the  right  coalition  was  constituted  of  RPR 

deputies,  was  partly  constrained  by  his  parliamentary  coalition  when  he  nominated 

Jacques  Chirac as  prime minister.  Similarly,  the  Plural  Left  coalition  of  P.M. Lionel 

Jospin in 1997 also constrained the Socialists’ independence to legislate, forcing them to 

compromise  with  other  Left  parties  and  the  Greens  on  important  policy  issues 

(environment, transport policy, pension reform).

2.2.3 Non-institutional theory

Third, many have pointed to non-institutional factors as the main explanation for 

variations of the power distribution between political executives. The focus here is on 
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role  of  individuals,  political  traditions,  and  on  the  national  and  international  socio-

political context. This theoretical perspective does not necessarily rejects institutional or 

partisan theories, but claims that they often fail in explaining variance within a political 

system or between polities. 

First,  the role of individuals is determinant  in explaining change in the power 

relationship  between executives.  More specifically,  the power of a  political  executive 

depends  not  only  on  constitutional  prerogatives,  but  also  on  legitimacy  (to  the 

institutional  actors  and  to  the  electorate)  and  on  individual  capacities  and  will.  A 

powerful  president,  such  as  Charles  De  Gaulle  and  Vladimir  Putin,  with  very  high 

popular recognition and popular approval, and with high ambitions, can overshadow a 

prime minister as to almost create a purely presidential regime. Conversely, unpopular 

and  less  involved  presidents,  such as  Boris  Yeltsin  or  Viktor  Yuschenko,  even with 

dominant constitutional powers, have often been either overpowered or constrained by 

prime  minister  and  assemblies.  Similar  patterns  also  have  been  observed  for  prime 

ministers.  The  key  variation  is  in  the  complex  interaction  of  political  ambition  and 

political  survival,  as often a prime minister  does not only challenge presidents on an 

ideological basis (see partisan theories), but also on an electoral basis. In consequence, 

party  affiliation  or  ideological  difference  may  be  of  little  significance.  For  example, 

Ukrainian  President  Viktor  Yuschenko  and  Prime  Minister  Yulia  Tymoshenko,  even 

though  close  allies  during  the  Orange  Revolution  and  sharing  relatively  similar 

ideological views, have had a very tense relationship as joint executives, because mainly 

of the very high presidential ambitions of Timoshenko, who challenged and undermined 
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constantly the president. In opposition, a prime minister with little presidential ambitions 

and popularity, such as Jean-Pierre Raffarin or Sergei Kiryenko, will tend to defer much 

more to presidential will, and function much more as a technocrat or civil servant than as 

active executive.

Second, some political traditions and experiences may also help to determine the 

power  relationship  between  political  executives.  Without  falling  into  culturalist 

explanations,  this  approach  assumes  that  institutional  history  shapes  individual  and 

collective preferences, and consequently affects perceptions. Common stereotypes, such 

as Russia's like strong and autocratic leaders because of their history, are very simplistic 

and misinterpreted. More accurately, failures of  socio-economic and political institutions 

and the collapse of order in the 1990’s, have increased preferences for a powerful leader 

over time, perceived to be the solution to restore order and restore failing institutions. 

Consequently,  massive  institutional  failure  has undermined the value of decentralized 

political institutions, and increased preferences for previous experiences with autocratic 

government, conceived as traditions. Similarly, inefficient institutions in France under the 

Fourth Republic have switch preferences toward a strong head of state, well perceived 

historically. An opposite pattern could be observed in Finland and Ukraine, where strong 

political executives have been perceived as undemocratic or oppressive.

Finally, contextual factors can also play a significant role in explaining variation 

in power between political  executives.  By contextual  factors,  I  refer to a wide set  of 

variables  that  affect  the  political  dynamic  within  a  specific  polity,  such  as  ethnic 

composition,  geopolitics,  European  integration,  socio-economic  problems,  etc..  For 
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instance, the linguistic cleavage in Ukraine has polarized the political game, making each 

executive  since 2006 a representative  of one linguistic/regional  group, culminating  in 

2007 with a severe constitutional crisis and a power struggle in the streets of Kiev. In this 

case, in a relatively short period of time, the power balance between political executives 

oscillated until a preliminary settlement was reached. To a large extent, it  insured the 

overall dominant power of the president at the end, but it also revealed how considerable 

is the power of a prime minister backed by powerful industrial groups and a mobilized 

political  base,  concentrated  in  Russian-speaking  Eastern  Ukraine.  A  very  different 

situation exists in Russia and France, where ethnic issues do not play a significant role on 

the executives, resulting in arguably a more stable and predictable relationship between 

political executives.

      

3. Theoretical model

I am thus proposing to test those three set of theoretical explanations and develop 

a model explaining the causes of changes in the power relationship between presidents 

and prime ministers in semi-presidential  regimes.  I seek to identify patterns of power 

shifts between executives, within each country and between countries, and find out which 

theoretical approach(es) best explain the sources of change. More precisely, I will try to 

assess the importance of the institutional design in semi-presidential regimes versus the 

impact of non-institutional factors, highlighting the role of the specific national context 

(partisan politics, non-institutional factors) in shaping political practice between political 

executives, thus demonstrating that significant change in the practice of politics (use of 
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power) can occur without rejection of initial institutional design.

In  practice,  I  put  forward  three  hypothesis,  each  referring  to  a  theoretical 

approach:

1) Institutional theory: Change of power relationship between political executives 
occurs because of a change in formal institutional factors (constitutional, legal, 
regulations, and electoral rules) and originates within the institution, from the 
actors preferences and as a consequence of institutional performance.

2) Partisan theory: Change of power relationship between political executives occurs 
because of ideological and partisan factors (assembly composition, party system, 
assembly fragmentation)

3) Non-institutional theory: Change of power relationship between political 
executives occurs because of factors external to the institution (popular approval, 
idiosyncrasies, international factors, national political context, political 
traditions).

Moreover, I try to go beyond a simple test of theoretical approach, and propose a 

fourth  hypothesis,  on  the  limits  of  institutional  arrangements  in  explaining  power 

distribution in a polity. 

4) Variation within and between countries in the power relationship between 
political executives is explained by non-institutional and partisan factors.

Finally, on a broader level, to answer a more theoretical question, I propose a fifth 

hypothesis on the complexity of the behaviour of political actors. Not only do I want to 

identify the sources of actors’ behaviour, but I also want to find out if institutions can 

affect their behaviour differently. In other words, I will claim that fixed institutions have 

the capacity to generate or allow different institutional practices and behaviour.    

5) Fixed institutions can allow significant change in the power distribution within it 
and shape in different ways political actors’ behaviour.
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To test empirically the first three hypotheses, I develop a model structured around 

the three theoretical approaches on the explanation of change in the power relationship 

between political executives in semi-presidential regimes. The two other hypotheses will 

either be confirmed or rejected by the results of the first 3 hypothesis. The selection of 

independent  or explanatory variables reflects  the description of each theory presented 

above: 

Institutional theory:
a) Constitutional and legal prerogatives of the executive.
b) Electoral rules/electoral mode and cycles.
c) Institutional configuration (potential veto players: upper house, courts, others).
d) Institutional performance.

Partisan theory:
a) Party affiliation and ideology of the executives.
b) Executive dominance over the political party or coalition (division of left or right, 

political courants, fragmentation of the coalition).
c) Assembly composition.

iNon-institutional theory:
a) Executive’s popular approval. 
b) Idiosyncrasies of executive (ambitions, personality, charisma, others).
c) Political traditions.
d) National political context.
e) International context.

4. Methodology 

To  test  my  hypotheses,  I  am  proposing  a  comparative  historical  analysis  of 

selected  semi-presidential  regimes  using  process  tracing  methods.  The  reasons  are 

threefold.  First,  the conceptualization of semi-presidentialism has been debated in the 

literature,  making  the  population  of  cases  (semi-presidential  regimes)  variable  and 
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relatively  small  (ranging  from 1  to  about  30).  Consequently,  the  use  of  quantitative 

methods,  which  assumes  similarity  between  the  cases,  may  generate  severe  biases. 

Second, the dynamic,  fluid, and configurable nature of the dependent variable (power 

distribution  between  political  executives)  is  better  understood  through  the  study  of 

historical process (incremental change) and through the identification of critical junctures 

(sudden change). In this regard, I am to measure power as a relationship between two 

executives, observing particularly policy-making capabilities and origins, ability to block 

or delay legislation, and control of the agenda of each executive. I will also consider the 

perception of other actors (political actors, institutional actors, and population) of each 

executive.

 The interest of the research here is not on the occurrence or non-occurrence of a 

phenomenon,  but  on  the  dynamic  of  power.  In  this  regard,  the  complexity  of  the 

configurations which increases or decreases the power of a political executive means that 

independent variables do not have an additive effect and that many configurations can 

lead  to  a  similar  outcome.  Finally,  measurement  difficulties  prohibit  or  make it  very 

difficult  to  use  mathematical  methods.  Certainly,  some  variables  may  be  easily 

quantifiable, but the highly contextual aspect of many of them makes very imprecise the 

assignment of numerical values. Even the use of fuzzy-set analysis, which focuses on 

cases, seems inapplicable, since the unit of analysis here is not constant (president-prime 

minister pairing), and because the power relationship between executives changes within 

each executive pairing. 

Consequently,  I am proposing to build a dual-level comparative model. On the 
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one hand, I will compare patterns of selected executive pairing in selected countries to 

assess the internal variation of the distribution of power between political executives in a 

variety of semi-presidential regime. This strategy will allow me to control for national 

variations and thus increase the breath of the analysis, while however reducing its scope. 

It will also allow me to observe patterns over time, and find out if some tendencies could 

be observed that explain variations in the power relationship between executives. 

On the other hand, I am also proposing a cross-country analysis in order to control 

for the specificness of each national context, to observe if some common patterns can be 

observed. Thus, I am hoping to increase the scope of the analysis in order to potentially 

make inferences to the population of semi-presidential regimes. Finally, I will join the 

results  of  this  dual-level  analysis,  and identify  the  different  configurations  that  favor 

power  distribution  towards  one  particular  executive.  I  will  moreover  assess  the 

explanatory  capacity  of  the  three  theoretical  approaches,  especially  the  impact  of 

contextual or non-institutional factors in shaping institutional practice and of institutional 

design in allowing those practices.

The objective  in using comparative  historical  analysis  is  to capture the social, 

political,  and  economic  context  in  which  the  political  process  defines  the  power 

relationship  between  political  executives  in  order  to  identify  causal  regularities  or 

irregularities. Historical analysis has been defined by Singleton, Straits and Miller Straits 

as a five-point method which emphasizes the use of historical events to test competing 

theoretical  arguments.  First,  it  stresses  the  need  to  present  accurate  description  or 

reconstruction of past events. Second, it necessitates the applications of general theories 
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to historical cases, focusing on how theory applies. Third, it tests competing explanations 

of historical events, as a way to explain why past events occurred. Fourth, it develops 

causal explanations of historical patterns in order to provide a broader understanding of 

social phenomena. Finally, it uses history to understand the present or explain how and 

why particular phenomena came to be (Singleton, Straits, & Miller Straits, 1993: 375-76). 

Consequently,  the  focus  of  this  research  is  to  look  at  the  history  of  the  power 

relationships between political executives in semi-presidential regimes to identify their 

nature, how different theories apply to them, why specific power relationships happened, 

identify patterns among the power relationships, and explain how they help us understand 

how and why changes occur within political institutions.             

The  data  used  will  consist  mostly  of  historical  material.  I  look  especially  at 

academic, journalistic, and biographical accounts, but also at institutional data, such as 

constitutions,  legislative  activity  and  composition  of  assemblies,  and  court  rulings. 

Finally,  when  available,  I  will  use  survey  data  on  the  popularity  of  presidents, 

parliaments, political parties, and prime ministers. 

Measurement of the power relationship between political executives is a particular 

challenge  in  this  study.  In  order  to  do  so,  I  will  first  look  at  instances  of  political 

confrontation between political executives and at the outcome of those confrontations. I 

will  also  look  at  the  capacity  of  an  executive  to  challenge  the  other,  based  on  his 

intentions and on various resources available to him. This is particularly important, as 

several instances of confrontation or challenge occurred under a constitutional framework 

in which a president has the power to dismiss his prime minister without reservation. For 
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example, in Russia, Yeltsin was entitled to dismiss Prime Minister Primakov at any time, 

but the political and partisan context limited for several months his capacity to do so. 

Similarly,  in France,  Chaban-Delmas and Rocard were able to remain a long time as 

prime ministers, despite the challenges that they posed to their president. 

Moreover,  the  constantly  evolving  and  fluid  nature  of  the  power  relationship 

between political executives seems better captured by a multilevel historical analysis of 

the evolution of the relation between executives. As such, looking at the capacity of an 

executive to carry through policy-agendas, block or veto actions from the other executive, 

weaken the political autonomy and capacity of the rival, oppose publicly his opponent, 

and intrude in the formal prerogative of the other executives constitute efficient measures 

to  capture  the  nature  of  the  power  between  political  executives.  The  use  of  these 

indicators,  within  a  nuanced  analysis  of  the  particular  political  and social  context  in 

which the power relationship is occurring, should provide a more accurate measure of the 

evolving power relationships than by simply attaching an inflexible value to the power of 

a political executive.

5. Semi-presidentialism and case selections

Semi-presidentialism has been for the last 30 years one of the most controversial 

concepts in the discipline.  First  defined in 1970 by French political  scientist  Maurice 

Duverger, it was simply define as a political regime in which power is divided between a 

popularly elected president and a prime minister responsible to the president (Duverger, 

1970). For him, only France, Austria, Finland, and Ireland constituted semi-presidential 



39

regimes in 1970. By 1980, Duverger would reach a different conceptualization of semi-

presidentialism:

“A  political  regime  is  considered  as  semi-presidential  if  the  constitution  which 
established it  combines three elements:  (1) the president of the republic  is elected by 
universal suffrage; (2) he possesses quite considerable powers; (3) he has opposite to 
him, however, a prime minister and ministers who possess executive and government 
power and can stay in office only if the parliament does not show its opposition to them” 
(Duverger, 1980: 166)

Since then, the concept itself and the definition have been challenged by a variety 

of  scholars  on  different  grounds.  Some  have  argued  that  the  concept  itself  is  flaw, 

pointing  that  semi-presidential  regime  is  solely  an  alternance  system  between 

presidential and parliamentary regimes (Shugart & Carey, 1992: 23). However, much of 

this criticism has been dismissed by scholars who have pointed to the specific features of 

semi-presidentialism,  such  as  the  interactions  between  two  political  executives  and 

between  two  powerful  political  institutions  (see  Elgie,  1999:  12-19).  Moreover, 

presidential veto, nomination, and dissolution powers, even during cohabitation, bring a 

very different dynamic in such a regime than in a parliamentary regime.   

The strongest criticism of semi-presidentialism has been about the measurement 

of presidential powers, which is left vague in Duverger’s definition of the concept. Some 

have argued that all countries labeled as semi-presidential, with the exception of France, 

are either a form of presidential or parliamentary regimes, thus reducing the population of 

such  regimes  to  one  (Cohendet,  1993).  Others  have  suggested  different  options  to 

measure presidential  powers, but in all cases, it  has proven to be based on subjective 

assessments  of  which  level  of  powers  is  needed  to  qualify  as  semi-presidential.  As 
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suggested by Robert  Elgie,  much of the confusion about semi-presidentialism rests in 

Duverger’s unclear third element in his definition, and thus, proposes a more objective 

evaluation of semi-presidentialism:

“A semi-presidential regime may be defined as the situation where a popularly 
elected  fixed-term  president  exists  alongside  a  prime  minister  and  cabinet  who  are 
responsible to parliament.” (Elgie, 1999: 13) 

Such a definition has the advantage of using easily observable and measurable 

constitutional components, and leaves no interpretation to subjective evaluations. This 

definition  of  semi-presidentialism  does  not  distinguish  between  strong  or  weak 

presidents, and limits itself to institutional structure, removing the need to account for the 

actual process within the regime. Consequently, Elgie establishes the population of semi-

presidential regimes to the following countries: 

Table 1. Semi-presidential regimes in the world

Africa Americas Asia/
Middle 
East

Central and 
Eastern 
Europe

former 
USSR

Western 
Europe

Angola
Benin
Burkina    
   Faso
Cape Verde
Gabon
Ghana
Madagascar
Mali
Namibia
Niger
Togo

Dominican 
   Republic 
Guyana
Haiti 

Lebanon
Maldives
Mongolia
South 
Korea
Sri Lanka

Bulgaria
Croatia
Macedonia
Poland
Romania
Slovenia

Armenia
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Georgia
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Lithuania
Moldova
Russia
Ukraine
Uzbekistan

Austria
Finland
France
Iceland
Ireland
Portugal

 Robert Elgie, 1999.

Within this list, despite having relatively similar constitutions, presidential power 
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varies to almost completely symbolic, as in Ireland and Austria, to almost completely 

dominant, as in Russia and Uzbekistan, which shows the importance of the historical and 

political context within each polity and the flexibility of semi-presidentialism as a regime 

type.

In this dissertation, I limit my case selection to Europe, both Western and Central 

and  Easter-European  countries,  and  try  to  capture  a  significant  variation  of  the 

application of semi-presidentialism. The choices of France, Finland, Poland, Russia, and 

Ukraine as test cases is based both on theoretical and methodological grounds. On the 

one hand,  they together  embody different  patterns  of the power relationship  between 

political executives. While this relationship is particularly flexible in France, highlighting 

the dominance of the president, it is much less so in Russia, where the president has ruled 

the day since 1992. The situation in Ukraine shows much less predictability, revealing 

this country’s difficulty in defining the lines of power. The Finnish case, with 90 years of 

experience with semi-presidentialism, has seen both dominant and weak presidents, and 

provides  much  value  to  highlights  the  flexibility  of  semi-presidentialism  to  adapt 

formally  and  informally  to  the  international  context.  Finally,  Poland’s  experiences 

showcase the role of semi-presidentialism to channel identity and deep partisan conflicts, 

in which the role of the president as yet to be fully consolidated. 

Thus,  there is  a strong variation among the cases in regards  to the dependent 

variable,  as well as within each case. Moreover, these five countries provide partially 

shared experiences  with specific  institutional  arrangements,  such as  preferences  for a 

strong  president,  while  differing  significantly  in  regard  to  their  political  context. 
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Furthermore, selecting two East European countries, two Western European countries, 

and  one  from  Central  Europe  allows  me  to  capture  variation  between  mature  and 

emerging democratic systems, and to observe the variation within Eastern Europe of the 

application of the French institutional model. Finally, each of these countries represents 

the  different  paths  followed  by  semi-presidential  regimes:  Reinforcement  of  the 

presidency in Russia (until 2008 at least), weakening of the presidency in Ukraine and 

Finland,  unconsolidated  executive  relationships  and deadlocks  in  Poland,  and general 

stability in France.

On the other hand, selecting  Ukraine,  Poland,  and Russia  provides  me with a 

measure of control for regional peculiarities and several other factors, such as a shared 

experience  with  communism,  socio-economic  crises,  criminalization  of  politics,  and 

constitutional history. To add France and Finland to the equation adds variance in this 

case,  limiting  the  potential  biases  that  could  emerge  from  a  too  extensive  Eastern-

European  focus.  Finally,  on  a  much  more  practical  basis,  the  importance  of  these 

countries in the literature and the high visibility of the conflicts between their political 

executives mean that data is more easily accessible, than for instance in some Asian or 

African countries.        

I expect to learn from this research that institutional design is an important factor 

of informal institutional change by analyzing the sources of the significant variation of 

power  distribution  that  generates  semi-presidential  institutions.  I  explain  this 

phenomenon by a mix of factors put forward by each theoretical approach, or in other 

words that political actors respond to both institutional and non-institutional factors. This 
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means  we  must  look  inside  institutions  as  pay  attention  to  particular  historical  and 

political  contexts  to  explain  institutional  change.  Thus,  I  seek  to  demonstrate  that 

institutions are not inflexible as often assumed within the literature, but can evolve “by 

themselves” in function of a wide set of factors, internal or not to the institutions. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE INSTITUTIONAL FLEXIBILITY OF THE FRENCH’S 
FIFTH REPUBLIC

With  around  fifty  years  of  institutional  stability,  one  would  expect  that 

institutionalist theories would predict the power distribution between political executives 

in the mature French semi-presidential regime. Obviously, the well-known episodes of 

cohabitation introduce a different dynamic to the relationship between the president and 

the prime minister, but still one would expect similar power distribution patterns within 

the three  cohabitations that France experienced in the last two decades. Consequently, 

most observers would assume that the power of a political executive stems from his or 

her formal powers, given by constitutional, legal, and procedural prerogatives, and that 

partisan or non-institutional factors have little, if any, impact on the power relationship 

between political executives. 

While it  is clear that institutional  factors do matter  significantly in the French 

case,  I  argue that  non-institutional  and especially  partisan  factors  also play a  role  in 

shaping the power relationship between political  executives. Even in this consolidated 

democracy,  to exclusively consider  institutional  change as formal  institutional  change 

might  be misguided,  as the French institutional  arrangements  have proven to be very 

flexible,  even evolving during the term of  a  single  president.  Thus,  institutions  have 

responded to  external  pressure  by changing  in  practice  their  arrangements,  and have 

resisted  any  formal  change,  redistributing  power  between  political  actors.  Political 

cohabitation is  the  most  commonly  identified  example  of  such  power  redistribution, 

transferring substantial power from the Palais de l’Élysée to the Hôtel Matignon. But, I 



45

go even further,  and argue that  power distribution  can even vary between periods  of 

cohabitation, as well as between periods without cohabitation.

    Executive politics in France has been considerably studied and the literature 

proposes  a  wide  array  of  frameworks  to  understand  the  dynamic  between  political 

executives.  Most  of  the  literature  has  proposed a  model  that  Elgie  and  Griggs  have 

labelled  as  ‘monocratic  government’  (Elgie  & Griggs,  2000: 46-48).  Put  simply,  this 

framework of analysis sees executive politics in France as the responsibility of a single 

executive. In practice, it implies that during non-cohabitation period, the president is in 

charge  of  policy-making,  and  that  the  prime  minister  is  simply  a  subordinate, 

implementing the wishes of the head of state. In contrast, during cohabitation periods, the 

prime minister becomes in charge of policy-making, leaving the president in a symbolic 

role as head of state. This vision has been echoed by many scholars, most notably by 

Duverger in 1974, who labelled the president as a ‘republican monarch’ in his influential 

book ‘La Monarchie  Républicaine’.  More  recently,  Shugart  and Carey had a  similar 

perspective in their theoretical framework on semi-presidentialism, when they proposed 

the  dichotomy  between  presidential-parliamentary  (non-cohabitation periods)  and 

parliamentary-presidential  (cohabitation periods),  highlighting  a mandatory relation  of 

authority between political executives (Shugart & Carey, 1992).

Certainly, on most occasions, it was relatively clear during the 5th Republic who 

was in charge of policy-making. However, on many other occasions, the dominance of an 

executive over the other was not so clear. Generally, and following Elgie’s and Griggs’ 

model, two other forms of executive relationship can be observed. First, they observed 
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that the relationship between executives can be based on cooperation. In this situation, 

policy-making  is  the  product  of  joint  agreements  between  the  executives,  who work 

together and share the responsibility of leading the country. It does not imply that they 

are equally powerful, but that there is simply a dual decision-making process between 

them. Many scholars have noted that this situation is very common, and can even apply 

to  cohabitation  periods,  even though the cooperation  may be forced (Chagnollaud & 

Quermonne, 1996: 38). 

Second,  other  scholars  have  looked  at  executive  politics  in  France  in  the 

perspective of the separation of the  domaines  between the political executives. In their 

view, the French constitution distributes different powers to each executive, leaving for 

instance foreign policy prerogatives to the president, labelled the  domaine réservé,  and 

daily economic decisions to the prime minister and his cabinet (Elgie & Griggs, 2000: 

41-44). In other words, the president is responsible for ‘high politics’, while the prime 

minister  is  responsible  for  ‘low  politics’.  This  situation  is  especially  evident  during 

periods of cohabitation, when the president holds to foreign affairs and national defence, 

while the prime minister manages other policy areas. 

All  these  models  have  traditionally  shaped  the  study  of  executive  politics  in 

France. Despite the fact that the ‘monocratic’ model has been the most commonly used to 

understand executive politics, following the colossal impact of De Gaulle’s presidency, I 

would argue that it fails to capture the nature of the power relationship between the two 

political executives, which is very fluid and not always one-sided. Even in the context of 

two executives  from the same party,  many frictions  and power challenges  have been 
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observed, and have featured a real power competition between them. The premierships of 

Jacques Chaban-Delmas and of Michel Rocard are clear examples when the ‘monocratic’ 

model of executive politics does not apply very smoothly. In other contexts, however, the 

‘monocratic’  model  seems  more  suitable.  For  example,  the  premierships  of  Maurice 

Couve de Murville,  Pierre Mauroy, or Jean-Pierre Raffarin have clearly illustrated the 

domination of the president and the technocratic role of the prime minister.

As for the cooperation model, it certainly could apply to the relationship between 

political  executives  on  some  occasions,  but  tends  to  minimize,  at  least  partially,  the 

notion of power between political executives. While there are obviously discussions and 

negotiations between the two political executives on a regular basis, it often results in one 

of them imposing his or her will on the other, especially during political  cohabitation. 

The  need to  cooperate  is  not  always  present,  whether  during  cohabitation or  not.  In 

pushing forward his domestic policy agenda, Lionel Jospin did not have to cooperate with 

the president since he relied on a majority in the Assemblée Nationale. As a result, he was 

able to implement the Gauche Plurielle policies unaltered, such as the 35 hours week and 

the PEJ (Programme Emploi Jeunesse), despite strong opposition from President Jacques 

Chirac. 

Finally,  applying  the  model  of  separation  to  French  executive  politics  also 

presents  problems,  since  formally  some  powers  and  prerogatives  apply  to  both 

executives,  such as national  defence.  Moreover,  the presidential  power to dismiss the 

prime minister makes it hard for the PM to disregard presidential policy preferences, even 

though the prime minister is constitutionally responsible of conducting the politics of the 
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nation, according to the articles 20 and 21 of the constitution. In this context, a president 

could decide to be either very implicated personally in the policy-making process, such as 

François Mitterrand during his first term, or in contrast somewhat detached from the daily 

policy-making process, such a Jacques Chirac during his second term. Consequently, to 

observe executive politics solely through the lens of the model of separation could leave 

several questions unanswered.     

These shortcomings have resulted in the need to look at  other explanations  or 

models to capture more adequately the nature of executive politics in France, even though 

those  models  do  alternatively  answer  well  the  power  relationship  between  political 

executives.  By looking at selected pairs of political  executives which reflect  different 

patterns of power relationship between political executives, I seek to identify the impact 

of  French-specific  institutional,  partisan,  and  non-institutional  factors  on  executive 

politics. In order to do so, the selection of executive pairs will reflect, on the one hand, 

the different experiences of periods of  cohabitation with regular periods to capture the 

institutional  and  partisan  factors,  and  on  the  other  hand,  the  direction  of  the  power 

relationship  between  political  executives.  On  this  latter  aspect,  it  has  been  observed 

frequently that the power of a president has varied between periods of cohabitation and 

similarly between regular periods of government, highlighting the necessity to go beyond 

institutional  explanations  and  the  flexibility  of  institutional  arrangements  in  semi-

presidential regimes, even in a stable and highly institutionalized nation.
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1. Strong presidentialism in regular governments

The intentions of Charles de Gaulle in creating the Fifth Republic’s in 1958 were 

very clear. Even though the need for a new constitution has been widely debated among 

scholars, it meant first and foremost an important reinforcement of presidential powers 

against  the parliament  (Thody,  1998:  12-17).  Since  1958,  the norm has consequently 

been a  semi-presidential  regime  dominated  by the  president,  and in  which the  prime 

minister’s responsibilities have been to implement the policy orientations defined by the 

head of state. While a casual observer may explain presidential dominance solely through 

institutional  arguments,  most  notably  the  prerogatives  given  to  the  president  in  the 

constitution, other reinforcing non-institutional explanations must also be considered. 

Several  examples  could  be  considered  to  highlight  instances  of  political 

domination  of  the  president  over  the  prime  minister  and  the  parliament,  but  the 

presidency of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing reveals an interesting duality in the relationship 

between political  executives.  First,  he was for  two years  confronted by an ambitious 

young  politician  who  was  leading  the  Gaullist  majority  of  the  Right  coalition  in 

parliament, Jacques Chirac. The more centrist Giscard was initially expected to struggle 

with  his  new  prime  minister,  despite  having  worked  together  in  the  Pompidou 

government  (Abadie  & Corcelette,  1997:  244-45).  Consequently,  it  could  have  been 

expected that a power struggle would erupt between the two men, testing the traditional 

domination  of  the  president.  Second,  Giscard  nominated  in  1976  famed  economist 

Raymond Barre,  a largely non-partisan prime minister,  who was largely respected by 

both the Left  and the Right and who was not expected to challenge presidential  will. 
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Thus, by looking at the Giscard presidency, we can observe unwavering domination of 

the president, despite being paired with two very different prime ministers. 

The  Presidencies  of  De  Gaulle  and  Mitterrand  have  also  highlighted  the 

domination  of the president,  but  they both have limitations  as a whole.  First,  the De 

Gaulle  presidency is a unique event.  A national  hero, the General  embodied the new 

republic, and coming out of the Algerian crisis, the political context needed stability and 

continuity.  To challenge  a  national  legend would  have  been almost  impossible  for  a 

Gaullist prime minister, and consequently,  no serious confrontations occurred between 

political executives. They were several disagreements between De Gaulle and his prime 

ministers, perhaps most notably with Georges Pompidou about social policies in 1963, 

but they never resulted in struggle over where power emanates (Burin des Roziers, 1990: 

88). 

As  for  Mitterrand,  his  Presidency  was  marked  by  two  periods  of  political 

cohabitation (1986-88 & 1993-95), and a relatively serious power struggle with Prime 

Minister Michel Rocard (1988-91). As a result, we cannot look at his presidency as a 

whole, but only in instances where he had a clear upper hand over his prime ministers.  

The premierships of Pierre Mauroy (1981-84), Laurent Fabius (1984-86), Edith Cresson 

(1991-92),  and  Pierre  Bérégovoy  (1992-93),  while  not  without  disagreements,  have 

clearly illustrated the leading role of the president and have been fairly similar to the 

premierships of Chirac (1974-76) and of Raymond Barre (1976-81).   

Under  the  presidencies  of  Pompidou  and  Chirac,  major  prime  ministerial 

challenges, who would be looked at in other sections, also occurred, most notably during 
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the premierships of Jacques Chaban-Delmas (1969-73) and Lionel Jospin (1997-2002). 

Chaban-Delmas was a moderate Gaullist, close to the Left and with very different views 

of the role of the prime minister from precedent prime ministers. In his view, the prime 

minister should have wide policy-making capacity and autonomy, and as a result he often 

acted against the wishes of Pompidou (Muron, 1994: 291). 

As  for  Lionel  Jospin,  he  led  for  five  years  the  government  in  a  context  of 

cohabitation,  largely  ruling  domestic  French  politics  with  disregard  for  presidential 

inputs.   His  president,  Jacques  Chirac,  had  a  more  detached  view of  the  role  of  the 

presidency,  setting  broad  policy  orientations,  but  leaving  his  prime  ministers  large 

autonomy to translate them in reality, and letting them take the blame. The Juppé liberal 

reforms  (1995-97)  and  the  Raffarin  controversial   neo-liberal  premiership  (2002-05) 

reveal quite clearly his detached management style, but still reveal the dominant role of 

the president, as both remained loyal and did not challenge the president.
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Table 2. President-prime ministers relationships during non-cohabitation periods in 
France (1959-2009)

President Prime-Minister Period Relationship
Charles De Gaulle Michel Debré January 1959-April 

1962
Peaceful

Georges Pompidou April 1962-July 
1968

Mixed

Maurice Couve de 
Murville

July 1968-June 
1969

Peaceful

Georges 
Pompidou

Jacques Chaban-
Delmas

June 1969-April 
1973

Conflictual

Pierre Messmer April 1973-May 
1974

Peaceful 

Valery Giscard 
d’Estaing

Jacques Chirac (1) May 1974-August 
1976

Mixed

Raymond Barre August 1976-May 
1981

Peaceful

François 
Mitterrand

Pierre Mauroy May 1981-July 
1984

Mixed

Laurent Fabius July 1984-March 
1986

Peaceful

Michel Rocard May 1988-May 
1991

Conflictual

Édith Cresson May 1991-April 
1992

Peaceful

Pierre Bérégovoy April 1992-March 
1993

Peaceful

Jacques Chirac Alain Juppé May 1995-June 
1997

Peaceful

Jean-Pierre Raffarin May 2002-May 
2005

Peaceful

Dominique de 
Villepin

May 2005-May 
2007

Peaceful

Nicolas Sarkozy François Fillon May 2007-… Mixed
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1.1. Institutional and Partisan Factors

When  elected  in  1974  by  a  very  thin  margin  in  the  second  round  of  the 

presidential  election over Socialist  François Mitterrand, Giscard attempted to reach to 

Gaullist supporters by nominating a young Jacques Chirac as prime minister. Their joint 

tenure as political executives followed the ‘monocratic’ model, in which the president is a 

Monarche Républicain.  To a large extent,  this  reflects  the importance of institutional 

factors  in  explaining  the  power  relationship  between political  executives,  but  also  to 

some degree  the  impact  of  some non-institutional  factors,  more  precisely  the  role  of 

idiosyncrasies and of France-specific political traditions. 

First, Giscard approached the presidency with very high expectations. The role of 

the president was to be the exact opposite of a ceremonial one. The powers conferred by 

the French constitution to the president, under articles 5 to 19, were to be fully used and 

clearly meant  that the president was in charge of policy-making in France on several 

occasions.  Giscard  even  issued  his  policy  directives  publicly  or  to  the  ministries 

themselves, following what was labelled a ‘présidentialiste’ interpretation of the role of 

the president (Avril, 1997: 39). 

In the first year alone, Giscard implemented several reforms, bypassing his prime 

minister on the abolishment of wiretapping, the legalization of contraceptive methods, 

consensual  divorce,  and  abortion,  the  constitutional  revision  on  the  scope  of  the 

Constitutional  Council,  the lowering of the majority to 18 years  old,  and a complete 

restructuring  of  the  electronic  media  landscape,  breaking  the  ORTF  (Office  de  

Radiodiffusion-Télévision  Française) in  seven parts,  leading  to  the  creation  of  Radio 
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France,  TF1 and  FR3 among  others.  This  latter  reform was  particularly  opposed  by 

Chirac, but without consequences, who preferred then the creation of a media holding to 

coordinate the whole sector (Abadie & Corcelette, 1997: 246).

Second, another sign of divergence between the president and his prime minister 

came early after the election. Chirac, a powerful UDR (Union des Démocrates pour la  

République)  member,  wanted  to  dissolve  the  National  Assembly  inherited  from  the 

Pompidou presidency, hoping to give the UDR a majority in parliament (since they were 

54  deputies  short  of  it  in  1974).  In  consequence,  the  government  had  to  rely  on 

Republican Independents to enact laws (Thody, 1998: 82). This was not a problem for 

Giscard, himself an Independent, who felt quite comfortable with the composition of the 

National Assembly,  and who perhaps didn’t want to reinforce the weight of Chirac by 

reinforcing his position in parliament. In this regard, partisan factors have not played an 

important role in the power relationship between political  executives, even though we 

may speculate that a UDR majority could have increased the capacity and autonomy of 

Chirac. 

The  consolidation  of  institutions  in  France,  most  notably  the  constitutional 

prerogatives, prevented the prime minister from challenging the president in the first two 

years  of  Giscard’s  presidency.  Despite  a  UDR dominated  National  Assembly  and an 

ambitious and relatively popular and competent prime minister with some ideological and 

policy choices divergences, Giscard remained unwavering in his dominant position as the 

‘first’  executive.  In  all  events  of  disagreements  with  Chirac,  which  were  relatively 

frequent,  Giscard  had  the  upper  hand  at  the  end,  frustrating  the  prime  minister  and 
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leading him to submit his resignation in 1976 (Elgie & Griggs, 2000: 31). Chirac was 

then the first prime minister of the Fifth Republic to resign by his own choice, having 

nevertheless his eyes on the 1981 presidential election. Ironically, he would prove a more 

serious adversary out of office than as a prime minister. 

A quite  similar  pattern of executive relations  emerged after  the nomination of 

economist  Raymond  Barre,  but  because  of  some  institutional  and  partisan  factors 

unrelated  to  the  prime  minister,  the  domination  of  Giscard  over  the  French  political 

landscape  would  slowly  erode.  When nominated  in  1976,  Barre  combined  the  prime 

ministerial  position with that  off  the economy and finance minister,  putting him in a 

powerful position to shape the policy-making process. An apolitical figure, he was prior 

to  his  appointment  unaffiliated  with any political  parties,  even though he had a  very 

Gaullist interpretation of the constitution, stressing especially the preeminent role of the 

president  (Abadie & Corcelette,  1997: 297).   Consequently,  he maintained during his 

relatively long tenure (almost  5 years)  a good relationship with Giscard,  and did not 

challenge  his  authority,  and  on  the  contrary  tried  to  implement  the  broad  policy 

orientation crafted by the president. 

The main explanation for the long term agreeable partnership between Giscard 

and Barre lies in the specific motivations for his appointment. It highlights the important 

role of partisan factors, more specifically the ideological proximity of the two men and 

their common understanding of the need to implement major socio-economic reforms to 

stimulate France’s sluggish economy (Giscard, 2001: 154). In other words, Barre came to 

Matignon not in the role of a government manager, but as a specialist with a specific  
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mission to achieve, already agreed upon with the president. 

Despite the fact that the dominance of Giscard as the top executive remained until 

the  end of  his  term,  both executives’  powers  would  slowly falter  and bring  partisan 

factors as the key determinants of power distribution in French politics. The catalyst for 

this  attack on executive power was the creation of the RPR (Rassemblement pour la  

République) by Jacques Chirac in December 1976, gathering Gaullists mainly from the 

former  UDR.  Chirac’s  objective  was  to  recapture  political  institutions  from  the 

Independent Republicans and gain a majority in the 1978 legislative elections and in the 

1981 presidential elections. The creation of the RPR resulted in the formation of a more 

consolidated power-base in position to challenge more efficiently the executive branch, 

since they had then a majority of deputies in the Right coalition, which they will conserve 

in 1978 with 148 deputies out of 291 Right-coalition deputies. Up until 1981, there was 

real trench war between Chirac and the president and his prime minister.        

Two main issues divided the French Right during Barre’s tenure as prime minister 

beyond  personal  ambitions.  First,  the  1976  broad  socioeconomic  reform project  was 

received  as  a  shock  by  the  French  society.  Without  going  into  every  detail,  the 

conservative orthodox policies were designed to raise the purchasing power of the French 

citizens by limiting inflation and decreasing industrial  prices, following the impact of 

raised oil prices. Through a set of fiscal and industrial policies, Barre, often nicknamed 

“le père de la rigueur”, antagonized not only the Left, but also the RPR, who tried to 

capitalize on the widespread unpopularity of the reform plan (Abadie & Corcelette, 1997: 

298).  Barre  especially  targeted  the  state  involvement  in  industrial  production,  and 
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attempted  to  turn  state-owned  deficit-generating  firms  into  private  profit-making 

organizations. The most publicized of these attempts was arguably the restructuring of 

the steel industry, which generated violent protests throughout France, but especially in 

northern France, following Barre’s announcement of the layoff of over 20,000 workers. 

Even though his reforms led to some improvement in the industrial sector and stabilize 

the Franc, their failure to curb inflation and lower unemployment was a serious blow to 

his popularity (Thody, 1998: 84). He consequently became one of the similar to such 

unpopular subsequent PM’s as Edith Cresson and Alain Juppé (Parodi, 1997: 91). 

Barre’s government faced several motions of confidence in parliament because of 

his reform plan. Without Giscard threats to disband parliament, Barre’s government may 

not  have  survived  long,  thus  illustrating  Barre’s  relative  power  limitations  and 

dependence  on  the  president  for  his  political  survival.  Reinforcing  these  power 

limitations, Barre’s struggle in the National Assembly forced him to use repeatedly the 

article 49.3, which allows the government to pass a bill in parliament without a vote, 

including six times during only the budget discussions of 1979 (Ardant, 1991: 44). While 

Barre was the main target of the Gaullists and the Left, Giscard also suffered the political  

consequences of the socioeconomic impacts of the reforms, but they affected him more 

moderately than the prime minister, as evidenced by Giscard’s constant higher popularity 

rating than his prime minister, by a margin of 10% to 15% (Parodi, 1997: 95).    

The  second  issue,  on  the  other  hand,  affected  more  Giscard  than  his  prime 

minister, despite the fact that both shared a similar position on it. A constantly divisive 

issue in France in the 1960’s and 1970’s, European integration was put in the spotlight in 
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the  late  1970’s,  following  the  active  role  that  Giscard  displayed  by  reinforcing  the 

consolidation  of  European  institutions.  His  position,  which  would  later  ironically  be 

embraced by Chirac during his presidency, was a source of division not only among the 

public, but especially among the Right coalition, since most Gaullists showed resistance 

to  further  European  integration,  stressing  the  need  for  France  to  protect  its  national 

identity and independence. 

While Raymond Barre was also ‘pro-Europe’, having been from 1967 to 1973 the 

vice-president of the European Commission, he was not as active on European issues as 

prime-minister, respecting the domaine réservé of the president. He consequently was not 

attacked as much as Giscard by the Gaullists on this issue. And since he was not expected 

to run in the 1981 presidential election, the RPR focused instead on his mixed economic 

record. In contrast, while the main attacks of the Gaullists on Giscard had also been on 

his socioeconomic prescriptions, they increasingly focus on his European agenda as the 

presidential  election approached. Giscard’s close relationship with German Chancellor 

Helmut Schmidt allowed for faster institutionalization of Europe, most notably leading to 

the  creation  of  the  European  Monetary  Union  in  1979  (Thody,  1998:  85).  He  also 

contributed to the establishment of the universal suffrage in the European Parliament for 

the 1979 European elections, and made tri-annual meetings between European leaders a 

new coutume. 

Partisan factors became increasingly important  in explaining  the weakening of 

Giscard’ political capabilities after Chirac’s famous September 1978 ‘call of Cochin’, in 

which he labelled the UDF, Giscard new party base, the ‘Party off foreigners’. A virulent 
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debate  about  French  identity  followed  in  the  next  few  years,  and  the  somehow 

reactionary position of the RPR eventually forced Giscard to withdraw on several issues, 

perhaps most notably on his ambitious plan of regional decentralization in France, in the 

midst of the ‘Corsica problem’ (Giscard, 2001: 158-9). Also, the defeat of the Left in the 

1978 legislative election contributed to the debate, since their bitter defeat led them to 

take a more aggressive stand against Giscard, in preparation for the 1981 contest (Estier, 

1996: 114). However, Leftist attacks had not stressed the European issue, since a large 

number of them, such as Jacques Delors, had clear pro-European stand and would have 

been  in  a  tight  spot  after  attacking  Giscard’s  accomplishments,  achieved  with  the 

collaboration of the German Social-Democrat Chancellor. 

In  conclusion,  institutional  factors  allowed  the  president  to  remain  the  top 

executive throughout his mandate, even when confronted with a political adversary in 

Jacques  Chirac.  He  also  remained  powerful,  albeit  less  dominant,  after  1976,  when 

confronted with an unruly coalition in parliament which managed to challenge him on 

some  issues,  but  which  was  largely  unsuccessful  in  blocking  his  policy  agenda,  as 

evidenced  by  its  incapacity  to  block  or  even  to  influence  Raymond  Barre’s 

socioeconomic reforms. Even in 1976, the popular and majority leader in the National 

Assembly,  Chirac,  was  not  able  to  overrule  the  choice  of  Giscard  of  not  dissolving 

parliament before the next planned election (Abadie & Corcelette, 1997: 276-77). While 

partisan factors caused problems for Giscard, making things more complicated for him, 

they did  not  constitute  in  practice  a  veto player  in  executive  politics,  as  they would 

become in time of cohabitation. Despite verbal criticisms, minor amendments to bills, 
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and delays in parliament to adopt laws, the RPR consistently sided with the governmental 

at the end. Mostly,  loses for Giscard would be symbolic,  such as Chirac’s election as 

Mayor of Paris in 1977, and would only cost him popularity points. This consequence, 

however, would lead to his most significant defeat in 1981, when he lost the presidency 

to François Mitterrand.

 

1.2. Non-Institutional Factors

Although partisan and especially institutional factors largely explain the power 

relationship  between  political  executives  during  Giscard’s  presidency,  as  one  would 

expect in a consolidated democracy, they are insufficient to capture the full extent of the 

presidential domination from 1974 to 1981. In this regard, two non-institutional factors 

have played a central  role in shaping the relations between the president and his two 

prime ministers. First, the individual preferences, political views, and conceptions of the 

role  of  the  executive  by  the  political  actors  themselves  have  shaped  the  norms  and 

informal rules that were to characterize Giscard’s presidency. Second, French political 

traditions,  from  monarchism  to  Gaullism,  have  set  a  répertoire of  French-specific 

political ideas and preferences, and have been consequential on what is perceived as the 

‘acceptable’ behaviour in the political domain.

1.2.1. Giscard’s idiosyncrasies and the role of the president 

When he captured the presidency in 1974, Giscard had a very high conception of 

the role of a French president. In his own words, he said the he thought he “occupied, 
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roughly,  the  function  that  occupied  Louis  XIV,  Napoleon,  and  De  Gaulle”  (Giscard 

D’Estaing,  2001:  140).  In  practice,  Giscard’s  presidential  style  was a  unique  mix  of 

monarchism, liberalism, and reformism. In other words, he considered himself a sort of 

democratic Napoleon, having a very authoritarian attitude towards political subordinates 

and other political institutions, while at the same time emulating the liberal reformism 

and discourse of change of John F. Kennedy, whom he considered a role-model. He was 

consequently labelled  simultaneously the “Kennedy Gaullois” by  Newsweek and “His 

Self-Satisfaction Giscard D’Estaing” by Le Canard enchaîné (Thody, 1998: 74). 

This “Giscard Style” has been explained by a wide array of factors,  but most 

notably scholars, politicians, and journalists have pinpointed the aristocratic background, 

or at least pretentions, of Giscard, his education in the best  Écoles of France, and the 

impact on him of social change in the United States and of the May 1968 Paris’ student 

revolt.  The result of this dichotomy in his conception of the role of the president was 

translated into a clear separation of approach between his management style and policy 

preferences. As the first years of his presidency illustrates, his policy orientation has been 

resolutely liberal, as evidenced by the reduction of the voting age from 20 to 18 years old, 

pro-choice and family-planning policies, abolition of wire-tapping by the state, several 

other  liberal-leaning  policies.  To  show  his  care  for  the  people,  as  the  benevolent 

monarch,  he even engaged in populist  actions such as inviting dustmen to the  Elysée 

palace for breakfast, accepting dinner invitations from regular Parisians, and publicized 

his  working-class  knowledge,  such  as  playing  the  accordion.  Moreover,  his  regular 

appearances  on television,  aimed  to make  him closer  to  the  voters,  had the opposite 
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effect. Paternalistic in tone and sometimes condescending in content, his speeches often 

seemed to the voter as a pretentious attempt to demonstrate his deep understanding of the 

French  society  and  certainly  did  not  carry  the  weight  of  De  Gaulle  speeches.  As  a 

consequence,  his  youthful  charisma would erode,  and so would his  popularity,  which 

eventually affected his  relative power versus political  opponents.  As a  result,  he was 

limited in  his  capacity to  engage in  major  reforms,  such as regional  decentralization, 

making it  almost  impossible  for him to rely on any kind of “statehood authority”  to 

appeal directly to the voters’ support to break partisan or institutional deadlocks.   

On the other hand, his management style proved almost in direct contradiction to 

his policy preferences and had a significant impact on the power relationship between 

political executive, especially between him and Jacques Chirac and the members of his 

cabinet.  The  tone  was  set  in  an  obvious  manner  in  July  1974,  when  he  broke  with 

tradition by making his first press conference at the  Elysée without the presence of his 

newly nominated Prime Minister Jacques Chirac, who was simply not invited to reaffirm 

just who was the leader of France (Abadie & Corcelette,  1997: 262-63). The Giscard 

management style that followed during his term was a very typical monocratic model, 

and closely resembled De Gaulle’s style, mapping the government agenda six months in 

advance and controlling the policy-making in the  Elysée.  Little was left to  Matignon,  

unless it got the blessing of the president, as with Raymond Barre’s autonomy in crafting 

socioeconomic reforms in the late 1970’s (Elgie & Griggs, 2000: 35-6).     

At a more micro level, the  presidentialist  interpretation of executive politics of 

Giscard, combined with his aristocratic manners, led to major frictions between him and 
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Chirac,  making  the  latter  almost  totally  powerless  in  his  prime  ministerial  role.  In 

contrast to many presidents, such as De Gaulle, Mitterrand, and Chirac himself, who had 

at  least  at  some  point  delegated  autonomous  power  to  either  the  prime  minister  or 

Ministers  or  accepted  that  some  prerogatives  belong  to  the  prime  minister,  Giscard 

constantly micromanaged the policy-making process (especially from 1974 to 1976). He 

often  bypassed  his  PM  and  the  cabinet  by  publicly  stating  his  policy  directives,  he 

controlled ministerial appointments, and he imposed a strict ministerial solidarity in the 

cabinet. Regarding Chirac, Giscard did not include him in budgetary discussions, left him 

mostly out of the shaping of the political  economy,  and only left  him to take care of 

relatively  minor  details  in  policy  implementation  (Abadie  & Corcelette,  1997:  265). 

Perhaps more than any other French presidents, at least until the 2006 election, Giscard 

used the full extent of the presidential prerogatives, leaving his prime ministers with no 

choice but to peacefully obey his directives. In this regard, it is ironic that Chirac had 

more powers and capabilities to influence and challenge the president as leader of the 

RPR and as mayor of Paris, rather than as the prime minister in charge of government. 

On a  more  personal  note,  Giscard  aristocratic  attitude  also  contributed  to  the 

domination of the president over his prime ministers and the cabinet. Without going into 

detail,  he  expected  obedience  from his  subordinates  and loyal  implementation  of  his 

policy directives. He had the reputation of distancing himself from ministers in difficulty 

while implementing his policies or subtly being condescending in private to subordinates 

who disagreed  or  demonstrated  weaknesses.  For  instance,  he  left  it  to  the  education 

Minister René Haby to struggle with unions and intellectuals  while  implementing the 



64

Giscard-approved  réforme  du  college  unique  (Unified  College  Reform),  and  he  did 

roughly the same when Health Minister Simone Veil fought for abortion legalization in 

France (Thody, 1998: 77). In Cabinet meeting, a condescending attitude, witty comments, 

and patronizing mannerisms were common, and left no doubt as to who was in charge, 

only reinforcing the authority of the president, albeit in a negative form. Other presidents 

have sometimes behaved in a similar fashion, most notably Mitterrand, but only Giscard 

did so in this aristocratic fashion, designed mostly to highlight the preeminence of the 

president and arguably also his intellectual abilities (Abadie & Corcelette, 1997: 250). 

   

1.2.2. Monarchism, Jacobinism, and Gaullism

The other important non-institutional factor which explains the power relationship 

between political executives in France is the considerable impact of political traditions, 

most  notably  the  conception  of  the  state  as  a  dominant  and  symbolic  institution. 

Obviously,  in  democratic  settings  an  individual  or  a  community  are  not  bounded by 

immutable  and  unique  political  traditions,  but  specific  national  experiences  or  long 

lasting  habits  may restrict  the political  process  within a  path-dependency framework. 

Moreover, some political traditions may affect more substantially a single individual, in 

this case a political executive, even if most voters do not share similar attachments to 

these  traditions.  In  the  case  of  Giscard,  such  divergence  led  to  some  disconnection 

between the president and the voters, and affected his relationship with several political 

actors.

It is easy to reduce French political traditions to a preference for a strong leader 
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and for a powerful and centralized state. Certainly, historical references abound, from the 

centralizing  long-lasting  monarchy,  to  the  Jacobins’  nationalism,  to  the  Napoleonic 

institutionalization,  and  eventually  to  the  democratic  monarchism  of  the  Gaullist 

movement. Nevertheless, historical events and political crisis often pose a challenge to 

political institutions, and old habits, or latent popular perceptions, re-emerge and political 

preference  change.  This  certainly  was  the  case  during  the  Algerian  crisis,  when 

institutions were put to the test. Whether real or imagined, the fears of the collapse of 

national  institutions  resulted  in  the  search  for  a  national  hero,  whom embodied  with 

extraordinary powers, would save the nation from the impending crisis.

Charles De Gaulle was definitely not a regular president. Through the founding of 

the Fifth Republic, not only did he give it a new constitution that featured the important 

reinforcement of the presidency,  but also its interpretation through his exercise of the 

presidential function until 1969. In a press conference in 1964, he stated that “it is clearly 

the president alone who holds and delegates the authority of the state”. A position that 

has  translated  in  practice  to  complete  presidential  pre-eminence  over  his  political 

subordinates  (Hazareesingh,  1994:  270).  Despite  criticisms  from political  opponents, 

from Giscard to Mitterrand, this interpretation of the constitution continued well after De 

Gaulle death in 1970. Ironically, the non-Gaullists presidents adopted several features of 

Gaullism, most notably on the status and responsibilities of the president.   

           The relation between Giscard and Chirac illustrates well the impact of the Gaullist 

tradition in regards to the presidential role. Other features of Gaullism, such as national 

administrative centralization and the role of the state as the sole guarantor of national 
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survival, were also partly adopted by other presidents, especially by Mitterrand, but have 

had a very limited impact on the power relationship between political executives. From 

1974  to  1976,  the  right-wing  moderate  Giscard  perpetuated  the  “presidential” 

interpretation  of  the  constitution  of  De  Gaulle  and  Pompidou,  as  already  mentioned 

above, and despite being a long-time critic and opponent of Gaullists, chose to follow the 

12-year-old tradition, a choice that even the Gaullist Chirac will not fully follow after 

1995. One might argue that his aristocratic penchants were naturally suited to the Gaullist 

interpretation of the role of the president, since in his own word, he saw the presidential 

post as the modern equivalent of Kings and Emperors (Giscard D’Estaing, 2001: 140). 

From the other side of the executive, Chirac also adopted then this conception of 

the presidency, despite his own preferences and ambitions. He could have argued, like 

former Prime Minister Jacques Chaban-Delmas did a few years earlier, that the president 

and the prime minister each have their own prerogatives or domaines reserves, and that 

consequently the prime minister does not have to defer to the presidential preferences on 

every issues. Whatever  his personal preferences and frustrations, Chirac never openly 

criticized  or  challenged Giscard until  he resigned his position in  1976,  since he also 

adhered to the Gaullist interpretation of the role of the president, preferring to resign than 

engaging in a public conflict with Giscard (Thody, 1998: 81-2). Unlike De Gaulle, who 

imposed  a  strict  discipline  in  cabinet  by  not  even  accepting  private  criticism  of 

presidential preferences, Giscard was generally more open to discussion with Chirac and 

his ministers, as long as any such discussion was kept private and that any presidential 

decision was promptly put to application (Hazareesingh, 1994: 270). This choice partly 
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reflected Giscard’s opinion that Chirac was loyal and sympathetic, having worked with 

him before when he was his Secretary of the budget. It also reflected the reality that he 

had to maintain the majority coalition in parliament, in which Chirac was a key player 

(Abadie & Corcelette, 1997: 244-45). 

In  conclusion,  the  incorporation  by Giscard  and  Chirac  of  Gaullist  traditions, 

inherited in a large part from previous incarnation of strong leadership in French politics, 

allowed  a  potentially  very  conflictual  power  relationship  between  the  two  political 

executives  to  remain  cordial,  despite  the  obvious  ideological  differences  and  policy 

preferences of each. Even if Giscard had a much easier time to apply his political views 

on Raymond Barre, who was loyal to him during his whole tenure, the cooperation of 

Chirac on key issues on which the PM disagreed (e.g. the timing to disband parliament), 

was the norm until 1976 and reveals the impact of forceful legacies in the French political 

context.  Chirac’s  constant  undermining  of  Giscard’s  decisions  after  1976  and  the 

precedent of Chaban-Delmas in challenging the president proves that opportunity, policy 

preferences, personal motivations and ambitions were not sufficient for Chirac to engage 

in a power struggle with the president. And this, despite the fact that prime ministerial  

prerogatives in the constitution and his powerful support base in parliament could have 

provided him with valuable institutional and partisan resources. 

To limit  the explanation  of the power relationship  dominated by the president 

from 1974 to 1981 to institutional and partisan factors is, as a result insufficient, even 

though they provide  the  framework in  which  non-institutional  factors  are  allowed to 

impact the power relationship. As the next section will demonstrate, through the study of 
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the power relationship between Pompidou and Chaban-Delmas,  the same institutional 

arrangements  at  an  earlier  point  have  earlier  produced  different  results  between  two 

Gaullists. In this case, however, the prime minister proved to be a powerful opponent to 

the president, who ultimately had to dismiss him from his position, since that PM was 

undermining presidential powers by interpreting differently the French Fifth Republic’s 

Constitution.      

2. Prime ministerial challenges in regular governments

While  the president  of  the Republic  ultimately has the discretionary power to 

dismiss the prime minister,  it  is often perceived as the “nuclear option”.  Exposing in 

many cases the weaknesses or failures of the president in managing his PM, or some 

questioning of the presidential choice in nominating his PM. The nomination of Jacques 

Chaban-Delmas in 1969 by Georges Pompidou reflected this difficult situation for the 

president, and would culminate in 1972 with his removal and replacement by the very 

loyal  Pierre  Messmer.  Throughout  his  tenure,  Chaban-Delmas  was  almost  a  constant 

problem for  Pompidou,  behaving  autonomously  and  challenging  the  authority  of  the 

presidency,  exemplifying  the  “segmented”  model  of  government,  in  which  each 

executive has his own prerogatives and domaines réservés. It is somehow ironic that one 

of the less loyal prime ministers of the French Fifth Republic was nominated by a very 

strong proponent of a powerful presidency,  Georges Pompidou; a situation which can 

only be compared to Mitterand’s appointment of Michel Rocard nearly two decades later 

in 1988. 



69

Less  than  three  months  into  office,  Chaban-Delmas  broke  with  tradition  by 

announcing  his  project  for  a  New  Society  without  warning  the  Élysée.  He  strongly 

denounced the archaism and the conservatism of the social structures and warned that the 

French society was blocked (Muron, 1994: 291). To a large extent, such a statement was 

a direct response, and a support, to new social movements emerging from the French 

youth and progressive public intellectuals. Such a strong statement would shape the rest 

of his tenure, as it was a clear attack on the previous governments, and most notably on 

Pompidou,  since he had been from 1962 to 1968 De Gaulle’s prime minister.  In his 

project, Chaban-Delmas proposed major reforms, created in secret with advisers Jacques 

Delors and Simon Nora, such as the increase of the autonomy of the ORTF (Office de 

Radiodiffusion et Télévision Francaise), the SNCF (Société Nationale des Chemins de  

Fer)  and EDF (Électricité de France). Perhaps a most serious challenge to Pompidou 

occur just before his dismissal in 1972, when he asked for a confidence vote for himself 

in parliament, even though the president asked him not to do so. This defiance prompted 

the president  to  ask for his  resignation,  highlighting  the fact  that  institutional  factors 

ultimately establish the limits of the power relationship between France’s political top 

executives. 

Despite his challenging attitude and his different political preferences, the case of 

Chaban-Delmas  illustrates,  through his  tenure  as  PM,  the  limits  of  prime  ministerial 

powers in France in periods without political cohabitation. As the Rocard’s tenure would 

also reveal,  it  is very difficult,  if  not almost  impossible,  for a PM to exercise power 

without  presidential  consent.  However,  to  explain  this  phenomenon  solely  by  the 
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constraints  of  institutional  factors  is  not  sufficient,  as  non-institutional  factors,  most 

notably  political  traditions,  popularity,  and  idiosyncrasies  also  contribute  to  the 

reinforcement of presidential powers. 

2.1 Institutional and partisan factors

Article 8 of the French constitution gives the right to the president to nominate 

and ask for the resignation of the prime minister. It does not say however, that the prime 

minister is responsible to the president, even though it is widely known that De Gaulle 

assumed so (Thody,  1998: 58).  This  ambiguity was the initial  source of the ongoing 

conflict  between Pompidou and Chaban-Delmas and would provide the latter  with an 

opportunity to engage in a power contest with the president to define the post-De Gaulle 

era and the future of the French executive politics.

Very early, Chaban-Delmas stood against the centralization of power in the hand 

of  the  president.  In  1962,  he  was  sceptical  of  De  Gaulle’s  decision  to  call  for  a 

referendum on the election of the president by direct universal suffrage and as president 

of the National Assembly, pushed for increased power decentralization by strengthening 

the role of parliament and cabinet and especially articulated for the first time the concept 

of  domaine  réservé (Racine,  1990:  42).  In  1967,  Chaban-Delmas  was  severely 

reprimanded by the General  himself,  when unhappy about  his  institutional  views, De 

Gaulle told him when he came to offer his service to the president: “Mister President of 

the National Assembly, it is not your decision to make. (…) If I need you, it is because I 

need  you.  You,  you  only  have  to  obey”  (Abadie  &  Corcelette,  1997:  155).  Since 
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Pompidou also shared De Gaulle’s institutional view, and pledged to follow his legacy, it  

was then not surprising that the power relationship between him and Chaban-Delmas was 

uneasy.    

When  introduced  as  the  second  president  of  the  French  Republic,  Georges 

Pompidou clearly stated his views on the role of the president. He declared that in order 

to fulfil his duty in strict respect of the constitution, he had to count on the full support of 

all  involved,  in  different  positions,  within  the  State  apparatus  (Muron,  1994:  272). 

Following  procedures  introduced  by  his  predecessor,  he  would  perpetuate  the 

institutional organization designed by De Gaulle to reinforce the presidentialization of the 

regime. Most notably, he would continue to hold on a regular basis the conseils restreints 

or restraint councils, in which the president “invites” his PM and the appropriate officials 

and presents his policy preferences (Burin des Roziers, 1990: 82). These councils have 

the  advantage  for  the  president  of  replacing  PM-chaired  councils  of  ministers  by  a 

president-dominated  smaller  council,  giving  to  the  Head  of  State  a  direct  access  to 

ministers and officials, and greater input in the policy-making process. As a consequence, 

the prime minister was left with less authority over his cabinet, since the president was 

able not only to define policy, but to give his input on the execution and implementation 

process.  

Another institutional strategy to undermine the role of the prime minister was for 

the  president  to  rely on his  own office  and staff  to  craft  policies.  He received more 

resistance from Chaban-Delmas when he chose to do so, since the prime minister did 

note  like  to  be  kept  out  of  the  loop  on  subjects  he  felt  were  at  least  partially  his 
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responsibility. It was the case, for example, when Edouard Balladur, then under-secretary 

general of the presidency, was mandated to restructure wage structure in 1969. Despite 

Chaban-Delmas’  agreement  with Pompidou on the need to reform, the PM had other 

priorities and illustrating his conception of the role of the prime minister, he made his 

disagreement on the process known to Balladur, who with the agreement of Pompidou, 

created a special commission to study the issue (Muron, 1994: 284). 

The prime minister, however, was able to use institutional loopholes or lack of 

clarity to exercise his political influence, frustrating the president on several occasions. In 

this case, the main institutional factor affecting the power relationship between political 

executives  was  the  result  of  constitutional  contradictions  or  un-specifications.  While 

article 5 of the French constitution gives the president the responsibility “to see that the 

constitution is observed” and “ensure, by his arbitration, the proper functioning of the 

public authorities and the continuity of the State” (French Constitution, Article V), it does 

not however directly provide him with direct executive powers in matters of governance. 

Certainly,  the  constitution  confers  him vast  powers  in  appointing  key officials,  most 

notably the prime minister, allows him to dissolve the National Assembly, clearly gives 

him an edge in foreign and military affairs over the PM, and gives him extraordinary 

powers in times of national crisis, through the controversial article 16. But on the other 

hand, the constitution also provides strong executive powers to the prime minister, most 

notably  through  article  20,  which  states  that  “the  Government  shall  determine  and 

conduct the policy of the Nation” and through article 21, which states that “the prime 

minister shall direct the operation of the Government. He shall be responsible for national 



73

defence. He shall ensure the implementation of legislation” (Assemblée Nationale, 2007). 

The nature of the power relationship between political executives in France has 

fuelled political science debates for the last fifty years as the result of this constitutional 

ambiguity,  especially  in  times  of  cohabitation.  However,  the  first  real  test  of  the 

executive  diarchy  occurred  in  1969,  when  both  actors  tested  the  limits  of  their 

prerogatives.  This is why,  according to his interpretation of the constitution,  Chaban-

Delmas did not find it necessary to inform Pompidou on his project of New Society since 

it constituted for him a government prerogative, following article 20 of the Constitution. 

Again,  he  publicly  questioned  in  1969  the  monetary  manipulation  supported  by  the 

president,  which  Giscard  was  implementing  in  the  Ministry  of  Finance  (Abadie  & 

Corcelette, 1997: 191). Up until 1972, Chaban-Delmas positioned himself generally as a 

equal, often leading to virulent verbal exchanges with the president, who clearly was not 

ready to accept any form of dissent from his prime minister. Pompidou’s stance followed 

De Gaulle’s vision of the relationship between political executives, a position he stated in 

writing just before his election as president: “The Head of State, invested directly with 

the  Nation’s  confidence,  is  and  should  be  the  uncontested  leader  of  the  executive” 

(Muron, 1994: 292). 

As a consequence, despite using his constitutional prerogatives to act alone on 

several key policies, Jacques Chaban-Delmas was able to only moderately undermine the 

power and influence of the president, and only in the early period as the head of cabinet. 

His success in implementing large parts of his reform package was less the consequence 

of  his  institutional  powers,  than  the  consequence  of  Pompidou’s  relatively  similar 
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position on the needed reform. Pompidou’s relationship with Ministers often left Chaban-

Delmas relatively isolated, as he lacked the institutional resources available to the more 

revered presidency. He was thus not fully able to use the powers “theoretically” conferred 

on him by the articles 20 and 21 of the Constitution, illustrating the considerable impact 

of  De  Gaulle’s  interpretation  of  the  Constitution  on  the  power  relationship  between 

political executives.         

The complex partisan reorganization in the 1960’s around the Gaullist movement 

would have in 1969 an ambivalent impact on the power relationship between Pompidou 

and Chaban-Delmas. On the one hand, the president had been working hard since 1965 to 

build a  powerbase in  the National  Assembly,  by getting  constantly involved in party 

politics, attending events, cocktail parties, and dinners organized by the UDR (Wilson, 

1973: 495).  The objective was obviously to prepare himself for the succession of De 

Gaulle, by gathering party resources to prepare the ground for an eventual election. By 

doing so, Pompidou was attempting to remedy his lack of past political involvement and 

militancy, having spent most of his career as a financial technocrat. 

On the  other  hand,  in  1969,  Chaban-Delmas  was  an  elephant  of  the  Gaullist 

movement, a leader of the resistance during the war, and an early supporter of Gaullism 

and of the Fifth Republic. Moreover, before being appointed prime minister, he was the 

president of the National Assembly, he had a large support base within the centrist and 

leftist Gaullists and even the Républicains Indépendants, and was nationally prominent in 

the political sphere. In part, his nomination as PM was designed to achieve greater unity 

within the parliamentary coalition (Muron, 1994: 273). Throughout the initial years of the 
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Pompidou  presidency,  the  relationship  between  the  conservative  partisans  of  the 

presidents and the more liberal supporters of Chaban-Delmas were marked by persistent 

conflicts. While the latter started in a position of power, due to his thorough experience 

and contacts in parliament, Chaban-Delmas would eventually lose much of his support by 

1972. Eventually, even a majority of ‘presidential’ deputies from his own Gaullist party 

would support Giscard in the 1974 election (Cameron, 1977: 260). 

Perhaps naively, Chaban-Delmas initiated his tenure as PM by standing in public 

as an equal to the president and somehow as a representative of the National Assembly. 

In the first few months, he used his parliamentary base and public notoriety as the former 

president of the National Assembly to present his policy objectives, offering for the first 

time to France a parliamentary interpretation of the Fifth Republic. His refusal to consult 

with the president  on issues as important  as France’s industrial  policy and his public 

announcements of key policy decisions became very early a problem to the president, 

who did not appreciate his prime minister’s attitude, despite his tacit agreement on the 

content  (Abadie & Corcelette,  1997:  197-8).  Clearly,  Chaban-Delmas tried to use his 

partisan resources to present himself as a challenge to the dominant role of the president 

and  thus  redefine  the  common  interpretation  of  the  relationship  between  political 

executives.

Even  though  constitutional  prerogatives,  support  in  parliament,  and  national 

recognition worked in favor of Chaban-Delmas, the only real attempt of a prime minister, 

outside perhaps Michel Rocard, to redefine his position toward the presidency outside 

cohabitation periods proved short-lived and resulted in his relatively cavalier dismissal 
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by Pompidou in 1972. As the formally responsible leader of the unity of the Gaullist 

party and of the majority coalition, Chaban-Delmas tried in 1969 and 1970 to capture its 

control, as it was the coutume during De Gaulle’s presidency. However, having done the 

same thing himself not long before, Pompidou broke with tradition by getting directly 

involved in party politics to prevent his prime minister from building a political base in 

parliament (Wilson, 1973: 502). The president and his aides were especially active in the 

nomination process of UDR officials and in the institutionalization of party structures to 

compete with the very well-organized Communist party. As a result, Chaban-Delmas saw 

his  influence  diminish  over  time  while,  in  contrast,  the  president’s  position  as  the 

undisputed Gaullist leader was consolidated. 

Even if the Gaullists had control of the National Assembly in 1969 with 293 of 

487  seats,  neither  Pompidou  nor  Chaban-Delmas  were  able  to  fully  control  it. 

Factionalism  within  the  UDR,  among  the  Rightists,  Centrists,  and  Leftists,  and 

fragmentation  of  the  majority  coalition  with  the  61  RI  deputies,  made  it  difficult  to 

control in full. The objective of both political executives was then to insure the transition 

from a party loyal and identified with the General to an organized party that transcended 

individuals, with a defined platform and institutional strength. However, Pompidou and 

Chaban-Delmas differed on the part that the president should play within the party. While 

De Gaulle was notorious for his mistrust of political parties and always refused to get 

involved in party games, Pompidou saw on the contrary in party politics the opportunity 

to reinforce his political base by getting involved. It might be argued that he was forced 

or chose for his own benefits to link the presidency to the UDR, not having the same 
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national  aura  and  respect  as  De  Gaulle.  But  these  moves  were  also  designed  to 

presidentialize even further the French political regime. 

In  contrast,  the  former  president  of  the  National  Assembly,  who  was  formed 

politically under the Fourth Republic, saw in the consolidation of political parties a way 

to reinforce parliament after ten years of presidential dominance. During his tenure, he 

attempted to reduce the dissensions within the UDR and gain control of the majority 

coalition. However, as mentioned above, his positions as prime minister antagonized a 

large  portion  of  the  coalition,  who  either  were  loyal  to  Pompidou  himself  or  were 

deferential to the presidential function. Furthermore, a series of scandals involving the 

prime minister’s tax reports, which revealed that he did not pay income tax for several 

years,  and  smear  campaigns  designed  to  undermine  his  competence  and  reputation, 

weakened  him in  parliament  (Abadie  & Corcelette,  1997:  199).  These  developments 

eventually gave Pompidou the opportunity to finally dismiss Chaban-Delmas in 1972.

Partisan factors have overall benefited the president over the prime minister. But, 

they  also  have  given  the  prime  minister,  at  least  at  the  beginning  of  his  term,  the 

resources to engage in a power conflict with the president, which could potentially have 

had a different  outcome,  if  the president’s  resistance and motivations  to  preserve the 

dominance of the presidential function hadn’t been so high. The support that Pompidou 

received by 1971 from his own party and from the RI and Giscard, who had often been 

informally  associated  with  the  scandals  surrounding  Chaban-Delmas,  left  the  prime 

minister without enough parliamentary resources to challenge the president.         

The  dismissal  of  Chaban-Delmas  in  1972  ultimately  illustrates  the  complete 
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dominance of the president in his power relationship with his the prime minister with two 

reasons especially important. First, presidential prerogatives to fire the prime minister are 

not addressed clearly in the article 8 of the constitution, which states that “The president 

terminates  the  prime  minister’s  functions  on  the  presentation  by  the  latter  of  the 

resignation  of  the  government”  (French  Constitution,  Article  VIII).  With  his  action, 

President Pompidou created a precedent, demonstrating that the president could dismiss 

the government by his own will (Elgie & Griggs, 2000: 31). This presidential decision 

was in consequence accepted not on its legality, but on the partisan support and on other 

non-institutional factors to be discussed in the next section. 

Second, the ambiguity about the constitutionality of Chaban-Delmas’ dismissal 

could  have  led  to  a  bitter  conflict,  with  the  prime  minister  relying  on parliament  to 

challenge the presidential order and refuse to offer his resignation. Knowing the fragility 

of his position, Chaban-Delmas, against the wishes of the president, tried to fight and 

solicited the confidence of the parliament, but without success (Ardant, 1991: 42). By 

1972, presidential support in the National Assembly was high, and becoming more and 

more  isolated  politically,  Chaban-Delmas  offered his  resignation  even though he was 

technically forced to do so.

In  conclusion,  partisan  and  institutional  factors  had  a  significant,  albeit  not 

determinant, impact on the power relationship between Pompidou and Chaban-Delmas. 

On the one hand, partisan and institutional factors offered the possibility for the prime 

minister  to  at  least  attempt  to  reshape  the  traditional  relationship  between  political 

executives.  On the  other  hand,  while  Chaban-Delmas’  power  challenge  was real  and 
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allowed  him  for  a  while  to  resist  presidential  preferences  by  using  his  legislative 

resources and constitutional prerogatives, it ultimately proved true that the president was 

the dominant executive figure in French politics. However, to limit the explanation of the 

power  relationship  between  the  two  French  political  executives  to  partisan  and 

institutional factors proves insufficient. The extent of the presidentialization of the semi-

presidential regime, extra-institutional issues and events, such as the 1972 referendum on 

the integration of new countries in the EEC, De Gaulle’s massive legacy, and executive 

idiosyncrasies and preferences also greatly impacted the very difficult and bitter relation 

between the two Gaullists.

2.2 De Gaulle’s Legacy and Idiosyncrasies

The  transition  to  the  post-De  Gaulle  era  raised  many  questions  about  the 

consolidation of French institutional arrangements and practices. To a large extent, up 

until 1969, the political process was shaped by the preferences and the interpretations of 

De Gaulle of how to define the relationships between political institutions and actors. 

Very often, political practices were highly informal, and were not necessarily based on 

constitutional or legislative rules. During his term, his power was virtually unrestrained, 

as  his  authority  was  simply  accepted  by  all  political  actors  who  might  have  had 

constitutional  grounds to  challenge  him.  Even during  private  cabinet  meetings,  to  be 

critical of presidential orientations was considered an act of insubordination and swiftly 

dealt with (Hazareesingh, 1993: 270). 

For  Pompidou,  following  in  the  footsteps  of  De  Gaulle  without  De  Gaulle’s 
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authority  and prestige  was  not  an  easy  task.  In  nominating  Jacques  Chaban-Delmas, 

Pompidou  expected  to  consolidate  the  Gaullist  tradition  by  ensuring  parliamentary 

support for the post-De Gaulle transition. Under De Gaulle’s presidency, the segmented 

model of executive politics was the norm as far as party matters, since the president left 

party matters to the prime minister, but Pompidou’s involvement in party politics marked 

a  clear  break  with  the  norm  and  a  redefinition  of  prime  ministerial  responsibilities 

(Wilson, 1973: 501). In this regard, a significant shift in the power relationship between 

political  executives  occurred  in  1969,  despite  no  formal  modification  of  political 

institutions and of parliamentary composition.

The  deep  involvement  of  Pompidou  in  the  UDR  was  also  an  attempt  to 

presidentialize  the  French  semi-presidential  regime,  leaving  to  the  prime  minister  no 

specific  domaine over which he had discretionary powers. Obviously, no constitutional 

articles or regulatory practices justified or legalized Pompidou’s “seizure” of what was a 

prime  ministerial  prerogative.  It  was  simply  his  own  conception  of  the  role  of  the 

president,  modelled  on  De  Gaulle’s,  which  determined  his  actions  within  executive 

politics.  In  the  context  of  the  late  1960’s,  when  Gaullists  had  full  control  of  high 

positions  and  of  the  political  institutions,  the  transition  of  De  Gaulle’s  practices  in 

government to his heir were widely accepted in France, most notably by political actors 

who could have posed a challenge to these practices by simply highlighting the content of 

the constitution.            

Beside Chaban-Delmas, very few political actors put into question the norms and 

practices set by De Gaulle. Many observers have attributed this fact to the symbolic role 
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of the president as the Head of State and to the prestige associated with the position 

founded and held by the legendary general. For example, Hazareesingh noted the myths 

associated with the presidential position, which almost creates a quasi-communion with 

the French nation without other political intermediaries (Hazareesingh, 1994: 269). Elgie 

and Griggs echo this interpretation in a similar fashion, noting that by distancing himself 

from political parties and by standing above petty politics, De Gaulle effectively created a 

“president-king” who was venerated as a figure above politics (Elgie & Griggs, 2000: 

34). Alain Duhamel even went so far as labelling De Gaulle’s tenure as the presidency of 

an “enlightened despot” (Duhamel, 1980: 23). 

After roughly a decade of Gaullist power, Pompidou’s agreement to preserve the 

methods of De Gaulle came in a large part from his own experience as De Gaulle’s prime 

minister.  During  his  tenure  from  1962  to  1968,  he  had  to  deal  with  De  Gaulle’s 

interventionism in most spheres of policy implementation, especially including foreign 

and defense matters, with the president himself even setting out the specific needs of the 

French naval, aerial, and ground forces arsenals (Fourquet, 1990: 193). In other spheres, 

De Gaulle was often delegating power, but he kept an eye on the implementation process 

to make sure that it reflected his initial wishes. As the Chief of Cabinet of Pompidou, 

François-Xavier  Ortali  often  observed that  the  good relation  between De Gaulle  and 

Pompidou was mostly the result of their common interpretation of the constitution and 

that never was presidential authority questioned in any way by the prime minister (Ortali, 

1990: 98-99). In other words, the power relationship between the two political executives 

was determined by shared personal preferences and most importantly by the acceptance 
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by the prime minister that he had to defer to the president,  since the president is the 

legitimate embodiment of the will of the French nation. When he became president in 

1969, Pompidou perpetuated this perspective, and expected Chaban-Delmas to adhere to 

it. Obviously, it rapidly became evident that the latter read the constitution differently, his 

interpretation was arguably closer to the text, but Chaban-Delmas never dared to put his 

own legal interpretation to the test, especially when he accepted his dismissal in 1972. 

Chaban-Delmas’ difficulties in challenging the president were also the result of 

the domestic and international context during the 1960’s, most notably the lasting effects 

of the Algerian crisis. The Algerian crisis and the regime crisis that followed are a major 

challenge  to  French  sovereignty  and  arguably  the  survival  of  France’s  democratic 

institutions.  The  difficulties  for  the  Fourth  Republic  to  bring  an  end  to  the  crisis 

undermined  the  credibility  of  its  institutional  and partisan  structures,  and resulted  in 

increased popular preference for a strong leader, who could transcend party politics and 

make difficult  decisions to solve the crisis. De Gaulle’s success in preventing a  coup 

d’État and the collapse of France’s democratic regime brought enormous prestige not 

only to him, but also to the presidential position, which was perceived as the guarantor of 

the stability and security of France.

This conception of the status of the presidential position was fully embraced by 

Pompidou, but much less by the former president of the National Assembly, who often 

had disagreements with the General and saw the presidential role and status solely based 

on his institutional prerogatives. French citizens and most of the political actors however 

shared  the  vision  of  Pompidou,  leaving  Chaban-Delmas  with  little  support  for  his 
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conception of the role of the presidency. The Former Secretary of State of the Élysée, 

Michel Jobert, noted that “Chaban wasn’t attentive enough to Pompidou’s brief during 

his first press conference on the 10th of July 1969: I believe, he said, that the choice made 

by the French people demonstrates their adherence to the conception that De Gaulle had 

of  the  role  of  the  president  of  the  republic:  at  the  same time  supreme leader  of  the 

executive,  guardian  and  guarantor  of  the  constitution”  (Jobert,  1976:  104).   As  a 

consequence, the Algerian crisis and its impact on presidential symbolism were well alive 

in 1969, and were a key determinant in explaining the power distribution between the 

political executives. It created a normative framework to presidential powers, extending 

them beyond what is granted by the constitution, especially by reducing the scope of the 

prime ministerial prerogatives stated in articles 20 and 21 of the constitution, allowing de 

facto the president to dominate the prime minister, his cabinet, and the policy-making 

process.

In conclusion, the troubled relationship between Pompidou and Chaban-Delmas 

was  the  crash  between two opposite  models  of  executive  politics.  On the  one  hand, 

Pompidou was the archetype of the monocratic president, for whom the prime minister is 

but  a  subordinate,  albeit  the  first  among  others.  His  numerous  acts  designed  to 

presidentialize  even  further  the  regime  and  ultimately  the  controversial  dismissal  of 

Chaban-Delmas in 1972 illustrate not only his conception of executive politics, but also 

his capacity to impose it to his prime minister. On the other hand, the segmented model 

of  government  proposed  by  Chaban-Delmas,  in  which  each  executive  has  his  own 

domaine  réservé,  was  the first  attempt  to  redefine  executive  relations  in  the  post-De 
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Gaulle era.  Despite his multiple attempts  to challenge presidential  authority by acting 

independently  in  crafting  policies,  he  ultimately  failed  to  transform  the  president-

dominated French semi-presidential regime into a more balanced regime in which each 

executive shared power and responsibilities.

The  explanation  for  the  failure  of  Chaban-Delmas  in  imposing  his  model  of 

government, and thus redefining the power relationship between the political executives, 

lies in the conjunction of several factors, but the extent of Pompidou’s eventual complete 

domination over his prime minister is largely the result of non-institutional factors. The 

constitutional prerogatives of the president, his administrative resources, and influence in 

the legislature justifiably establish him as a powerful executive. Chaban-Delmas also had 

strong support in parliament and was given considerable, albeit unspecific, powers by the 

constitution, but ended up de facto in a much weaker position as a political executive.

The  power  challenges  of  Chaban-Delmas  were  consistently  met  with  strong 

resistance from Pompidou, and much of the success of the latter has to do with symbolic 

representation  of  the  presidential  figure  in  France.  The  acceptance  of  De  Gaulle’s 

interpretation of the constitution, not only among citizens, but also among the political 

class,  and  the  prestige  of  the  presidential  “throne”  in  the  1960’s  and  after  allowed 

Pompidou  to  extend his  discretionary  powers  and isolate  the  restless  prime  minister, 

despite his lack of formal grounds for doing so. 

A reading of the French constitution and of legislative rules, composition,  and 

procedures would arguably lead one to the conclusion that both executives benefited from 

of vast power, but also that the power relationship between these two political executives 
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is  relatively  unclear.  Unlike  other  countries,  in  which  the  presidential  role  is  mostly 

ceremonial, the French constitution grants the president substantial responsibilities, such 

as defence, foreign affairs, and important appointments prerogatives. However, the power 

of the prime minister to lead and manage the government confers on him a substantial  

role, highlighting the contradictory aspect of the constitution. 

As a result, norms and practices, stemming from preferences, contextual factors, 

and  informal  politics  play  a  central  role  in  shaping  power  relationships  between 

executives,  and  from 1969  to  1972  benefited  the  president  over  his  prime  minister. 

Pompidou’s  reinforcement  of  the  presidency  through  non-institutional  methods 

consistently  frustrated  Chaban-Delmas.  Despite  his  resources,  reputation,  and  formal 

powers,  the latter  was never able to achieve his  ambitious  policy program of a New 

Society and have prime ministerial autonomy respected. Even thirty years later, in 1999, 

a year before his death, Chaban-Delmas was still bitter about his frustrating experience in 

Matignon and about the ungrateful role of being a prime minister under the French Fifth 

Republic:  “A  Matignon,  j’ai  été  heureux  d’agir,  de  lancer  la  Nouvelle  Société.  

Humainement, je n’ai pas été heureux” (Mousseau, 2000: 323)

     

3. The cohabitation episodes

While  the  power  relationship  between  prime  ministers  and  presidents  has 

fluctuated  in  the  first  28  years  of  the  Fifth  Republic,  in  no  cases  has  this  power 

relationship been as modified as it would be in periods of  cohabitation. From 1986 to 

1988,  1993 to  1995,  and 1997  to  2002,  France  experienced  a  sharp  break  from the 
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common  functioning  of  the  Fifth  Republic.  While  no  constitutional  and  formal 

institutional changes were made, the dominant figure of the executive suddenly became 

the prime minister, a situation which many regarded not only as complete break with the 

spirit of the Fifth Republic, but also as a threat to France’s democratic institutions.

The recurrence and length of cohabitation episodes highlights the adaptability of 

French institutional arrangements, with cohabitation arguably the prime example of the 

potential flexibility of fixed political institutions. To a large extent, it creates a diarchy at 

the  top  of  the  executive,  and  appears  closer  to  a  literal  reading  of  the  constitution 

(Bigaud,  1995:  5).  This  is  a  marked  shift  from the  traditional  practices  of  the  Fifth 

Republic,  which  have  clearly  positioned  the  president  as  the  dominant  figure  of  the 

executive. While this is a common pattern between the power relationships within the 

three cohabitation episodes, there are also important variations among them, which to a 

large extent highlight the importance of partisan and non-institutional factors.

Table 3. President-prime minister relationships during cohabitation periods in 
France

President Prime Minister Period Relationship
François 

Mitterrand
Jacques Chirac March 1986-May 

1988
Conflictual

Édouard Balladur March 1993-May 
1995

Peaceful

Jacques Chirac Lionel Jospin June 1997-May 
2002

Mixed
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3.1 Institutional and partisan factors

In contrast  to  non-cohabitation  periods,  in  periods  of  cohabitation  institutional 

matters  became  a  central  element  to  explain  the  power  relationship  between  the 

presidents and prime ministers. Most importantly, the constitution became central to the 

distribution of powers and prerogatives, as each leader justified their actions through a 

more  literal  lecture of its  articles.  While  the executive’s  legitimacy ultimately lied in 

popular sovereignty, their legitimacy in the use of power became a contentious issue and 

involved a bitter fight over the interpretation of the French constitution.

3.1.1 The Mitterrand cohabitations (1986-88 & 1993-95) 

 The 1986-88 cohabitation between François Mitterrand and Jacques Chirac was 

marked by deep conflicts  between the two men,  as  both had their  eyes  on the  1988 

presidential  election.  Since  it  was  the  first  experience  in  cohabitation,  no  precedents 

existed to determine the rules and shape the relation between the two political executives, 

and  consequently  both  tried  to  impose  their  own  interpretation  of  the  process.  For 

Mitterrand, the objective was to fully use the constitutional prerogatives to ascertain his 

power, most notably by relying on articles 5 and 19 of the French constitution, which 

grant  him  the  responsibility  to  ensure  the  respect  of  the  constitution  and  several 

discretionary powers, especially over political appointments and defense matters.

During  the  two  years  of  the  cohabitation,  Mitterrand  constantly  tried  to 

undermine the policies of Chirac’s cabinet but, constrained by the constitution, there was 

very little he could do. Not possessing the power to enact laws and being opposed by a 
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hostile majority in the National Assembly, he was forced to let Chirac conduct the policy-

making process, while maintaining a dominant  position on foreign matters.  However, 

Mitterrand would use every means available to him to make things more difficult  for 

Chirac. Five institutional tactics would prove especially useful for him to limit the loss of 

a parliamentary majority. 

First, Mitterrand chose not to dissolve the National Assembly, even though he had 

the constitutional right to do so (under article 12 of the constitution). Unlike Chirac in 

1997, who had to wait at least one year before dissolving the legislature, Mitterrand was 

free to do so, as the 1986 election was not the product of a presidential dissolution, but of 

a  scheduled  legislative  election.  While  there  could  have  been  a  political  cost  for 

Mitterrand in doing so, since it constituted a negation of the voter’s choice, it could have 

perhaps prevented the occurrence of  cohabitation. Mitterrand chose instead to use the 

threat of a potential dissolution as a power instrument to remain in the political game, 

keeping  to  himself  the  privilege  (Thody,  1998:  110-11).  And  since  the  presidential 

election  was  only  two  years  away,  and  would  most  likely  pit  him  against  Chirac, 

Mitterrand would instead use his position to undermine the prime minister by making 

him responsible for unpopular policies.

Second,  Mitterrand  used  article  8  of  the  constitution,  which  allowed  him  to 

appoint the government, to control the nominating process in cabinet. He thus refused 

Chirac’s  choice of Jean Lecanuet  as Minister  of  Culture,  appointing  instead  François 

Léotard,  and  in  1993  said  he  would  only  agree  to  nominate  a  pro-European  prime 

minister, hence the choice of Édouard Balladur (Bigaut, 1995: 10). During the second and 
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third cohabitations, the presidents, confronted with stronger parliamentary majorities, left 

cabinet appointments to the discretion of the prime minister. The RPR (Rassemblement  

pour la République) and the UDF (Union pour la Démocratie Française) majority in 

1986 was only of three votes, since they had captured but 290 of 573 seats in the National 

Assembly.

Third,  Mitterrand  used  fully  the  powers  granted  to  him  by  article  19  of  the 

constitution, which allows him to either put forward a question for a referendum, dissolve 

parliament,  or  to  use  the  emergency  powers  in  the  event  of  a  crisis,  without  prime 

ministerial  approval. While Mitterrand did not used these powers during the first two 

cohabitations,  he  kept  the  possibility  to  use  them  if  he  so  chose.  The  impact  of 

Mitterrand’s  choice  in  keeping his  options  open,  especially  between 1986 and 1988, 

preserved to a certain limit  the arbitrary role of the presidential  function, and left  the 

traditional  aura  of  the  president  as  the  highest  political  figure  intact,  despite  a 

considerable reduction of his policy-making powers. 

Fourth, during the first  cohabitation, Mitterrand constrained government action 

by refusing to sign ordinances presented to him, forcing Chirac and the cabinet to get 

parliamentary  approval  for  a  large  number  of  bills.  In  practice,  while  the  bills  were 

eventually adopted, Mitterrand’s actions forced multiple delays and compelled Chirac to 

use article 49.3 on 8 occasions, which removed the need to vote on a bill, unless a vote of 

no confidence has put forward during the next 24 hours. Chirac also had to use article  

44.3 (blocked vote) over 60 times, forcing a spontaneous single vote on a bill with the 

proposed governmental amendments, and stated emergency declarations 60 times on the 
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total of 176 laws adopted during his tenure (Bigaut, 1995: 28-9).    

Finally, Mitterrand also made regular use of articles 16 and 18 of the constitution, 

which grant discretionary powers to the president to address the National Assembly and 

the  nation.  Used  extensively  during  the  1986-88  cohabitation,  the  droit  de  message 

allowed the president to constantly undermine and criticize the actions of the government 

(Massot, 1997: 89-90). It was however much less used during the second cohabitation, 

since Mitterrand was not seeking re-election in 1995 and was struggling with the cancer 

to which he would succumb in 1996. 

The  frequent  appearances  of  Mitterrand  on  television  and  in  the  National 

Assembly were not only critical of the government, but were often designed to empower 

him in his power relationship with Chirac. On many occasions, he used his appearances 

to  promote his  own policy preferences  or interpretations,  presenting them as national 

priorities. As a result, it became more difficult for the government to craft and implement 

policies  which  did  not  conform  to  presidential  preferences.  For  example,  when 

Mitterrand addressed the National Assembly in June 1986 on the 100 th anniversary of 

Robert Schuman’s birth, he used his speech to push for stronger European integration and 

the adoption of the European Unique Act. This action was clearly designed to bring even 

more discord within the parliamentary majority, which was deeply divided over France’s 

position toward Europe, and reinforce the presidential position by undermining the unity 

of the government (Massot, 1997: 89).

Mitterrand also constrained the capacity of action of the government  when he 

addressed the nation at the beginning of both cohabitations. On both occasions, he stated 
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to the nation his conception of presidential powers, which positioned the president as the 

key executive figure. As the heads of government, Chirac and Balladur were not able to 

use national  addresses  in  the same way and remained popularly perceived  as  second 

violin  in the executive duo, even though the prime ministers  were  de facto the most 

powerful  executives,  at  least  in  regards  of  domestic  politics.  Moreover,  when  both 

executives shared the public sphere, it became clear that the president had an advantage. 

For example, Édouard Balladur viewed the Tokyo economic summit of 1986, in which 

both Mitterrand and Chirac were present, as a humiliation for Chirac (and for France) 

(Bacqué,  2008: 100).  Since France was the only country to have two representatives, 

issues of protocol awkwardly put both leaders together, leaving Chirac to appear out of 

place and uncomfortable. After that experience, it became the norm that joint appearances 

in  foreign summits  during  cohabitation  would not happen,  and that  while  the French 

position would be determined by both executives  before the summit,  it  would be the 

president who would ultimately represent France on the international scene. 

For all the means that Mitterrand used to challenge prime ministerial powers, it 

remained  that  in  domestic  policy  making  the  prime  minister  was the  most  dominant 

figure within the executive. Certainly, articles 20 and 21 allowed Chirac and Balladur to 

conduct the policies of the government, but the control of the majority in the National 

Assembly was the key explanation. Since only the parliament can enact laws in France, 

there  was  relatively  little  that  Mitterrand  could  do  to  in  terms  of  policy-making. 

However, in practice, the fragmentation of the majority between the RPR and the UDF 

benefited Mitterrand. 
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The ambitious  privatization  program initiated  by Chirac  in 1986,  in  which  65 

national enterprises were affected, could not be blocked by the president on constitutional 

ground. But  it  was possible  for Mitterrand to  capitalize politically  on the debate that 

massive privatization would rise. By refusing to sign ordinances, and thus leaving the full 

responsibility of privatizations on the Chirac government, Mitterrand remained outside 

the controversial reform, and forced the prime minister to deal alone with its adoption in 

parliament.  As  a  result,  Chirac  embarrassingly  had to  take  full  responsibility  for  the 

privatization  process,  after  only  an  hour  of  divisive  and  bitter  debate  in  parliament, 

including within his own small majority (Conley, 2006: 587). While Chirac was still able 

to adopt his program of privatization, it backfired for him as he antagonized many of his 

party members. Many decided to support Raymond Barre in the presidential election of 

1988 instead of Chirac, which eventually led to the re-election of Mitterrand and seven 

more years of Socialist power.

The situation was much easier for Balladur, as he was appointed prime minister 

with the strongest parliamentary majority of the French Fifth Republic, with 485 deputies 

out of 577. The majority was so considerable that Balladur even disposed of an absolute 

majority with only his 242 RPR deputies. Despite criticisms from his own party on his 

too moderate liberal program, his majority allowed him to be in a dominant position over 

the  president,  who  mostly  left  Balladur  alone  in  domestic  policy-making.  The  only 

disagreements, which were few, between the two political executives in the period 1986-

88 were about  national  defense and foreign policy,  and with the exception of a deep 

divergence over nuclear policy, they did not lead to open conflict. In his relationship with 
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Mitterrand, Balladur opted not to attack Socialist’s key programs, such as the wealth tax, 

hoping  not  to  reproduce  the  more  conflictual  1986-88  cohabitation.  As  a  result,  he 

prevented  potential  socialist  attacks  by  refraining  to  undermine  Mitterrand’s  main 

accomplishments, such as the RMI (revenue minimal d’insertion) and the Generalized 

Social Tax. Finally, because of presidential term-limit which prohibited Mitterrand to run 

again in 1993 and because of the declining health of the president affected by cancer, 

there was for both Mitterrand and Balladur little motivation to engage in an open conflict 

and undermine each other politically.    

In contrast to predictions that the French institutions would collapse in the event 

of  cohabitation,  the  French  semi-presidential  system  has  proved  to  be  successful  in 

adapting  to  new  events.  While  it  became  clear  that  the  prime  minister  became  the 

dominant  executive  between 1986 and 1988 and between 1993 and 1995,  it  did  not 

remove the president in the political game. On the one hand, the powers granted in the 

constitution  to  the  prime  ministers  and  presidents  were  given  the  opportunity  to  be 

applied  more  literally  with  the  election  of  an  opposition  majority  in  the  National 

Assembly.  Institutional  arrangements  have  consequently  been  very  flexible  in 

redistributing significant power between the two political executives. On the other hand, 

this was only possible because of the control that both Chirac and Balladur exerted on 

their majority. 

Variations  between  the  two  cohabitations were  mostly  the  result  of  partisan 

factors, most importantly of the size and unity of the majority, which was much greater 

during the second cohabitation. But it was also the result of the experience that Balladur 
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got from the first cohabitation, in which he noted the dangers of being too proactive as 

policy-maker and aggressive toward the president. The fact that Balladur got out of his 

tenure with increased popularity and prestige, while Chirac ended up in a weaker position 

than at the beginning of his tenure, illustrates well the fact that if prime ministers are the 

dominant  actors  during  cohabitation,  they  remain  bounded  to  presidential  and 

parliamentary cooperation. In no other cohabitation would this be as well revealed than 

in the last French cohabitation, which juxtaposed Prime Minister Lionel Jospin of a fairly 

hostile president and a very fragmented parliamentary majority.   

3.1.2 The Gauche Plurielle cohabitation (1997-2002)

The  five-year-long  cohabitation between  President  Chirac  and Prime  Minister 

Jospin was the result of one of the worst political mistake of the Fifth Republic. With a 

gigantic majority in parliament and one year left to the legislative term, Chirac decided in 

1997  to  dissolve  the  National  Assembly  and  called  for  early  elections.  But  the 

unpopularity of the socioeconomic reforms conducted by RPR PM Alain Juppé since 

1995 led to the surprising defeat of the Right and the constitution of a five-party majority 

in  parliament  led  by Socialist  leader  Lionel  Jospin.  Never  during  the  Fifth  Republic 

would  the  prime  minister  be  as  dominant  as  an  executive  as  Jospin  would  in  the 

following five years.

The Gauche Plurielle coalition, composed of Socialists (PS), Communists (PCF), 

Greens, Left Radicals (PRG), and of members of the  Mouvement des Citoyens (MDC), 

came  to  power  under  the  same  institutional  framework  as  during  the  two  previous 
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cohabitations. The only significant difference, however, was the institutional time frame, 

which put the presidential election five years away, in 2002. This gave the parliamentary 

majority much greater hope of implementing major policy reforms and of consolidating 

the preeminent role of the prime minister. 

Jospin moved very fast  in July 1997 to communicate  to the president  that,  as 

prime minister,  he would be in charge according to articles 20 and 21 of the French 

constitution. This move was in response to a declaration that Chirac made after his May 

1997 electoral defeat, when he claimed that the president of the republic would have the 

last  word on any issue.  Jospin, in front of Chirac and every minister  during the first 

council of ministers, brought the president back to order, reminding him to follow the 

constitution  and  refrain  from  expressing  publically  such  an  “unbelievable  theory” 

(Bacqué, 2008: 102). Up until 2002, Chirac was completely dominated by Jospin, and 

unable to block the Gauche Plurielle policy agenda. 

The ambitious policy program of the Left-Green government, strongly opposed 

by Chirac and the Right, would be almost completely implemented between 1997 and 

2002. Of the core achievements of the Gauche Plurielle, perhaps the most impactful were 

the reduction of the work week to 35 hours, the gender parity law, and the civil union 

legislation.  Despite the strong opposition of the Right to those major reforms, Chirac 

possessed  little  institutional  leverage  to  stop  governmental  action.  Besides  reacting 

publicly to the Gauche Plurielle initiatives, the president was limited to slow down the 

policy adoption process, relying in some cases on the Right-dominated Senate to delay 

legislation or to try to destabilize the Left coalition (Willerton & Carrier, 2005: 19-20). 
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Consequently,  in  the  similar  tradition  of  the  two previous  cohabitations,  institutional 

factors  gave  the  advantage  to  the  prime  minister,  leaving  the  president  to  use  non-

institutional methods to challenge the constitutional powers of the prime minister. 

Arguably, the most important challenge that Jospin faced in 1997 was to unify the 

five-party coalition and make sure it would be functional in bringing about policies in the 

National Assembly. Not unlike Chirac, who had to deal with a weak and divided majority 

during the first cohabitation, Jospin was confronted with the possibility that the greatest 

challenge to his premiership would not come from the Right or from the president, but 

from within his own camp. To prevent deep divisions from occurring within the coalition, 

Jospin would use a  multi-layered  strategy which would eventually  allow the  Gauche 

Plurielle to remain unified for five years.

First, the unification process of the Left which culminated in the Gauche Plurielle 

government in 1997 was initially the product of the collapse of the Left during the 1993 

legislative, when it only captured 91 seats in the 577-seat National Assembly. In 1994, to 

re-energize the Left, the Assises de la transformation sociale were organized, and brought 

better  cohesion between Left  forces.  The objective was to unify the Left  around key 

policy-orientations, and to insure coordination during the next legislative election. It was 

agreed that a Left government would prioritize job creation, increase social and economic 

equality, and bring more efficiency to state institutions. Thus, when the Left came into 

power in 1997, it already was unified around a common, albeit  broad, policy-agenda, 

giving Jospin more authority and control over his coalition.

Second, the Gauche Plurielle’s activities in parliament were guided around a set 
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of principles and rules, often labelled Jospinisme. The objective was to bring collegiality 

between  the  five  partners,  in  order  to  reinforce  the  unity  of  the  coalition  and 

simultaneously the authority of the socialist  prime minister.  In practice,  Jospin would 

receive the commitment of each coalition partners to the survival of the government, in 

exchange for the openness of the leadership to the specific  demands of the PCF, the 

Greens, the MDC, and Left Radicals (Willerton & Carrier, 2005: 21). In other words, it 

allowed the government to insure support from coalition partners to core governmental 

policies, while at the same time preserving the autonomy of each of the five partners. 

From  1997  to  2002,  the  coalition  remained  unified,  and  while  dissension 

happened from time to time, it never seriously undermined the policy-making capabilities 

of  the  government.  First,  Jospin  included  all  coalition  partners  in  his  cabinet.  He 

nominated  Green  leader  Dominique  Voynet  as  Environment  Minister,  Communists 

Marie-George Buffet  and Jean-Claude Gayssot  respectively as Minister  of Sports and 

Youth  and  Minister  of  Transport,  Jean-Pierre  Chevènement  of  the  MDC as  Interior 

Minister and Leftist Emile Zuccarelli as Minister responsible of civil service, reform of 

the state, and decentralization. Second, he valued internal discussions and opinions of all 

coalition  partners,  even  beyond  cabinet  members,  facilitating  communications  and 

eventually compromises.  When agreement  was not possible,  Jospin generally allowed 

some dissension in the National  Assembly,  albeit  not when it  put the survival  of the 

coalition  in  jeopardy.  Dissenting partners  usually abstain to  vote or  were not present 

during the voting sessions, responding to their base while at the same time preserving 

their governmental presence. While the outcome of voting in the National assembly was 
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often close,  especially on social  security reform which was opposed by the PCF, the 

Gauche Plurielle never lost a vote during its five-year tenure. 

Finally, the pledge of Jospin not to use the controversial article 49.3 of the French 

constitution helped to preserve the unity of the fragmented coalition.  Considered as a 

very powerful tool of the executive, the article gives the government the ability to adopt a 

bill  without  the  approval  of  the  National  Assembly.  Used almost  80 times  since  the 

foundation of the Fifth Republic,  it  was never used by the Jospin government,  which 

preferred to risk tight votes in parliament than undermine the atmosphere of collegiality 

in the Gauche Plurielle.

During the third cohabitation, institutional and partisan factors shaped the nature 

of the power relationship between Chirac and Jospin. The experiences of the first two 

cohabitations made it quite clear that prime ministers, through articles 20 and 21 of the 

constitution,  would be in charge of the policy-making process, except on defense and 

foreign matters. But it was especially the surprising unity and coordination of the Gauche 

Plurielle coalition  that  led to  the  almost  complete  dominance  of  Jospin over  Chirac. 

Unlike the first cohabitation, where Chirac struggled over the control of his divided and 

marginal majority, Jospin was able to keep his dominance over an even more fragmented 

majority for five years. Moreover, Jospin’s ability to overcome the significant ideological 

divisions within his coalition,  by focusing on common policy objectives and allowing 

some autonomy to each party, diminished Chirac’s capacity to challenge the government 

on the key policy issues. Following the example of Mitterrand, he would instead rely on 

his  notoriety,  media  access,  and prestige  as  the  Head of  State  to  engage in  a  power 
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conflict with the Jospin government. There was consequently little that President Chirac 

could have done to prevent the government from putting forward its ambitious policy 

agenda by relying on institutional or partisan instruments. 

3.2 Non-institutional factors and cohabitation

Despite the framework that institutional and partisan factors provide to the power 

relationship between political executives during  cohabitation, the variation between the 

three  different  episodes  can  largely  be  attributed  to  non-institutional  factors.  Most 

importantly, informal agreements between the prime minister and the president, political 

traditions,  and  idiosyncrasies  have  shaped  the  power  relationship  between  political 

executives.  Moreover, the two experiences  in  cohabitation under President Mitterrand 

have  vary  significantly  and  highlighted  the  fact  that  a  single  president  can  react 

differently to a relatively similar situation, and relinquish a large part of his powers and 

prerogatives. 

3.2.1 The Mitterrand cohabitations (1986-88 & 1993-95)

When the  Right  won the 1986 legislative  election,  there  was no precedent  to 

establish the rules and norms of the power relationship between political executives under 

a  divided government.  As a  result,  the first  cohabitation was  much more  marked by 

conflicts than the second one, since both executives tried to capture the most power and 

define the new situation to their advantage. Overall, non-institutional factors favored the 

president during the first  cohabitation, but worked against him during the second one, 
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where he was left to represent France at international summits and had little influence on 

the policy-making process. This significant variation again illustrates the importance of 

non-institutional  factors,  since  the  institutional  framework  and  partisan  factors  were 

relatively  similar,  although  the  Right  had  a  much  larger  majority  in  the  National 

Assembly.

In  1986,  the  political  traditions  of  Gaullism  were  still  very  much  alive.  The 

Gaullist interpretation of the role of the presidency and of France’s role on the world 

stage  was  by  then  embraced  by  the  electorate  and  mainstream  political  parties 

(Hazareesingh,  1994:  283).  While  Chirac  was  a  Gaullist  himself,  these  perceptions 

benefited Socialist François Mitterrand between 1986 and 1988, especially in regards to 

foreign policy. The French constitution is relatively unclear about which executive has 

the upper hand over foreign policy, giving the president the power to negotiate and ratify 

treaties (article 5), but that the government define and conduct the politics of the nation 

(article 20). Moreover, the constitution grants the president the leadership of the armed 

forces (article 15), but paradoxically also states that the prime minister is responsible of 

national defense (article 21).

Initially,  Chirac tried to challenge the preeminence of the president on foreign 

policy by appearing jointly with Mitterrand for international summits and by expressing 

his positions publicly. At the G7 Tokyo summit of May 1986, at the European council of 

June, and at the London European council of December, Chirac was clearly out staged by 

Mitterrand who conducted the final press conferences  and had the main seat,  leaving 

Chirac to occupy the seat reserved for the foreign minister.  As a result,  despite some 
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arguments  between  the  two  men  during  the  Franco-Spanish  summit  of  1987  on  the 

inclusion of Spain in the European Community, much of French foreign policy between 

1986 and 1988 reflected Mitterrand’s positions (Massot, 1997: 103). 

To a large extent, both Mitterrand and Chirac had a relatively similar view on 

foreign matters,  especially  on Europe,  since Chirac had became more  and more  pro-

European  during  the  1980’s.  Moreover,  as  a  Gaullist  himself,  Chirac  interpreted  the 

constitution as giving the preeminence over foreign matters to the president, which led 

him on several occasions to defer to Mitterrand on foreign policy (Thody, 1998: 116). 

Consequently,  despite  potential  constitutional  grounds  for  Chirac  to  challenge  the 

president, perceptions and interpretations that the president was responsible for foreign 

policy and defense played in favor of the president, who was able to keep the upper hand 

for two years on these matters.             

During  the  second  cohabitation,  the  relationship  between  the  two  political 

executives was much less mired with conflicts. First, there was much less rivalry between 

the two men, since Mitterrand was constitutionally prohibited from running for a third 

term in 1995. As a result, he had little need to undermine Balladur’s actions and globally 

left him full autonomy in domestic policy-making. Second, they both reached an informal 

agreement when they first met after the 1993 legislative election, as they decided to share 

appearances at international summits (at the discretion of the president), to cooperate on 

foreign policy-making, and leave domestic policy-making to Balladur’s cabinet (Bacqué, 

2008: 100-1). Third, Mitterrand’s struggle with cancer, announced publicly in September 

1992, would progressively lead him to retreat from public life, leaving most of the policy-



102

making activity in the hands of Balladur. 

Finally,  and  partly  due  to  the  health  condition  of  the  president,  Balladur 

approached his cohabitation with Mitterrand with a conciliatory attitude. As a technocrat 

who  did  not  want  to  repeat  the  conflicts  during  the  first  cohabitation,  Balladur  put 

forward what he called la cohabitation courtoise, based on cooperation between political 

executives  and  higher  respect  of  parliamentary  prerogatives  (Bigaut,  1995:  4).  This 

approach,  combined  with  the  popularity  of  his  economic  reforms,  made  him a  well-

respected political figure, leaving very little space and motive for Mitterrand to challenge 

his prime minister.       

3.2.2 The Gauche Plurielle cohabitation (1997-2002)

The third cohabitation happened in a unique context, as it was scheduled to last 

five years, until the 2002 presidential election. The election of the Plural Left in 1997 was 

to a large extent a repudiation of the Chirac-Juppé policies of the previous two years, 

most  notably  of  the  reform  proposals  of  Juppé,  which  have  led  to  massive  strikes 

throughout France and left the prime minister with an abyssal approval rating, second 

only to Edith Cresson as the least popular prime minister of the Fifth Republic (Parodi, 

1997: 91). Consequently, the election of the Plural Left was blamed on the actions of the 

previous government, and indirectly on Chirac himself, leaving the president in a very 

precarious position in his power relationship with the new government.

During the five years of the third cohabitation, non-institutional factors shaped to 

a large extent the relationship between political executives. First, Jospin was, throughout 
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his mandate, considerably more popular than President Chirac. Second, his government 

performed  very  well  by  designing  a  set  of  core  policies,  all  of  which  having  been 

implemented during his mandate. Finally, personal preferences and idiosyncrasies helped 

a more assertive Jospin to take the lead over policy-making against a weakened Chirac, 

who, with his lost 1997 bet, had few assets and justifications to convincingly challenge 

the leader of the Plural Left.

 On the first point, it rapidly became clear that the prime minister had the upper 

hand after the 1997 presidential election. During the inauguration, Jospin even broke with 

tradition  by  withholding  presidential  prerogative  in  appointing  formally  the  prime 

minister. Moreover, he quickly distanced himself with the Elysée, by setting France on a 

course determined solely by the prime minister, excluding foreign and defense matters. 

Initially, he had full autonomy in appointing cabinet members, and even Chirac agreed on 

his choices of Hubert Védrine as Foreign Minister and of Alain Richard as Minister of 

Defense, even though he could have formally resisted their nomination.  This situation 

reflected the fact that Chirac had little leverage in the first years of the  cohabitation, 

lacking the electoral legitimacy and popularity to effectively challenge Jospin. Moreover, 

the scandals surrounding the president, most notably the illegal use of public money by 

RPR officials and his controversial role in housing projects scandal while he was Mayor 

of Paris, considerably affected his popularity and credibility,  leaving him consistently 

with lower approval  ratings  than his prime minister.  As a  consequence,  it  was fairly 

difficult for Chirac to challenge his prime minister between 1997 and 2002, even though 

on some occasions he publicly expressed his opposition to Plural Left policies, and even 
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on rare occasions was able to shortly delay the policy-making process (e.g. the Corsica 

bill  and the proposed reform of the Higher Council  of the Magistrature (Elgie,  2003: 

119).   

In contrast, Jospin was able to maintain high approval ratings, ranging from 50% 

to over 70% throughout his mandate. This is somehow unusual, as most prime ministers 

of the Firth Republic saw their approval ratings go down as their terms progressed, a 

sharp  difference  with  presidents,  who have  had much  more  success  in  keeping high 

approval ratings (Conley, 2006: 573). As highlighted above, such constant popularity was 

largely the result of both the support for and success of key socioeconomic policies, such 

as the 35 hours week and the  Programme Emploi Jeunesse, and of the backlash of the 

Juppé reform program and of the scandals surrounding Chirac and RPR leaders. 

Moreover,  the  specific  economic  context  in  France  in  1997,  marked  by 

unemployment levels above 12% (around 28% for the youth) ultimately favored Jospin, 

who made job creation his top priority.  While the Juppé reforms may have ultimately 

reduced  budget  deficits  and  bolstered  economic  growth,  they  were  not  designed  to 

stimulate job creation in the short term, hence the massive opposition from much of the 

population  who  globally  perceived  unemployment  as  the  top  reform  priority. 

Consequently, Chirac’s association with the Juppé reforms undermined his credibility on 

the economic front, while Jospin’s commitment to stimulate job creation and ultimately 

his success in the matter boosted the popular perception that he was a competent elected 

official.  In 2001, and largely as a result of the PEJ, in which 350,000 young workers 

participated, and of the 35 hours week, unemployment levels fell by almost 10% for the 
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youth and more than 3% overall (Willerton & Carrier, 2005: 59).          

The popularity of Lionel Jospin was also the result of the strategy of sustained 

reforms throughout his government’s mandate. In contrast to many other governments, he 

did not use only his grace period after the 1997 election to push through major reform 

policies. Certainly, he rapidly put forward major policy proposals, such as the PEJ and 

the 35 hours week. These measures were already agreed upon by Plural Left members 

since the Assises de la transformation sociale (Left parties conference organized by Jean-

Christophe Cambadélis and Pierre Moscovici in 1994). But even in the latter part of the 

Plural  Left  tenure,  the Jospin government  remained  very active  in  his  policy-making 

activities. For example, in December 1999, the government passed the Parity Law, which 

was designed to promote women’s participation in politics, while two months earlier, it 

passed  through  parliament  the  PACS  (Pactes  civils  de  solidarité),  which  redefined 

liberally  the  legal  status  of  personal  relationships.  The  government  also  late  in  his 

mandate extended health coverage to excluded individuals and established an allocation 

designed to  provide  greater  autonomy for  the elderly,  as  part  of  Jospin’s  strategy of 

sustained reforms  (Bacqué,  2008:  181).  Consequently,  Jospin  remained  active  on  the 

policy-making scene, and despite some controversial measures, such as the PACS and the 

35 hours  week,  most  of  the policies  designed under his  leadership  were mostly well 

received by French citizens and allowed him to remain popular until the end of his term. 

Finally,  idiosyncrasies  of  the  political  executives  also  influenced  the  power 

relationship between Chirac and Jospin. The 1997-2002 cohabitation has also commonly 

been labeled the “cohabitation courtoise” in the media. In contrast with Mitterrand, who 
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was a very powerful figure, with strong opinions, very respectful of protocol, and with a 

high view of the presidency, Chirac was less prone to personal conflicts and much less 

concerned about protocol, making his relations with Jospin at least respectful and cordial, 

despite  the  obvious  distrust  between  them  (Bacqué,  2008:  89).  As  a  result,  both 

executives became more autonomous from each other, and beside formal meetings at the 

Elysée, had little to do with each other. This led to a complete autonomy for Jospin to  

conduct the politics of the nation, leaving Chirac in a weak position, in which reacting 

publicly to the Plural Left policies was the only option. Chirac’s detachment from policy-

making activities and his lack of strong ideological  orientation,  at least  in contrast  to 

Mitterrand,  strongly  benefited  Jospin  in  his  power  relationship  with  the  president. 

Reflecting on his personal relationship with Chirac, Jospin summarized his opinion of the 

president’s political activity, claiming that “many of the statements and criticisms made 

by Chirac  were  usually  purely  political  (…),  and that  it  was  difficult  to  really  trust 

Jacques Chirac on the questions relating to the interests of the French people” (Bacqué, 

2008: 102-03). As a result, Chirac was vocal, but did not deliver a cohesive vision of the 

opposition,  reacting  almost  arbitrarily  to  isolated  policy  decisions  of  the  Plural  Left, 

especially when he expected to make personal political gains, and thus failing to provide 

an alternative to the policy orientation of the Jospin government. 

In  reaction,  Jospin  opted  to  distance  his  government  from  the  president, 

prohibiting his ministers from reacting to Chirac’s comments publicly, leaving the PM as 

the sole voice to respond to the president. His government was consequently autonomous 

from distractions from the Elysée, and was able to implement independently the core of 
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its policy agenda. The 1997-2002 cohabitation was in this perspective a clear example of 

a “monocratic” model of executive politics, but inverted from the traditional governments 

of  the  Fifth  Republic,  in  which  the  president  was  the  leading  player.  Chirac,  as  an 

emperor without clothes, held the high office without much power, but at least spent the 

long cohabitation to improve his popularity by recapturing his image as la force sympa, 

and to undermine,  albeit  with limited success, his future rival in the next presidential 

race.  

4. Interpretation

The relationship between political executives in France has considerably varied 

since its foundation by Charles de Gaulle. Designed originally in a spirit of suspicion of 

political parties after the parliamentary instability experience of the Fourth Republic, it is 

somehow ironic that much of the variation of the power distribution between political 

executives  has been shaped by partisan factors,  most notably by the fragmentation of 

party coalitions  and by radical  power shifts  in  the  National  Assembly.  However,  the 

impact  of  partisan  factors  has  been  made  possible  by  the  impressive  flexibility  of 

Frances’s institutional design and also partially shaped by non-institutional factors.  

Institutionalist  theories  have  assumed  that  institutions  are  fixed  and  that  the 

institutional arrangements are a good predictor of actors’ behavior by providing negative 

and positive incentives and a framework to constrain their actions. Certainly the French 

semi-presidential  model  provides  such  a  framework,  but  as  the  power  relationship 

between political  executives  illustrates,  the boundaries  are  contingent  on partisan and 
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non-institutional factors. 

In  all  of  the  four  cases  analyzed,  a  clear  pattern  of  monocratic  government 

emerges,  in  which  ultimately  one  of  the  executive  has  the  upper  hand,  even though 

numerous challenges to the top executives have occasionally constrain his policy-making 

prerogatives.  To  attribute  this  constant  model  of  government  to  the  constitutional 

prescriptions  of  the  Fifth  Republic  is  however  misleading,  as  the  fixed  institutional 

arrangements  are  used  to  benefit  different  actors  according  to  the  partisan  and non-

institutional context. As a result, the French constitution is interpreted as to answer to the 

specific  partisan  and  non-institutional  context  of  a  given  time.  For  example,  during 

cohabitation periods, the articles 20 and 21 are the institutional basis of prime ministerial 

power supremacy, as illustrated most notably throughout the third cohabitation, but they 

become relatively unimportant in periods of non-cohabitation. Certainly Chaban-Delmas 

attempted to challenge Pompidou’s authority on the basis of those two articles, but the 

latter’s partisan base and the sociopolitical internalization of Gaullist principles proved 

stronger power resources than constitutional articles. 

This flexibility of the French semi-presidential institutional design highlights the 

core importance of partisan factors to explain the power relationship between political 

executives. In periods of non-cohabitation, the control over the parliamentary majority 

proved a strong resource for President Pompidou and a decade later for Prime Minister 

Chirac against Giscard d’Estaing. Similarly, control over their majority helped Balladur 

and  Jospin  to  dominate  the  executive  during  their  tenure  as  prime  ministers  in 

cohabitation  periods.  As  a  result,  legitimacy  through parliamentary  majority  and  the 
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ability to control it appears to be the most valued resource for a political executive.

It  is  important  to  note,  however,  that  even  in  this  consolidated  and  stable 

institutional  structure,  non-institutional  factors  have  a  considerable  impact  on  the 

distribution of power among political executives. First, Gaullist traditions have proved to 

be  long-lasting  in  shaping  popular  and  political  perceptions  of  the  presidency.  All 

presidents,  from  De  Gaulle  to  Sarkozy,  have  benefited  from  the  special  status  and 

prestige of the presidential position, and have acted as such, behaving as the “fathers of 

the nation”  or as a president-king.  As a result,  most  political  actors,  including prime 

ministers,  have acted with deference with a president,  despite often having the power 

resources to challenge the president. Such was the case for Chirac, who as the leader of 

the RPR, chose while prime minister to respect the authority of Giscard d’Estaing and 

waited to be dismissed to openly challenge the president.  Even Chaban-Delmas,  who 

often directly confronted Pompidou, became isolated as a vast majority of the political 

actors remained deferential to the presidential status and symbolism. 

Second,  idiosyncrasies  have  also  contributed  to  shape  the  power  relationship 

between political executives. Presidential ambition or re-election has consistently led to 

more conflicting relations between political executives, and inversely, have weakened an 

executive  without  presidential  hopes,  such  as  François  Mitterrand  in  1994-95  and 

Raymond Barre in the late 1970’s. Hopes of re-election of Mitterrand in 1988 and of 

Chirac in 2002 have on the other hand pushed them to undermine the presidential bid of 

their  respective  prime  minister  by  criticising  publicly  the  decisions  made  by  their 

government. Such actions by first-term presidents proved to have been often effective in 
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both  elections  following  cohabitation,  and  have  showed  the  importance  of  the 

presidential position, even when the president is in a weaker position as a policy-maker. 

Moreover, the personal attitude and interpretation of the role of the presidency has 

impacted the relation between political executives. The contrast between Mitterrand and 

Chirac is in this case revealing, as the first one was much more pro-active in influencing 

the policy-making process and perceived himself, as Pompidou and Giscard d’Estaing, 

much like an elected king, with a special status as the guarantor of the nation’s security, 

stability,  and unity.  In contrast, Chirac, who while following the same Gaullist vision, 

perceived his role more as a relatively passive father of the nation who provides broad 

orientations  to  the  government,  and  who  is  relatively  discreet  during  cohabitation  

governments.  Consequently,  even in  this  50 years  old consolidated  regime,  executive 

institutions have been able to adapt to different partisan and non-institutional contexts, 

demonstrating  that  a  literal  lecture  of  formal  arrangements,  most  notably  of  the 

constitution,  proves  insufficient  and  could  be  misleading  to  understand  the  power 

distribution between political executives.                  

In  conclusion,  the  French  semi-presidential  regime,  an  institutional  model  for 

numerous countries, has showed that institutional arrangements can be flexible and that 

institutions  can  change  without  formal  institutional  change.  However,  much  of  the 

change has occurred because of the impact of majority changes in the National Assembly, 

even though some variation has also occurred between periods of partisan continuity. 

Much of  the  cause  of  these  occurrences  stems  from individual  interpretations  of  the 

constitution and of its spirit, and from the partisan resources of a given executive. But 
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overall,  the  stability  of  the  French  semi-presidential  regime  has  been  due  to  the 

legitimacy  of  the  foundation  of  the  Fifth  Republic,  and  to  its  continuing  success  in 

preserving this stability and in resisting to extra-institutional pressures and crisis for half 

a century. 

As  many  other  countries  share  the  French  institutional  model  of  governance, 

theoretical considerations to understand the impact of its implementation and its success 

in managing political conflict seems in order. How does the relationship between political 

executives’ functions? Which factors determine the power relationship between political 

executives? And are less consolidated democracies responding differently to the practice 

of  semi-presidentialism?  In  the  next  chapter,  other  countries  with  semi-presidential 

regimes will be contrasted to the classic example that the French semi-presidential model 

represents in the literature on executive politics in order to identify the determinants of 

the relationship between political executives in semi-presidential regimes.
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CHAPTER 3: COMPARATIVE EXECUTIVE POLITICS IN SEMI-
PRESIDENTIAL REGIMES

Much of the literature on semi-presidentialism has focused on the impact of this 

institutional  arrangement on democratic consolidation and regime stability.  Most have 

argued that,  in  contrast  to  parliamentary  regimes,  semi-presidential  regimes  are more 

conducive  to  instability  and  that  they  especially  are  more  likely  to  increase  the 

presidentialization of the regime, which could eventually lead to authoritarianism (Linz, 

1994: 55; Lijphart, 2004: 96-109). The cases of Russia, Madagascar, and several others 

are  often  pointed  to as  examples  of  the  danger  of  semi-presidentialism.  However, 

explanations for this phenomenon usually are given solely through institutional lens, most 

notably  through  the  dual-legitimacy  of  the  presidency  and  parliament,  and  through 

constitutional prerogatives attributed to the president and the cabinet (Elgie, 2005: 101). 

In doing so, many scholars have focused solely on the formal relationship between the 

president and the parliament, and have neglected on the one hand the fluid nature of the 

dual-executive dynamic embedded within this institutional relationship, and have often 

neglected to integrate partisan and extra-institutional factors within the equation. As a 

result,  much  of  the  literature  has  largely  ignored the  specific  partisan  and  domestic 

context  in  which  institutions  evolve,  besides  obviously  the  occurrence  of  political 

cohabitation.

I argue in this chapter that the flexibility and diversity of semi-presidentialism has 

allowed this form of regime to adapt in response to different societal changes, challenges 

and  crises  and  that  generally  it  has  been  able  to  help  stabilize  polities  and  channel 
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potentially severe conflicts, even though it has not necessarily prevented the occurrence 

of conflict  or stimulate democratization.  By looking comparatively at the institutional, 

partisan and non-institutional factors in Poland, Finland, and Russia, I seek to identify the 

causes of power shifts between political executives within semi-presidential institutional 

arrangements. In doing so, I expect to identify patterns of factors that shape the nature of 

the semi-presidential regime and that  allow it to maintain stability and channel political 

divisions, albeit conflictingly.

The choice of these three countries is based on their distinct institutional features 

in regard  to the power distribution between political  executives.  In Finland, historical 

experiences have led to a progressive reinforcement of the cabinet over the president, 

while the opposite tendency has been occurring in Russia, where the presidency has had 

the  upper  hand.  In  Poland,  the  institutional  distribution  of  power  between  political 

executives lie somewhere in between, since both executives are vested with significant 

powers. Moreover, the three countries represent distinct steps in democratic consolidation 

and in European integration. These variations allow a bridging to the two cases featured 

in this study, France and Ukraine, and provide further illustrations of common patterns of 

the power relationship between political executives in semi-presidential regimes. 

1. Poland

In  Poland,  the  level  of  conflict  has  been  especially  high  during  its multiple 

cohabitations episodes.  To  a  large  extent,  institutional  factors  played  a  somewhat 

peripheral role in shaping the power relationship between political executives, as similar 
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patterns persisted until now, despite major constitutional changes in 1997. First, the very 

polarized  partisan  spectrum  radicalized  the  relationship  between  political  executives 

since 1990. The collapse of communist rule in the late 1980’s rapidly led, as in most East 

European countries, to a fragmentation of the partisan scene in parliament. But following 

the 1993 electoral  reform, which raised the threshold to 5% in order to gain seats  in 

parliament,  Poland has  been dominated  until  2005 by a  unified  Left  confronted  to  a 

fragmented Right. Still, the Right was able to control the government until 1993, from 

1997 to 2001, and from 2005 to 2008, and the presidency from 1990 to 1995, and from 

2005 to 2008. As a result,  Poland experienced  cohabitation from 1993 to 1995, from 

1997 to 2001, and from 2007 until today.   

During  the  first  two  cohabitations,  deep  conflict  between  political  executives 

resulted in political  crisis and led to frequent deadlocks in the policy-making process. 

President  Walesa  consistently  challenged  his  prime  ministers,  most  notably  Prime 

Minister  Waldemar  Pawlak  (1993-95),  even  if  the  latter  was  supported  by  a  stable 

majority in parliament.  According to the “Small  Constitution” of 1992, which was an 

updated version of the communist-era constitution, and to the 1989 April Amendments 

which  established  the  presidency,  the  Polish  semi-presidential  system was unclear  in 

defining  the  powers  of  each  branches,  but  provided  considerable  powers  to  the 

presidency, most notably the exclusive power to nominate and dismiss the prime minister 

until 1992 and extensive veto powers until 1997. As a result, Walesa consistently refused 

to accept prime ministerial leadership in executive matters, disregarding the composition 

of the parliament, claiming instead that the president has the preeminent role in policy-
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making activities (Protsyk, 2006: 227).

    This period of deep conflict between political executive benefited President 

Walesa, who regularly dismissed his prime ministers until 1993 and did everything in his 

power  to  disturb  and  block  parliamentary  activities  (Wiatr,  1997:  448).  While  not 

completely unchecked, the president was able to veto numerous important bills, forcing 

the parliament to get two-thirds majorities to adopt legislation.  Consequently,  up until 

1995, partisan factors did not have a strong impact on the power relationship between 

political executives, as President Walesa remained the dominant executive not only when 

confronted by a supportive and fragmented legislature, but also when confronted with a 

relatively united opposition in parliament.

After the election of President Alexander Kwasniewsky in 1995, the relationship 

between political executives would remain tense, albeit to a lesser extent. During his ten 

years in office, the left-leaning Kwasniewsky would engage in strong confrontations with 

some of his prime ministers, most especially with Jerzy Buzek and parliament from 1997 

to  2001,  a  period  of  cohabitation. Despite  a  diminution  of  presidential  prerogatives 

following the creation of the new constitution in 1997, the president kept using his veto 

prerogatives  systematically  for  much  of  his  tenure.  But  in  contrast  to  Walesa,  his 

objective  was  not  to  further  the  role  of  the  presidency,  but  to  promote  his  policy 

objectives  of  pushing  Poland  towards  European  integration  and  of  consolidating  its 

capitalist economy. 

Kwasniewski’s opposition to the cabinet did not undermine him, however, as his 

stances were widely strategic, bridging centrists and moderate Left positions on political 
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and economic  reforms.  Thus,  despite  being constantly challenged by a  cabinet  and a 

parliament  dominated by the right,  he used his position to remain outside of partisan 

fights  in  the  parliament,  allowing the  government  to  conduct  policy and limiting  his 

involvement to issuing vetoes, which were rarely overturned. Even on some occasions, he 

took side against the opposition in parliament, such as local elections reforms proposed 

by the Buzek government (Polish News Bulletin, June 15th 2000: 8). This lack of policy-

making prerogatives  benefited  him,  however,  as  his  respect  of  institutional  rules  and 

bipartisan  attitude  helped  him  to  sustain  consistently  very  high  approval  ratings 

throughout his ten-year presidential mandate. 

  Globally, Kwasniewski was able to remain the key political executive during his 

tenure.  Even during  cohabitation,  he  was  able  to  maintain  his  dominant  power.  The 

majority coalition in parliament was certainly able to initiate policy, but since the right-

wing coalition did not have 60% of the seats in parliament, it was almost never able to 

overturn the numerous vetoes issued by the president (Polish News Bulletin, June 15 th 

2000: 4). Even under cohabitation, partisan factors explain why Kwasniewski was able to 

impose  a  framework around the policy-making activities  of the majority coalition,  as 

coalition  fragmentation,  a  weak  majority,  and  the  non-partisan  role  of  the  president 

amputated the coalition’s capacity and ambition to challenge the conciliating president.

Following the October 2005 election of Lech Kaczynski,  the former mayor  of 

Warsaw,  the  relationship  between  political  executives  would  initially  be  marked  by 

presidential domination for the first eight months. Already weak when nominated, Prime 

Minister  Kazimierz  Marcinkiewicz  never  had the opportunity to  impose  his  authority 
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until his resignation in July 2006. Appointed by Jaroslaw Kaczynski, the head of the Law 

and  Justice  party  (PiS),  after  its  victory  in  the  September  2005  legislative  election, 

Marcinkiewicz  was chosen by the PiS leader  so that  the presidential  bid of  his  twin 

brother would not be undermined. Following the presidential election, both brothers, but 

especially Jaroslaw, would take control of government. As head of the PiS, Kaczynski 

would force the PM to nominate his preferred ministers, appoint managers of state-owned 

enterprises without informing the PM, and progressively isolate Marcinkiewicz within 

the party (Polish News Bulletin, July 13th 2006). As a result, party politics dominated the 

power relationship between political  executives.  Even with considerable constitutional 

powers and prerogatives,  the widely popular Marcinkiewicz  was unable to  match the 

alliance between the majority coalition and the president, even though he was himself a 

member of the coalition’s dominant party. Not unlike Chaban-Delmas in France, he was 

unable to rely on parliamentary support to conduct his political agenda, but unlike the 

French case he was not even able to overcome this disadvantage to engage in efficient 

policy-making activities, blocked by his own party and the presidential office, which had 

other plans in mind for the government’s composition. 

Unsurprisingly, these plans called for the nomination of the majority-party leader 

Jaroslaw Kaczynski as head of government. While the relations between the two brothers 

remained generally cordial, the monopolization of the executive by the two brothers and 

the conflict-prone attitude of the prime minister soon led to tensions within the majority-

coalition. First, the fragile and unstable alliance between the PiS and the populist Self-

Defence (Samoobrona) and the League of Polish Families (LPR), an alliance to which 
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Jaroslaw Kaczynski was committed in order to keep the PiS main rival centrist  Civic 

Platform (PO) out of the government, became a source of major problem and led the 

country in  a political  crisis  for much of 2006 and 2007. As a result,  Prime Minister 

Kaczyinski, associated with populist Samoobrona and far-right LPR engaged actively in 

populist  policies,  such  as  ex-communist  witch  hunting,  and  push  forward  a  very 

conservative agenda, sibling especially abortion and gay rights. The closer personal and 

ideological ties of the prime minister with the political Right coalition and his dominant 

position  within  the  coalition  had  the  consequence  of  isolating  partially  his  officially 

unaffiliated and more moderate  brother,  who did not oppose his brother,  deferring to 

cabinet on domestic matters, and even often on foreign matters.

Second, difficulties in maintaining the majority status of the coalition rapidly led 

to internal fragmentation, and put P.M. Jaroslaw Kaczynski in a fragile position, forcing 

him to use numerous tactics to avoid a vote of no-confidence from the opposition, such as 

dismissing cabinet before a vote of no-confidence, and then reappointing it right after. 

Even  within  the  coalition,  and  despite  Kaczynski’s  strong  control  of  his  party  and 

uncontested  government  leadership,  divisions  started  to  emerge  as  a  result  of  the 

increasingly  racist  discourse  and agenda of  the  PiS’s  coalition  partners.  Rapidly,  the 

Right coalition would break following various corruption and sex scandals, and made the 

survival of the coalition impossible to sustain for the PiS, prompting the dissolution of 

the parliament in September 2007. 

The fragility of the unstable coalition and the difficulty of Jaroslaw Kaczynski to 

control his coalition partners put him in a situation where he was not able to exercise 
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efficiently  and  autonomously  his  power,  despite  his  strong  control  of  his  party,  his 

significant constitutional prerogatives, and the support of his brother. During his tenure as 

prime  minister,  Kaczynski  was  clearly  in  charge  of  domestic  politics  in  Poland,  but 

partisan factors had weakened the executive against the legislative. However, they have 

globally  not  affected  the  power  relationship  between  political  executives.  On almost 

every issue, the president let his brother take the lead, and agreed on the direction that 

Polish politics should take as set by the PiS. Following the 2007 legislative election, a 

much more contrasting situation would develop, as sharp tensions between new P.M. 

Donald Tusk and the conservative  President  Kaczynski  would define the relationship 

between political executives under cohabitation.

The October 2007 electoral defeat came as a shock for the PiS. Civic Platform 

(PO) won the plurality of seats (209 out of 460) in the Sejm, 43 more than the PiS, and a 

super-majority of 60 out of 100 seats in the Senate. Against his will, President Kaczynski 

was  forced  to  appoint  Donald  Tusk  as  prime  minister,  a  former  rival  in  the  2005 

presidential election. Despite lacking a majority of seats by itself, the PO would form a 

solid  majority  coalition  with  the  Polish  People’s  Party  (PSL),  a  left-leaning  agrarian 

party, giving the coalition a total of 240 deputies. While it would be easy for the new 

coalition to pass bills through the National Assembly, it would however not be so simple 

to override presidential vetoes. To reach the requirement of the support of 60% of the 

deputies,  the  PO government  would  need to  gain  the  support  of  the  Left-Democrats 

(LiD), who holds the balance of power with 53 seats. 

From 2007, this partisan situation would determine the course of the cohabitation, 
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and would make the relationship between political executives extremely tense. Almost 

immediately after the 2007 election, Lech Kaczynski set the tone of this relationship by 

claiming that he would veto everything.  This prediction that would turn out to be very 

close  to  the  reality  (Polish  News  Bulletin,  December  8 th,  2008).  Up  until  2009,  the 

president  would  almost  systematically  put  his  veto  on  government’s  bills,  on  issues 

ranging  from core  policies,  such as  pension,  education,  and  health  reforms,  to  more 

partisan issues, such as on a proposed salary caps for government officials and on the 

preservation of the public television and radio council in order to put it under the control 

of the PiS and of its coalition partners (BBC Monitoring Europe, August 7 th 2008). As a 

result, the majority of significant bills presented by the government since October 2007 

have faced the opposition of the president, and rarely has the parliament been able to 

overturn presidential vetoes. 

The difficulty of the government reaching a 60% majority in the Sejm was largely 

the  result  of  the  fragmentation  and of  the progressive radicalisation  of  the  LiD.  The 

fragility of the LiD coalition rested on the fact that it consisted of a new, unbalanced, and 

unconsolidated alliance between the strong Democratic Left Alliance (SDP), the smaller 

Social Democracy of Poland (SDPL), and of the centrist Democratic Party (PD), brought 

together  largely  by  the  implication  of  former  President  Kwasniewski  in  2006.  The 

domination of the SDP within the coalition, with 40 out of the 53 seats it gained in 2007, 

combined with the disappointment following the election, led many within the SDP to 

question the necessity to preserve the coalition, and led other members of the smaller 

party  to  doubt  their  potential  influence  within  the  coalition.  Moreover,  ideological 
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differences between centrist and left-wing elements also cast doubts on the unity of the 

coalition. As a result, the centrist party was unilaterally thrown out of the coalition early 

in 2008, an event which would bring progressively the coalition towards the dominant 

leftist courants and prompt the dissolution of the LiD in April 2008. 

For the PiS, a center-right party, dealings with the now autonomous socialist SDP 

would prove difficult, and despite joint actions over some presidential vetoes and talks of 

uniting  within  the  majority  coalition,  the  relationship  between the  two parties  would 

remain cordial, but distant. For PM Tusk, it would clearly mean that he could not rely on 

the  SDP in  his  power  struggle  with  President  Kaczynski.  Consequently,  this  lack  of 

partisan resources for the Prime minister, despite possessing a majority in parliament, has 

resulted in presidential domination in the power relationship between the two political 

executives since October 2007. 

As a whole, the Polish experience with semi-presidentialism mirrors the French 

experience,  in  which  partisan  factors  largely  shape  the  power  relationship  between 

political executives. However, in contrast to France, it perpetuates the domination of the 

president even in periods of cohabitation, because of the considerable veto powers given 

to the president by the 1997 constitution. In this regard, this institutional factor is of key 

importance,  but  is  insufficient  to  explain  presidential  domination.  By contrasting  the 

1997-2001 and 2007-2009  cohabitations, it is clear that partisan and extra-institutional 

factors have also played an important role in the power relationship between political 

executives. 

First, while both cohabitations feature a majority-coalition with less than 60% of 
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the seats in the Sejm, the level of polarization between partisan bases has been much 

higher  during  the  latest  cohabitation.  This  is  somehow surprising,  as  the  ideological 

distance  between  the  presidents  and  the  opposition  was  wider  during  the  1997-2001 

cohabitation, which opposed a former communist president to a parliament dominated by 

the rightist Solidarity Action Party (AWS), then during the following one, which opposed 

two rightists groups (Polish News Bulletin,  January 22nd 1998). The interaction of the 

domestic  context,  partisan  radicalization,  and  of  leadership  style  explains  this  sharp 

difference.

Not  unlike  other  former  Central  and  East-European  communist  countries,  the 

transition  to  democracy  and  capitalism  was  accompanied  with  a  national  identity-

formation  or  identity-redefinition  process,  bridging  past  experiences,  values,  and 

practices to contemporary challenges. In Poland, such a process started in 1991 with an 

extreme  fragmentation  of  the  political  spectrum,  with  18  political  parties  from very 

different ideological spectrum gaining seats in the Sejm, none of them gaining more than 

12% of the vote and 13.5% of the seats. From the 1993 parliamentary election until 2001, 

a  more  classical  division  between  the  center-left  and  the  center-right  developed, 

following the rise of the legislative threshold to 5%, but after the 2001 parliamentary 

election,  a  major  radicalization  of  the  partisan  spectrum  occurred,  bringing  into 

parliament populist, neo-fascist, and social-conservative religious parties. As a result, the 

discourse  will  switch  progressively  from  being  focused  on  policy-issues  to  national 

identity  issues,  a  situation  which  would  increase  significantly  after  the  election  of 

Kaczynski in 2005.
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The discourse during and after the 2005 election turned around the establishment 

of the so-called 4th Polish Republic, a populist calling from the PiS and its allies, designed 

to break from a past that the Right saw as a period of corruption by former communists, 

of moral depravation, and of submission to foreign powers such as the EU and the USA. 

As such, the PiS electoral defeat in 2007 was not simply perceived as an electoral lost by 

the conservative Right and Kaczynski, but as an attack on the new republic, on Poland’s 

identity (BBC Monitoring Europe, August 7th 2008). As a result, Prime Ministed Donald 

Tusk became a threat not only to the PiS, but to Poland as a whole. Obviously, this was 

not the case under the 1997-2001 cohabitation, as Kwasniewski accepted the results of 

the  1997  elections,  did  used  moderately  his  veto,  and  often  even  supported  cabinet 

policies, even if he belonged to a different ideological spectrum. He agreed to defer, as 

planned by the 1997 constitution that he pushed forward, his policy-making prerogatives 

to the prime minister, intervening mostly on ideological and socially divisive issues, such 

as abortion rights and sex education in the public school system.  

Second,  the  extremely  divisive  2007-09  cohabitation was  however  not  only a 

function  of  fundamentally  different  rhetoric  and  social  values,  but  also  reflected  the 

incomplete  nature  of  Poland’s  democratic  consolidation,  especially  the  use  of  State 

resources for specific group and individual interests. On numerous occasions, Jaroslaw 

Kaczynski blamed the post-communist oligarchs and foreign capital  of controlling the 

media and infiltrating the State apparatus for their own benefits, which made the control 

of the intelligence services, military information, and the justice ministry a key to prevent 

their influence (Polish News Bulletin, September 20th 2007). Obviously, this demagogic 
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discourse  is  designed  to  appeal  to  anti-elitist  sentiments,  but  it  also  reflects  the 

importance for a political party and its affiliates to control the state and the media to be 

powerful,  a  phenomenon  that  highlights  the fragility  of  the Polish party system.  The 

frequent use of presidential veto by Lech Kaczynski to prevent reforms in the television 

and radio media, on courts, justice reforms, and appointments, and on commercialization 

and  privatizations,  illustrates  the  close  to  zero-sum  nature  of  contemporary  Polish 

politics.   
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Table 4. President-prime minister relationships in Poland (1989-2009)

President Prime-Minister Period Relationship
Lech Walesa Tadeusz Mazowiecki August 1989- 

January 1991
Mixed

Jan Kriysztof 
Bielecki

January 1991-
December 1991

Mixed

Jan Olszewski December 1991-June 
1992

Peaceful

Hanna Suchocka July 1992-October 
1993

Peaceful

Waldemar Pawlak October 1993-March 
1995

Conflictual

Alexander 
Kwasniewsky

Jozef Oleksy March 1995-
February 1996

Peaceful

Wlodzimierz 
Cimoszewicz

February1996-
October 1997

Peaceful

Jerzy Buzek November 1997-
October 2001

Conflictual

Leszek Miller October 2001- May 
2004

Peaceful

Lech Kaczynski Kazimierz 
Marcinkiewicz

November 2005-July 
2006

Mixed

Jaroslaw Kaczynski July 2006-November 
2007

Peaceful

Donald Tusk November 2007-... Conflictual

    In  conclusion,  the  Polish  semi-presidential  system has  benefited  the  president 

over the prime minister and his cabinet. Since 1990, the president has remained the key 

political executive, despite the constitutional amendment and reforms that were designed 

to reinforce the powers of the government.  In contrast  to the French experience with 

semi-presidentialism,  cohabitation periods have not resulted in the preeminence of the 
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prime minister and cabinet, unless it was politically benefiting the president, as the 1997-

2001 Buzek cohabitation demonstrated. 

The supremacy of the presidency in France,  outside  cohabitation,  was largely 

determined by a solid partisan base and Gaullist political traditions, within a fixed and 

accepted  institutional  framework.  In  Poland,  presidential  power  resulted  also  from a 

stable  partisan  base,  but  in  contrast  to  France,  presidential  supremacy  during 

cohabitation  is the result  of the institutional  incongruity of providing the government 

with dominant policy-making prerogatives, while at the same time giving the president 

almost unrestricted veto powers, only excluding budget bills. Moreover, the weakness of 

the party system and the lack of consolidation of the institutional  arrangements  have 

prevented the  state  from being fully autonomous from partisan and extra-institutional 

interests.  Consequently,  the  fact  that  the  Polish  semi-presidential  structure  has  been 

unable,  like  in  France,  to  switch  from  a  presidential-premier  system  to  a  premier-

presidential  system, relying  on a stable party system,  often  resulted in deadlocks and 

bitter conflicts, especially during the Walesa and Kaczynski presidencies. 

Not surprisingly, the most stable period in contemporary Polish politics occurred 

during the Kwasniewski presidency, when the party system started to consolidate around 

the  left-right  axis,  and  radical  parties  where  absent  in  the  Sejm or  relegated  to  the 

opposition. A powerful executive, Kwasniewski was however able to allow governments 

to  function  relatively  autonomously,  despite  using  his  veto  power from time  to  time 

during the Buzek  cohabitation, a behaviour that reflected his vision of the spirit of the 

1997 constitution. But this situation was possible only because of a stable party system, a 
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favourable and moderate political climate, and because of the conception of the role of 

the president of Kwasniewski.

It could be argued that unlike France, the power relationship between political 

executives in Poland has strongly been influenced by the socio-ideological climate of the 

country,  as  translated  trough  the  political  arena.  National  identity  issues,  involving 

Europe,  religion,  communist  experience,  and  ethnic  conflicts,  have  been  divisive  in 

Poland  since  1990,  and  have  exacerbated  the  political  debate  when  recuperated  by 

political  organization  and  have  radicalized  the  political  process.  The  control  of  the 

executive and of the  state institutions has pushed many to use the full extent of their 

formal powers, and sometime even beyond, leading to political deadlocks because of the 

negative  powers  associated  to  the  presidential  veto.  Thus,  unless  a  prime  minister 

manages to control over 60% of the seats in parliament or the president wishes to defer to 

the cabinet, it seems likely that the partisan polarization will continue to reinforce the 

power conflict between the executives and reinforce the role of the president as the key 

veto player in Poland.     

2. Finland

In sharp contrast to the Polish consolidation process of the president as the main 

political executive, Finland has seen for the last 25 years a progressive marginalization of 

the president and a reinforcement of the power of the legislature and of political parties. 

However, this was not always the case, as the Finnish semi-presidential system was up 

until 1980’s dominated by a very powerful presidents. Most importantly, the Finnish case 
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demonstrates,  as in France, that the power relationship between political executives in 

consolidated  democracies  cannot  be  explained  only  by  institutional  factors  and  that 

unlike  France,  this  power  relationship  can  only  marginally  be  explained  by  partisan 

factors. In fact, from the early 1980’s, much of the institutional reform process in Finland 

was a response to the overwhelming influence of non-institutional or informal factors in 

shaping  the  policy-making  process  and  the  power  relationship  between  political 

executives. 

Since its  introduction in 1919, the Finnish constitution has established a quite 

unique semi-presidential system, which in practice was not always semi-presidential. In 

contrast  to  the  French Fifth  Republic  constitution,  the  1919 Finnish constitution  was 

designed as a compromise between monarchists and liberals, leading to the establishment 

of  two  parallel  power  structures,  On  the  one  hand,  it  established  an  unicameral 

parliament, with powers to conduct the policies of the nation through cabinet (Council of 

State), and on the other hand an isolated presidency with broad-ranging executive powers 

and prerogatives, especially on foreign policy matters, but with little link to cabinet and 

the ministries. This situation has prompted many analysts to describe this system as an 

authority  diarchy,  in  which  each  executive  governs  separately  from  the  other 

(Nousiainen, 2001: 98). As a result, up until the constitutional reform of 2000, the system 

has  alternated  from a  parliamentary  regime  to  a  strong presidential  semi-presidential 

regime.

The flexibility  of  Finnish original  constitution  has  in  practice  allowed a large 

room to manoeuvre for political executives, especially for the  president, because of his 
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almost “monarchical” status and potentially extensive constitutional powers. The long-

lasting Kekkonen presidency has demonstrated well  to which extent the president can 

become such an extremely dominant  power in  the political  process,  even outside the 

institutional and constitutional framework. The extent of his powers over the cabinet and 

the parliament  was made possible  not  only by his  status,  partisan support,  or  formal 

powers,  as  in  France,  but  mostly  by  the  geopolitical  specificity  of  Finland  and  by 

Kekkonen’s political abilities in using both institutional and extra-institutional resources 

to consolidate his position.

First, since articles 31 and 33 of the 1919 constitution have make foreign policy 

the exclusive domain of the president, it was quite predictable that in a context where 

international issues top and almost monopolize the political agenda, the president would 

emerge as a key figure of the executive. This process started immediately after World 

War II, when Juho Kusti Paasikivi was selected by parliament as president. Responding 

to the consequences of the war and especially to the delicate relationship with the USSR, 

he would develop a new doctrine aimed to establish a personalized  relationship  with 

Moscow, which will ultimately be known as Finlandization. As a result, the presidential 

function,  while still  globally limited to foreign and defence polices,  would propel the 

president as the dominant executive, breaking with the parliamentarian tradition of the 

1920’s and 1930’s (Raunio, 2004: 145).

After being elected president in 1956, Urho Kekkonen would push this tendency 

to new heights. He would pursue the process of Finlandization, developing very close and 

personal relationships with Soviet leaders, and engaging in multiple trade relationships 
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with Warsaw Pact countries, while retaining a close association with NATO countries. 

Kekkonen became Moscow’s man in Finland, and was widely perceived as a guarantor of 

Finland’s  prosperity  and  autonomy.  In  practice,  this  situation  would  lead  to  the 

infiltration  of  foreign  policy  imperatives  within  Finland’s  domestic  politics.  Most 

notably, Kekkonen took an active and dominant role in the Council of State formation, 

dissolved the parliament three times (1962, 1971, and 1975), insuring that the political 

coalitions  in  government  would  not  undermine  his  relationship  with  the  USSR.  In 

practice, this would translate in consistently favouring centrist and leftist parties, which 

were less critical of Finland’s close relationship with Moscow and were less likely to 

challenge presidential objectives in foreign policy matters (Rantala, 1987: 52).     

Second,  Kekkonen would go beyond getting  involved in partisan matters,  and 

would break with institutional practices by reinforcing the influence and power of the 

presidency in the political structure by using the full institutional and extra-institutional 

resources available  to him.  On the one side,  he established new norms and practices, 

making the president the only real veto player within the political game. He reduced the 

autonomy of the cabinet by developing relationships with key actors in political parties 

and within the bureaucratic  apparatus  and by appointing  allies  and supporters  in  key 

political  and  administrative  positions,  creating  a  web  of  loyalties  behind  the  formal 

institutional  structure  (Nousiainen,  2001:101).  On the  other  side,  he  became actively 

engaged in the policy-making process,  pushing forward policy initiatives  and making 

sure that government decisions were in line with his political positions, trying in this way 

to  prevent  the  creation  of  a  strong opposition  in  the  legislature.  He would nominate 
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ministers and prime ministers, force parties to form coalitions, and co-opt a wide range of 

political  opponents  by  integrating  them  within  the  Council  of  State.  As  a  result, 

governments under his rule would never defy him. To insure that this would not happen, 

Kekkonen made sure that they had a very short life-span and often lacked a parliamentary 

majority.  On  several  occasions,  he  would  even  force  the  establishment  of  caretaker 

governments,  without  partisan orientations,  making in practice  the  cabinet  completely 

dependent on him. 

Kekkonen  went  so  far  in  rising  presidential  powers  that  many  analysts  have 

claimed,  in  practice  at  least,  that  Finland  moved  from a  parliament-dominated  semi-

presidential  regime  to  a  full-fledged  presidential  system.  The  extent  of  presidential 

powers  was  so  considerable  that  many  in  Finland  thought  that  the  spirit  of  the 

constitution was not respected anymore, namely that the sovereign legislature became too 

dependent  on a  indirectly  elected  president.  Such  was  the  position  of  Kekkonen’s 

successor,  Moino Koivisto,  who initiated,  in  the  1980’s,  a  major  institutional  reform 

designed  to  curb  presidential  powers  and  eventually  to  re-establish  the  Eduskunta 

(Finnish Parliament) as the principal organ of sovereignty and the main political actor in 

Finland.

From the  early  1980’s,  several  factors  worked  in  conjunction  to  weaken  the 

presidency before the new constitution came into effect in March 2000. First, institutional 

factors diminished the capacity of the president to intrude into parliamentary matters. In 

1987,  a  constitutional  amendment  limiting  the  president’s  capacity  to  suspend  a 

legislative bill to three months was adopted, reducing as a consequence the veto power of 
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the president,  who used to be allowed to delay a bill  until a new legislative election.  

Moreover,  in 1991, the prime minister  alone became able to dissolve parliament  and 

dismiss  ministers.  Obviously,  these  changes  reinforced  the  parliamentary  nature  of 

Finnish politics, by establishing the foundations of legislative autonomy from presidential 

influence.  Since then,  it  became very difficult  for the president to oppose the policy-

making prerogatives of the cabinet,  excluding of course foreign policy,  for which the 

president was still constitutionally responsible. The adoption of the constitution in 1999 

consolidated even further the recent parliamentary nature of Finland, by removing decree 

powers  from  the  president,  almost  completely  undermining  his  role  in  government 

formation,  constraining his nomination  prerogatives,  and by forcing him to cooperate 

with the Council of State on foreign policy matters.  

Second,  the  partisan  picture  began  to  change  following Kekkonen’s  rule,  and 

became  less  and  less  polarized.  The  disengagement  of  the  president  from  domestic 

politics and of the cabinet formation process led progressively to the reinforcement and 

restructuration  of  political  parties,  and  subsequently  to  a  moderation  of  ideological 

tensions between the left, the right, and the center, leading often to broad parliamentary 

coalition and much more cabinet stability (Raunio, 2004: 142). As a result, the cabinet 

became more powerful, free from presidential influence within a more consolidated party 

system. However, the moderation of the left-right division would progressively lead to 

new forms of ideological cleavage following European integration, opposing supporters 

of integration to those of independence, and the rural voters to the urban ones, a situation 

which would create problems of legislative representation and accountability.  While it 
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would not profoundly undermine the new dominant position of the cabinet against the 

president, it would reinforce the presidential  standing as a figure above party politics, 

especially since the establishment of direct presidential elections in 1994 (Nousiainen, 

2001: 103). 

Third,  and perhaps most  importantly,  extra-institutional  factors have led to the 

reversal  of the trend of  presidentialization  and “Finlandization”  initiated  by Paasikivi 

after World War II. While constitutional reforms have severely constrained presidential 

capacity,  they  were  the  consequences  of  social,  ideological,  and  especially  of 

international  changes,  which  started  in  the  1980’s.  Most  notably,  the  progressive 

liberalization of the Soviet Union culminating in the end on the Cold War reduced the 

need for Finland to preserve personalized relationship with Moscow. And since foreign 

policy powers were solely in presidential  hands under the old constitution,  the much 

weakened  importance  of  the  presidential  role  in  guaranteeing  Finnish  international 

autonomy  and  sovereignty  rapidly  led  to  a  considerable  reduction  of  his  status  and 

powers.  In  other  words,  the  foundation  of  presidential  powers  was  gone,  as  was the 

legitimacy to stretch these powers beyond institutional constraints. 

The  progressive  marginalization  of  the  president  was  in  this  perspective  the 

product  of  the  excesses  of  Kekkonen  in  strengthening  presidential  powers  against 

legislative  institutions.  Behind-the-scene  politics,  the  lack  of  representation  of  the 

popularly un-elected president, and the weakened sovereignty of the Finnish parliament 

contributed to this  phenomenon,  reinforcing popular  preferences for a shift  towards a 

parliamentary regime.  Integration  within the European Union and the removal  of  the 
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Finnish  delicate  geo-political  situation  also  reduced  the  need  to  preserve  a  strong 

presidency,  and  instead  favoured  a  more  technocratic  approach,  in  contrast  to  a 

personalized one, in conducting not only domestic, but also foreign policy. Constitutional 

changes  in  2000 to force the president  to  cooperate  with cabinet  over  foreign policy 

illustrate this socio-political shift towards a more or less typical European parliamentary 

system.                          

While the 2000 constitutional change clearly reversed the balance in favor of the 

legislature,  the  now  popularly  elected  president  still  remains  an  important  political 

executive in Finland, especially over foreign policy, where he of she shares powers with 

the prime minister and the foreign minister. The presidency of Tarja Halonen, elected in 

2000 and re-elected in 2006, has illustrated this new power-sharing structure, but has also 

highlighted  the  fact  that  despite  the many reforms to  curtail  presidential  powers,  the 

presidents remains a key actor within Finnish politics. Being elected for six-year terms 

with non-symbolic executive powers, Halonen has represented a figure of stability above 

party  politics  and  has  enjoyed wide  public  support  as  the  head  of  state  of  Finland. 

Moreover,  her experience as foreign minister  for five years  allowed her to be deeply 

involved in the foreign policy-making process as president.

While  mostly marginalized  from decision-making prerogatives  at  the domestic 

level, Halonen’s presidency reveals that the president is still a relevant political actor. For 

example,  the power of nomination of some key public officials  remains firmly in the 

hands of the president.  On two occasions,  President Halonen was able to appoint her 

preferred candidates to the directorship of the Bank of Finland, despite the opposition 
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from the cabinet (Paloheimo, 2003: 230). On foreign policy, while remaining significant, 

the presidential powers have been gradually undermined by the integration process into 

the EU. As it is understood in the new constitution, the responsibility for EU affairs falls 

to  the  government,  while  other  foreign  policy  issues,  such  as  foreign  trade  or 

relationships with non-EU countries, are the responsibility of the president. In practice, 

the growing integration process of the EU has clearly favor the cabinet over the president, 

and further integration could still reinforce further the foreign policy prerogatives of a 

prime minister and cabinet (Raunio & Wiberg, 2008: 587). Nevertheless, Halonen has 

played an active part in shaping foreign policy, attending foreign summits jointly with 

prime ministers and crafting policies alongside the foreign policy committee. The debate 

on joining NATO provides a good example of the key role of the presidency on foreign 

policy matters.  Following the  2007 parliamentary election  of  a  center-right  coalition, 

Halonen, de facto in a  cohabitation situation, was confronted with a right-wing foreign 

minister, Alexander Stubb, who supports NATO membership for Finland and a centrist 

prime minister, who is open to the idea of discussing possible membership. But following 

the opposition of the president on such a key issue, the idea was dropped on the ground 

that unanimity of foreign policy decision-makers was needed to bring Finland into NATO 

(Deutsche Presse Agentur, January 20th 2009). 
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Table 5. Presidential relationship with parliament in Finland (1944-2009)

President Party Period Parliamentary 
relationship

Carl Gustaf Emil 
Mannerheim

Independent August 1944- March 
1946

Mixed

Juho Kusti Paasikivi Nation Coalition 
Party

March 1944-March 
1956

Dominant

Urho Kekkonen Agrarian Party March 1956-January 
1982

Dominant

Mauno Koivisto Social Democratic 
Party

January 1982-March 
1994

Mixed

Martti Ahtisaari Social Democratic 
Party

March 1994-March 
2000

Mixed

Tarja Halonen Social Democratic 
Party

March 2000-... Mixed

It  is  still  early to  measure  the power relationship  between political  executives 

under the new constitution, since only one president has hold office since 2000.  As a 

former  foreign  minister  with  expertise  on  foreign  matters,  Halonen’s  active  role  in 

foreign policy matters may not necessarily be replicated by future presidents with less 

knowledge and propensity to engage on such issues. Moreover, if a divisive cohabitation  

period  arises,  different  patterns  of  political  executive  relationship  may  emerge, 

challenging the recent  experiences  of low political  tensions and general  collaboration 

between the political executives.

Since  the  Second  World  War,  the  specific  positioning  of  Finland  on  the 

international scene, balancing a special relationship with the USSR and afterwards Russia 

and its  European identity,  has  played  a  major  role  in  shaping the power relationship 
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between political  executives.  In sharp contrast to France and Poland, the Finnish case 

illustrates  the  relatively  weak  impact  of  institutional  and  partisan  factors  in  shaping 

presidential powers. Certainly, institutional factors have largely explained the diminished 

role of the presidency since the 1980’s, but even since then, European integration has 

pushed strongly for the reinforcement of parliamentary powers to conform to “typical” 

European parliamentary models of institutional designs and EU policies and regulations. 

Moreover, historically, the power of the presidency was the result of a 1919 compromise 

between  monarchists  and republicans.  But  eventually,  the  socialist  and liberal  divide 

would  take  over  the  previous  political  fracture,  and  the  strong  presidential  powers 

legitimacy would lie in the perceived necessity of having a dominant head of state to 

engage the Soviet Union. 

Consequently,  non-institutional  factors,  such as  the  transformations  in  Eastern 

Europe, excesses in Kekkonen’s use of presidential powers, and European integration, 

have  eventually  led  to  a  major  institutionalization  of  the  power relationship  between 

political  executives  through the  constitutional  reform of  2000.  While  the  new power 

distribution  between  a  president  and  a  prime  minister  could  be  affected  by  non-

institutional  and partisan factors, it  remains  that since 2000, it  has almost  exclusively 

been determined by institutional prescriptions entailed in the Finnish constitution. As a 

result, the Eduskunta has gained the upper hand, and has established the prime minister 

and his or her cabinet as the dominant executive in Finnish politics, leaving the president 

as a significant, but rather peripheral, figure as a policy-maker.         

3. Russia
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The Russian experience with semi-presidentialism has often been described as 

one-sided, with the president as the sole holder of power and the prime-minister as a 

technocrat in charge of implementing presidential policy decisions. While this description 

of power relationship between political executives has much truth to it, it fails to account 

for the power struggle during the premiership of Yevgeny Primakov (1998-99) and for 

the current tenure of former President Vladimir  Putin as prime minister (since 2008). 

Moreover, the power relationship between the two top executives has been greatly shaped 

by  non-institutional  factors,  as  the  extent  of  presidential  power  until  2008  has 

consistently gone beyond constitutional prerogatives. 

In  1993,  Boris  Yeltsin  established a  semi-presidential  regime,  inspired  by the 

French model, which overwhelmingly favours the presidency over the cabinet and the 

legislative branch. The 1993 constitution grants the president significant formal powers, 

most notably the power to define not only foreign, but also domestic policy guidelines for 

the country (article 80.3). The constitution also gives the president wide control over the 

cabinet, allowing him to nominate (with legislative approval) and dismiss prime ministers 

and disband the Duma (article 84).  In addition, the president is able to submit draft laws 

in parliament, and receives considerable appointment powers over key official positions 

throughout  the  federation  (article  83).  Moreover,  the  president  executive  powers  are 

reinforced  by  his  capacity  to  issue  binding  decrees  and  orders,  without  legislative 

approval, which are only constrained by the constitutional framework (article 90). And 

finally, adding considerable veto powers to the already dominant position of the president 

has resulted,  especially after 2000, in creating a hegemonic presidency,  against which 
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other institutions are left almost powerless (Willerton, 2005: 23).    

In contrast, the Russian constitution provides a clear challenge to institutionalist 

theories, by granting the government and its chairman (prime minister) exercise executive 

powers in the Russian Federation (article 110). It also grants the government the power to 

issue binding decrees and orders, but they are constrained not only by the constitution, 

but also by presidential decrees, which have higher authority than governmental decrees 

(article 115). As a result, the formal arrangements and constitutional prerogatives have 

clearly  established  the  president  as  the  dominant  executive  figures,  albeit  with  some 

legislative  and  governmental  constraints,  in  the  political  structure  of  the  Russian 

Federation. 

Those formal  arrangements  however cannot  alone explain the extent  to which 

presidential powers have grown over time, nor can they explain instances of strong prime 

ministerial  influence  over  the  policy-making  process.  During  the  Yeltsin  presidency, 

prime ministerial conflict was largely limited to the Primakov premiership, but conflict 

was almost permanent between the president and the Communist-dominated Duma. As a 

result,  Yeltsin  governed  through  decrees,  constantly  challenged  by an  almost  always 

unsuccessful parliament that needed a 2/3 majority to override them. 

From 1993 to 1998, Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin proved to be a reliable 

ally to Yeltsin,  implementing major liberal  social  and economic reforms according to 

Yeltsin’s policy orientations, with much mitigated results, receiving much of the blame 

for the 1994 and especially the 1998 economic crisis. A powerful figure on his own as the 

chairman of Gazprom, Chernomyrdin founded in 1995 the pro-Kremlin party Our Home 
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is Russia, designed to provide a parliamentary base in support of Yeltsin’s re-election bid 

in  1996.  With  mitigated  results,  Our  Home  is  Russia  may  have  at  least  increased 

Chernomyrdin’s  visibility,  leading  him to  harbor  presidential  ambitions  for  the  2000 

presidential election (Shevtsova, 2003: 13). As a result, he was promptly fired by Yeltsin 

in March 1998.

The removal of Chernomyrdin, the former loyal ally, was the indirect result of a 

developing conflict between the political executives. Without being disloyal on matters of 

policy-making in public, Chernomyrdin started being a threat to a potential re-election 

bid by Yeltsin. He regularly presented himself on the international scene as the successor 

of  Yeltsin,  even  engaging  in  negotiations  with  foreign  officials  without  presidential 

approval. He also was working on improving his public image, by regularly attending 

television shows and appearing in public events (The Moscow Times, April 4th 1998). 

Consequently, he started to become a threat to Yeltsin’s authority and an unreliable figure 

to the Family, the oligarchic backers of the president. 

The firing of Chernomyrdin was quite a surprise, as he never presented himself as 

a  competitor  to  Yeltsin,  but  ratter as  a  loyal  successor.  The power  struggle  between 

political  executives  in  this  sense  was  more  or  less  an  imaginary  power  struggle,  as 

Yeltsin’s widespread unpopularity and declining health made him unlikely to run again in 

2000. More likely, his dismissal was prompted by a power struggle between behind-the-

scene  actors,  who  stood  to  lose  from a  Chernomyrdin  presidency.  In  particular,  the 

banking  oligarchs,  who  were  behind  the  1996  Yeltsin  re-election,  mistrusted  a 

Chernomyrdin  bid,  since  his  power  base  lied  in  the  energy  and  natural  resources 
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conglomerates (Moscow News, October 22nd 1998). However, Yeltsin changed his mind 

following the short tenure of young technocrat Sergei Kiriyenko and the August 1998 

crash  of  the  Russian  economy,  and  attempted  to  reinstate  Chernomyrdin  as  prime 

minister. 

As it was becoming clear that Yeltsin would not run again for the presidency, he 

and  his  entourage  were  confronted  with  potential  adversaries  likely  to  clinch  the 

presidency,  most  notably,  communist  leader  Gennady  Zyuganov,  populist  General 

Alexander  Lebed,  and  Yury Luzhkov,  the  powerful  and  popular  mayor  of  Moscow. 

Faced with the possibility that they would lose inside influence in the Kremlin, Yeltsin 

and the Family, largely controlled by controversial oligarch Boris Berezovsky, reconciled 

themselves with Chernomyrdin, pushing for a 2000 presidential election bid. However, 

parliamentary opposition to Chernomyrdin’s re-instatement as prime minister weakened 

his standing and popularity, and he would eventually quit the race. 

From 1992 to 1998, the power relationship between Yeltsin and Chernomyrdin 

was clearly one-sided, as at no time was Yeltsin’s power in jeopardy. Lacking a strong 

parliamentary  base  and  ambitions  to  directly  oppose  the  president,  and  with  no 

institutional prerogatives to challenge Yeltsin’s policy-making supremacy, Chernomyrdin 

remained loyal  throughout his mandate.  His intentions to succeed Yeltsin as  president 

illustrates the dominant position of the presidency as Yeltsin simply dismissed him and 

his whole cabinet without an official reason. Institutionally,  the specific feature of the 

Russian constitution which detaches largely the cabinet from the parliament, unlike in 

most semi-presidential systems, makes it difficult in this context for a prime minister to 
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use the Duma as a power base. But  as in other Eastern European regimes, much of the 

power relationship  between political  executives  is  largely determined by non-political 

actors  behind the  scene.  In  this  case,  conflict  between oligarchic  groups over  policy 

decisions played an important role in weakening the prime minister’s position, ultimately 

leading to his removal from office (Breslauer, 2002: 221-22). 

Following the failure to reinstate Chernomyrdin as prime minister in September 

1998, Yeltsin would appoint former diplomat and KGB general Yevgeny Primakov to the 

position.  Arguably,  Primakov would become the most powerful prime minister  in his 

ability to challenge a president, despite the absence of formal or institutional change. This 

situation was made possible by a unique combination of partisan and non-institutional 

factors. 

First, the years 1998-99 were marked by deep conflicts between the Communist-

dominated legislature and the executive branch, especially following the August 1998 

economic  meltdown.  Impeachment  procedures  launched  against  the  very  unpopular 

Yeltsin and the prospect of disbanding the Duma in such a tense context forced him to 

nominate  Primakov  as  a  compromise  candidate  in  September  1998,  leading  to  the 

possibility of a sort of  cohabitation with Communists and their allies. Throughout the 

1990’s,  conflict  between parliament  and the president  were constant,  most  notably in 

1993 with the military assault on the Russian White House, but since 1993, never did the 

Duma effectively threaten Yeltsin. The Duma majority was able to seize the staffing of 

the government, unite to reject presidential nominations and control committees. As an 

institution, it became a true opposition to the presidential administration and a powerful 
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base and ally for Primakov to push forward his policy-agenda.                    

Second, the economic crisis created a context in which a serious political crisis 

could  develop.  Disbanding  the  Duma,  while  under  an  impeachment  process,  could 

undermine Yeltsin’s legitimacy as a democratic leader and put in jeopardy the new and 

fragile democratic institutions (Nichols, 1999: 160-1). This forced Yeltsin to step back, 

and put him on the defensive against the legislature and the new cabinet. Moreover, the 

economic crisis reflected on Yeltsin’s past management of the Russian economy since he 

took office as president and on the viability of the free-market economic reforms. As a 

result, Yeltsin’s already low approval ratings went to abysmal levels. In 1998 and 1999, 

levels of popular trust in the president were as low as 2%, even though level of trust in 

the  government  and  the  parliament  were  only  slightly  higher  (White,  2005:  90).  In 

contrast,  Primakov  was  throughout  his  tenure  the  most  popular  politician  in  Russia, 

consistently  topping 50% in approval  rating  polls  (Moscow Times,  March 2nd 1999). 

Successful  stabilization  of  the  economy  by  the  Primakov  government  was  widely 

acknowledged  by  observers,  which  contributed  to  popular  perceptions  of  him  as  a 

competent and pragmatic politician (Breslauer, 2002: 225). 

Third, the looming presidential election, combined with Yeltsin poor health and 

retirement speculations, created a context in which the stakes and the political tensions 

were constantly very high.  During this  period,  many potential  presidential  candidates 

emerged early, since many rumours about Yeltsin’s declining health and his periodical 

inability to govern made the possibility of an early retirement likely.  As a consequence, 

much of the political debate turned about succession positioning, and in combination with 
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Yeltsin’s absences, it left Primakov relatively independent as a policy-maker. Not only 

did  Primakov  handled  autonomously,  and  with  relative  success,  the  economic 

stabilization program, but also he did get  involved personally in foreign policy,  most 

notably in the NATO-Serbia military conflict. Thus, during his tenure, Primakov became 

the  key  political  executive,  leaving  Yeltsin  as  a  relatively  distant,  weakened,  and 

unpopular political figure.

Moreover,  close  links  with  the  Communist-dominated  majority  in  the  Duma 

facilitated  Primakov’s  executive  capacities  in  passing  laws  through  the  legislature. 

Initially  nominated  by  a  weakened  Yeltsin  because  of  his  good  relations  with  the 

communists, it is not surprising that Primakov became the Duma’s man in government. 

The latter was able to nominate opposition figures to his cabinet, a normally impossible 

task, as cabinet nominations need parliamentary, but especially presidential approval. 

To a large extent, Primakov’s key position benefited both the president and the 

parliament. On the one hand, it reduced the pressure for the president, who was under 

impeachment procedures, and on the other hand, it gave parliament more access to the 

cabinet and greater input on policy-making activities. As a result, the tenure of Primakov 

helped to reduce the deep political conflict between both sides, and ultimately provided 

the  groundwork  for  a  regime  transition  with  the  2000  presidential  election.  But 

Primakov’s  popularity  and  too  close  affiliation  with  the  Left  made  him  a  potential 

political enemy for Yeltsin, and after only seven months in office,  he was  fired along 

with the whole cabinet in May 1999 (Nichols, 1999: 161-2).                         

From 1993 to 2000,  the  Russian semi-presidential  regime clearly benefited the 
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presidency as the most powerful political actor. Many have described the Russian regime 

as super-presidential, and in an institutional perspective, it is a proper description of the 

power  structure  in  Russia.  However,  leaving  aside  the  massive  behind-the-scene 

manoeuvring  of  oligarchic  groups,  the  Primakov  tenure  reveals  that  with  the  proper 

combination of extra-institutional and partisan factors, the power relationship between 

political executives can be altered, despite the absence of institutional change. Certainly, 

Primakov remained throughout his tenure in a fragile position because of Yeltsin’s power 

to dismiss him at any time, but his power base in the Duma and his wide popularity  

allowed him to govern relatively autonomously from the president and position himself 

as a powerful decision-maker and as a credible successor to Yeltsin. Primakov never was 

a powerful as a French prime minister in a cohabitation situation or as a Finnish prime 

minister after the Kekkonen era, but within the Russian institutional design, he reached as 

far as a prime minister could. That is until  2008, when President Vladimir Putin was 

appointed as the head of the government.

From 2000 to 2008, the presidency reached new levels  of power,  establishing 

President Putin as the dominant political figure, with no other institutions in a position to 

effectively challenge him. Many have characterized post-2000 Russia as an authoritarian 

state (McFaul, 2003) and some as a competitive authoritarian State (Levitsky and Way, 

2002)  in  which  the  structure  of  democracy exists,  but  is  often  violated.  Others  have 

contended that while antidemocratic measures were applied, they were necessary in order 

to  re-strengthen  Russia’s  failing  state  institutions  and  economic  structure  (Willerton, 

Beznosov & Carrier, 2005). While the democratic nature of Russian political institutions 
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may  not  have  been  strengthened  during  Putin’s  tenure,  the  political  system however 

became  much  more  stable  and predictable,  as  illustrated  by  the  consolidation  of  the 

power relationship between the two political executives. 

For eight years, Vladimir Putin was not challenged by his three prime ministers, 

at  least  during  their  tenure,  and enjoyed  massive  popular  and parliamentary  support. 

While there were some speculations of internal disagreements between Putin and Prime 

Minister  Mikhail  Kasyanov, a close ally the Yeltsin’s  Family, the latter never was in a 

position to challenge presidential  authority and thus remained loyal  to Putin until  his 

dismissal in February 2004, after which he became a vocal opponent of his former boss. 

The  next  two  prime  ministers,  Mikhail  Fradkov  and  Viktor  Zubkov,  were  loyal 

supporters of Putin throughout their tenure, and were perceived above all as pragmatic 

technocrats. 

The extent of Putin’s powers as president lay in a full application of the formal 

constitutional  powers  of  the  presidency,  but  also  to  the  reinforcement  of  these 

institutional  powers  through  the  creation  of  seven federal  districts  to  further  control 

regional governors and the power of nomination of the governors. Also, Putin’s powers 

reached arguably extra-institutional levels, with a “supervisory role” of the media and of 

the justice system and with the removal of opposition voices, including several oligarchs 

such as Boris Berezovsky, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, and Vladimir Gusinsky (Shevtsova, 

2003: 93-4, 194-5). Moreover, partisan factors contributed to the dominant position of the 

president, who was able to rely on a constant and very loyal majority, especially after the 

2003  legislative  election,  which  gave  pro-Putin  United  Russia  party  a  comfortable 



147

majority  in  the  Duma.  This  situation  allowed  Putin  to  govern  with  a  collaborative 

parliament, which passed proposed laws without much opposition, removing Putin’s need 

to govern, as Yeltsin did, exclusively through presidential decrees. 

Finally,  extra-institutional  factors  also  reinforced  presidential  powers.  First, 

constant economic growth, the sensible restoration of law and order, and the improved 

international standing of Russia, as well as several successful policies, gave Putin very 

high approval ratings throughout his mandate, which made potential confrontation with 

him a risky and uphill task. Second, and not unlike in France, but with perhaps an even 

stronger impact, long-lasting traditions have impacted the presidency and in conjunction, 

the power relationship between political executives. Most notably, historical experiences 

with strong leaders and a powerful state, from tsarist times to the communism period, has 

made Russians historically  deferential  to authority  and led them to adopt  preferences 

towards  strong  and  stabilizing leaders  (Willerton,  2005:  20-1).  As  a  result,  the 

consolidation of power around a young and dynamic president in control of the state 

institutions was widely accepted by a population which was seeking order and hope after 

the chaos that was the 1990s (Shevtsova, 2003: 37-38). 

During Putin’s presidency, it was very clear that the power relationship between 

political  executives  favored the  president.  However,  while  some institutional  changes 

were made and the presidency was overall efficient, a solely institutional explanation of 

the power relationship is insufficient. More importantly,  a marked shift in the partisan 

portrait  within  parliament  and other  political  institutions,  extra-institutional  actions,  a 

sociopolitical and economic favourable context, and a popular and effective leader have 
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determined the power relationship between the president and his prime ministers. While 

some may argue that the reinforcement of presidential powers was largely due to anti-

democratic measures, it remains that the wide majority of Russians were supportive of 

the new institutional arrangements, and that the re-definition of semi-presidentialism in a 

top-down fashion in Russia brought stability and predictability, unlike its consequences 

in Poland or Ukraine. 

Somehow unexpectedly, much of these new arrangements were ditched after the 

expiration of Putin’s second term in the spring of 2008, when the former president was 

nominated as prime minister. While the political direction of the country remained the 

same  and  that  no  institutional  changes  were  made  (except  the  extension  of  the 

presidential  term to 6 years),  the power balance between the president and the prime 

minister was significantly altered to the advantage of the latter. Again, major institutional 

change occurred, without any formal or constitutional modifications. 

It has been  left to analysts to measure precisely the power relationship between 

President Dmitriy Medvedev and Prime Minister Putin, since much of the discussions 

and meetings between them occur behind closed doors. It is also still early to definitely 

assert the power relationship between both executives, but it is clear that Putin is not a 

simple subordinate administrator. Obviously, his influence remains considerable, having 

been  a  very  powerful  and  popular  president  for  eight years.  But  perhaps  more 

importantly,  he kept his team of advisers in place,  still  manages  directly some of the 

security ministries,  and controls the Duma and the Federation Council (Nezavisimaya 

Gazeta, June 2nd 2009, p.11). Moreover, Putin is still able to rely on his clique of Silovikis  
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(officials with background in the security services) in the Kremlin, with whom Medvedev 

has not been linked to in the past (Stoner-Weiss, 2008: 318). Medvedev also is part of a 

tandem with  Putin,  sharing  a  common view of  the  governance  of  Russia  and of  the 

direction the country should take, as illustrated by joint appearances in public and by 

their similar discourse on the main policy issues.

The most confusing speculations abound about what is going on behind the scene, 

some arguing that Medvedev is slowly consolidating his power base, while others expect 

him to step down to pave the way for a return of Putin as president. Whatever happens, 

the Putin premiership is a unique occurrence, as while many prime ministers in France, 

Finland,  and  Ukraine  became  presidents,  never  did  a  president  was  appointed prime 

minister  after  his  term-limited  presidency.  In  the  Russian  case,  this  is  especially 

noteworthy, as presidential powers are greater than in the other studied cases, which puts 

a special complexion to the power relationship between political executives. Until now, 

Putin’s influence remains considerable through his networks and massive popularity, and 

it seems unlikely that the still young Putin would retire from political life anytime soon.



150

Table 6. Presidents-prime minister relationships in Russia (1993-2009)

President Prime-Minister Period Relationship
Boris Yeltsin Viktor 

Chernomyrdin
December 1992–
March 1998

Peaceful, then Mixed

Sergei Kiriyenko March 1998-August 
1998

Peaceful

Yevgeny Primakov September 1998-
May 1999

Conflictual

Sergei Stepashin May 1999-August 
1999

Peaceful

Vladimir Putin August 1999-May 
2000

Peaceful

Vladimir Putin Mikhail Kasyanov May 2000-March 
2004

Peaceful, then Mixed

Mikhail Fradkov March 2004-
September 2007

Peaceful

Viktor Zubkov September 2007-
May 2008

Peaceful

Dmitriy Medvedev Vladimir Putin May 2008-... Peaceful

With the massive disparity between the constitutional powers of the president and the 

prime  minister,  it  took  exceptional  circumstances  for  prime  ministers  to  challenge 

presidential authority or at least to conduct policy-making autonomously. The Primakov 

and second Putin tenures as prime ministers illustrate that an exceptional set of partisan 

and non-institutional factors must occur in conjunction for the president’s authority to be 

diminished.  Consequently,  to  rely solely on institutional  factors  to explain  the power 

relationship between political executives certainly matters, but fails to explain the two 

tenures during which prime ministers were key executive actors in their own right.

Moreover,  to  account  for  the  variations  of  presidential  powers  outside  the 
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Primakov and Putin tenures, it is also necessary to include non-institutional and partisan 

factors  in  the  explanation.  More specifically,  the  distinction  between the Yeltsin  and 

Putin presidencies highlights the centrality of executive dominance over the legislative 

majority,  of  the  national  political  context,  on  popular  approval  levels,  and  on 

idiosyncratic factors. As a result, while institutional factors explains well the typically 

stronger  position  of  presidents  and  provides  a  framework  to  the  power  relationship 

between political executives, it fails to explain occurrences when presidential powers go 

beyond the framework and when prime minister powers increase enough to pose a threat 

to  the president.  In  conclusion,  the Russian experience  with semi-presidentialism has 

illustrated that even in the country with the most misbalanced power relationship between 

political  executives,  it  is  still  possible  for  a  prime  minister  to  become  a  relatively 

dominant power figure and pose a threat to presidential authority. 

4. Comparative analysis

 One of the most striking patterns observed about the consequences of the semi-

presidential institutional arrangements of Finland, Poland, and Russia is that institutions 

have proven to be flexible enough to adapt to the sociopolitical preferences and divisions 

within each societies. While some constitutional and formal changes were enacted, much 

of it was a response to already changing institutional practices, as illustrated perhaps most 

clearly by the Finnish constitutional reform in 2000. Institutional changes within the three 

countries  occurred  because  of  the  adaptation  of  the  institutions  to  the  national 

sociopolitical context, and in most cases, the changes were made without formal reforms 
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because of the flexibility of their semi-presidential institutional arrangements.

First, arguments that only institutions shape the behaviour of political actors do 

not hold up in all three countries’ analysis, as fixed institutional arrangements have not 

only  led  to  very  different  actor’s  behaviours,  but  also  have  changed  the  institutions 

themselves in the way they function and operate. Most precisely,  they have generated 

very different  patterns  of  power distribution  between institutions  and political  actors, 

most notably between the power distribution among political executives. In Finland, the 

powerful Kekkonen presidency was followed by much weaker presidencies, despite the 

absence of significant reforms, as a much weakened late Yeltsin presidency was followed 

by a very powerful Putin presidency in Russia. In Poland, a pattern of  alternance has 

characterized the often conflicting power relationship between the top executives. As a 

result,  the  regimes  changed  in  practice  from  presidential-parliamentary  to  premier-

presidential and vice-versa within the same constitutional framework.

In Finland, the diminution of international pressures linked to the Cold War and 

the simultaneous integration within the EU merged with rising internal preferences for 

the  reinforcement  of  parliamentary  powers  following  the  Kekkonen  presidency.  This 

political context led Kekkonen’s successors to adopt a different role as presidents. They 

kept focusing mostly on foreign policy and removed themselves from managing political 

domains which were occupied by their predecessor and allowed for the cabinet and the 

prime minister to regain the powers that were striped from them by Kekkonen. Certainly,  

some  formal  changes  were  made  through  this  process,  but  most  of  the  power  shift 

happened without constitutional changes and was the result of the political preferences of 
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the presidency, of parliament, and of the general population.

Similarly, in Russia, the reinforcement of the presidency was largely the result of 

similar preferences, albeit in the opposite direction. Economic collapse, lack of law and 

order,  authoritarian traditions,  and the fall  of Russia’s international  prestige increased 

popular preferences for a strong leader who could re-establish stability and prosperity. 

Again,  very little  was changed formally after 2000, but the powers of the presidency 

increased significantly until 2008, as Putin reinforced his control of the legislature, of the 

oligarchic  groups,  of  regional  leaders,  and  of  other  social  and  political  actors. 

Institutional  change,  from a  strong presidential  regime  of  a  competitive  authoritarian 

state, was thus a response to the extra-institutional context and not the direct product of 

formal  institutional  change.  As  in  Finland,  the  flexibility  of  the  semi-institutional 

arrangements have allowed for the regime to adapt to a changing context and to shifting 

political preferences. Putin’s nomination as prime minister may be a temporary anomaly, 

but even if it is the case, it reinforces the evidence of the capacity of adaptation of the 

Russian semi-presidential arrangements.

      The  Polish  case,  in  contrast  to  Finland  and  Russia,  has  showed  much  less 

variation in the power relationship between political executives. As pointed out above, 

Polish prime ministers during cohabitation have been limited in their autonomy to govern 

by strong presidential veto powers. As a result, presidents have kept the upper hand since 

1990, albeit at different levels, and the level of conflict between executives has proven to 

be often very high. The explanation for the distinction with the Russian and Finnish cases 

may  lie  in  the  fact  that  popular  preferences  are  on  the  one  hand  very  fragmented, 
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polarized,  and  radicalized  and  on  the  other  hand  that  these  political  preferences  are 

oriented  more  towards  national  identity  definition  and  only  moderately  towards  the 

regime’s structural arrangements.     

Second, partisan and non-institutional factors have in all three cases very strongly 

influenced the power relationship between political  executives. Predictably,  the strong 

constitutional  powers  of  the  Russian  presidency  have  made  the  president  the  most 

powerful  political  figure in  Russia,  but  they are  insufficient  to  explain  the  Primakov 

challenge of 1998-99, the reinforcement of presidential domination under Putin, and the 

recent recognition of the prime ministerial status. A similar pattern emerged in Poland, 

where presidents have relatively strong constitutional prerogatives, but have been very 

often challenged by a contentious  legislature  and by prime ministers  from opposition 

parties,  amidst  a context  of ideological  and national  identity polarization.  Finally,  the 

Cold  War  context  and  Kekkonen’s  personal  ambitions  resulted  in  the  massive 

reinforcement  of  presidential  powers,  leaving  prime  ministers  for  several  decades  as 

weak political executives. 

In  all  three  cases,  idiosyncrasies,  both  domestic  or  international  contexts,  and 

partisan  factors  have  played  a  key  role  in  shaping  the  power  relationship  between 

political  executives.  Political  traditions  have  also  impacted  the  practice  of  semi-

presidentialism, as in France, but have resulted in very different outcomes. In Finland, 

parliamentary traditions led to the push to restore in the 1980’s the legislature as the key 

political institution, while in Russia they led to the reinforcement of presidential powers, 

at least until 2008. In Poland, the outcome has been much less clear, as a result of deep 
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divisions  between  the  right,  divided  itself  between  nationalists-populists  and  liberal 

reformers, and the social-democratic left. As a result, the Polish experience with semi-

presidentialism has not yet led to a clear consolidation of the power relationship between 

political actors, as conflicting political traditions have polarized the political practice and 

often created political deadlocks between the political executives.       

Third, while semi-presidentialism has proven in Finland, Poland, and Russia to be 

a flexible institutional arrangement to channel conflicts, it did not necessarily promote 

political  stability  or  democratic  consolidation.  In  Finland,  the  format  of  semi-

presidentialism prior to the 2000 constitutional reform had mixed outcomes, as on the one 

hand it helped to secure predictability and personalization of Finland’s relationship with 

the  USSR,  but  on  the  other  hand  it  undermined  parliamentary  sovereignty  and  the 

legitimacy of the reach of presidential powers. However, starting with the 1980’s reforms 

and  until  now,  the  increased  role  of  the  cabinet  and  of  the  legislature,  and  the 

considerable  reduction  of  presidential  powers  has  brought  institutional  stability  and 

general  consensus  on  the  semi-presidential  design  and  on  the  role  of  each  political 

executive. Thus, the semi-presidential regime in Finland has overall served well the needs 

of the country, adapting to a tense international context for over 30 years, and with both 

formal  and informal  changes,  worked smoothly  to  adapt  itself  to  the  post-Cold  War 

realities and to European integration.

In  Russia,  the  evolution  of  the  semi-presidential  design  has  also  increased 

political stability, albeit in a very different direction. In contrast to Finland, the evolution 

of the semi-presidential regime did not led to the consolidation of Russian democratic 
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institutions, but brought eventually predictability and regime consolidation after years of 

political  and  economic  crisis.  Obviously,  authoritarian  tendencies  contributed  to  the 

reinforcement of the presidency, but it brought order within Russian politics and society, 

and established a clear role for the prime minister as more or less a technocrat in charge 

of implementing the policy choices of the president. It remains to be seen if this semi-

presidential model will remain in effect over time, or if it  is  contingent on the on the 

domination  of Putin’s political  bloc over Russian political  institutions.  Moreover,  the 

nomination  of  Putin  as  prime  minister  in  2008,  which  might  be  an exception  to  the 

pattern, raises new questions about the role of the prime minister, while speculations of 

his return as president raises concerns on the democratic nature of the Russian State and 

thus on the application of a semi-presidential characterization of the Russian regime. 

In  Poland,  semi-presidentialism  did  not  have  the  successes  it  had  in  France, 

Finland, and Russia in bringing political predictability and stability. The more balanced 

distribution  of  formal  powers  between  the  political  executives  has  frequently  caused 

instability and deadlocks in the political process. Unlike in France, the Polish president 

has considerable veto powers, but at the same time cannot fire the prime minister, which 

make cohabitations very difficult, in contrast to the alternance process in France, which 

allows only one executive to dominate the policy-making process at  any time.  In the 

Polish case,  ideological  polarization within the political  system reinforces the already 

conflict-prone formal arrangements, making the control of key political positions a zero-

sum game.  Semi-presidentialism in Poland did not led to a major  political  crisis,  but 

made it difficult to conduct an efficient policy-making process and has contributed the 
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difficulty in implementing major  political  and economic reforms.  However,  the semi-

presidential  arrangements  have  allowed  deep  ideological  and  identity  conflicts  to  be 

channelled ‘peacefully’ through the political institutions and have prevented one side to 

monopolize  the  coveted  political  positions  of  power,  which  may  have  occurred  in  a 

different political system. 

Many of  the  problems occurring  in  Poland have  also  occurred  in  other  semi-

presidential regimes, and have sometimes led to greater instability and unpredictability. It 

has been especially complicated in neighbouring Ukraine, which to some extent bridges 

the Russian and Polish experiences with semi-presidentialism, featuring the ideological 

and sociological problems of Poland to the historical and formal features of Russia. In the 

next chapter, the power relationship in Ukraine will be analyzed in function of the French 

“model”  semi-presidentialism  and  in  function  to  the  challenges  highlighted  in  the 

Finnish, Polish, and Russian cases. The focus of the chapter is to capture the efficiency of 

semi-presidentialism in a regime confronted to simultaneous deep challenges and division 

and  to  provide  explanations  to  the  sources  of  power  distribution  between  political 

executives in a political regime where democratic institutional consolidation remains very 

fragile.                 
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CHAPTER 4: PERSONIFICATION OF POLITICS AND ETHNIC 
POLARIZATION IN UKRAINE

The application  of  semi-presidentialism in Ukraine  has  to  a  significant  extent 

followed the patterns observed in Russia in the 1990’s. First, consolidation of presidential 

power over parliament following the collapse of the Soviet Union was relatively rapid. 

Second, semi-presidentialism emerged and developed amongst a very weak party system 

and amongst politico-economical networks created mostly from government concessions 

and the privatization of the soviet industrial infrastructure. Third, the power relationship 

between political executives followed vested economic interests common in a transitional 

period. Nevertheless, the source of executive power struggle differs considerably from 

the Russian case, highlighting especially the peculiar economic, ethnic, and ideological 

context  of  post-soviet  Ukraine.  Ukraine’s  path  under  semi-presidentialism  has  been 

globally unstable and has illustrated the effect of an unpredictable identity consolidation 

process on regime consolidation.   

In the early years of its independence, Ukraine struggled to face the challenges 

associated  with  the  fall  of  communism.  Not  only  was  the  country  confronted  to  the 

challenge of building-up democratic and capitalist institutions, but also to the creation of 

a  new national  identity  (Offe,  1997).  Similarly  to  Russia  and to  most  former  Soviet 

republics,  Ukraine had to switch from the  homo sovieticus identity to a new national 

identity,  largely  based  on ethnic  or  cultural  specificities.  This  process  was  relatively 

smooth in Russia (with the exception of the Chechen and Tatar ethnic republics), since 

ethnic Russians constituted the large majority of the population and the Russian language 
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is spoken by almost every citizen. In contrast, Ukraine was deeply divided on several 

levels. 

First,  according  to  the  1989  Ukrainian  census,  while  the  majority  of  the 

population is ethnically Ukrainian (72.7%), it had a significant Russian minority (22.1%). 

The  picture  is  actually  more  complex,  as  multi-generational  inter-marriages  between 

Ukrainians,  Russians,  Tatars,  and  other  minorities  makes  ethnic  identification  fairly 

difficult and not completely reliable. Nevertheless, it is important to note that this sizable 

Russian minority is concentrated in the eastern and southern provinces most notably in 

the Crimean Republic, and in the regions of the Donbas basin and of Odessa.

Second, spoken-language is arguably even more divisive, reinforcing the ethnic 

cleavage.  Officially,  all  but  3.8%  of  ethnic  Russians  as  well  as  14.8%  of  ethnic 

Ukrainians have Russian as their mother tongue (State Statistics Committee of Ukraine, 

2001), signifying that over 30% of the population have Russian as their mother tongue. In 

practice however,  the division is  more significant,  as most  Ukrainians  know Russian, 

while the opposite is less common. In consequence, in Eastern and Southern Ukraine, as 

in large cities such as Kiev and Odessa, a large majority of the population uses mostly 

Russian, or at least as much Russian as Ukrainian in their daily life, while Ukrainian is 

much more used in Western, and to a lesser extent in central Ukraine.

Third, historical experiences also vary along the ethno-linguistic cleavage. While 

most of central and eastern Ukraine was integrated into the Russian empire in the 18 th 

century,  western provinces (Galicia,  Transcarpathia,  and Bukovina ) only came under 

Moscow’s control after the World War II. Before 1945, Western Ukraine was part of the 
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Austro-Hungarian Empire until the end of World War I, experienced brief independence 

during the Russian Civil War before being incorporated into Central Europeans countries 

in 1920 (Galicia and Volhynia to Poland; Transcarpathia to Czechoslovakia; Bukovina to 

Romania).  Consequently,  both  regions  develop  differently  during  centuries,  affecting 

their  own sense of self-identity.  Western Ukrainians were given significant  autonomy 

under  Austro-Hungarian  rule,  allowing them to preserve  a  rich  social  fabric,  through 

political, religious, and social institutions. In contrast, Russian rule was characterized by 

the  removal  of  any  forms  of  local  autonomy,  thus  destroying  progressively  or 

assimilating the Ukrainian elite (Wilson, 1997: 8-9). The contemporary results of these 

divergent paths can be observed by looking at the Ukrainian nationalist sentiment, which 

is central to the political discourse of Western Ukraine, but secondary or absent in the 

political  discourse of  Eastern  or  Southern Regions  (Wilson,  1997:  22-4).  Preferences 

towards political parties, especially since the Orange Revolution, also clearly reveal the 

impact of this historical fracture, Western Ukrainian supporting pro-Orange forces (Our 

Ukraine,  Blok Yulia  Tymochenko),  while  Eastern  Ukrainians  opting for  the  Party of 

Regions of Viktor Yanukovich. The 2004 presidential election map clearly highlight the 

East-West cleavage.  
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Electoral results in Ukraine: 2004-05 presidential election

Source:  Central Election Commission of Ukraine

Finally, the different socio-economic base between Eastern and Western Ukraine 

also marks, more concretely, the profound impact of their separate historical paths, and 

reinforces their distinct political preferences. From the 1920’s, Eastern Ukraine became 

progressively more urbanized and industrialized, especially the coal-rich regions of the 

Donbas  (Donetsk,  Zaporizhia,  Dnepropetrovsk,  Kharkov),  favouring  the  process  of 

russification, reducing people’s attachment to the Ukrainian identity (Wilson, 1997: 19). 

In contrast, Western Ukraine retained even until today a more traditional economic base, 

relying mostly on agriculture. Significant industrialization started only after the World 

War  II  and  was  globally  conducted  on  a  much  smaller  scale.  Russification  has 
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consequently been almost  absent  in  Western  Ukraine,  which  was not  exposed to  the 

russification  process  associated  with  Stalin’s  policies  of  land  collectivisation  and 

industrialization, and to pre-1917 more direct tsarist policies of russification. It was in 

this  increasingly  polarized  context  that  Leonid  Kravchuk  was  elected  president  in 

December 1991.

Table 7. President-prime minister relationships in Ukraine (1990-2009)

President Prime-Minister Period Relationship
Leonid Kravchuk Vitold Fokin October 1990–

October 1992
Peaceful

Leonid Kuchma October 1992-
September 1993

Mixed

Leonid Kuchma Vitaliy Masol June 1994-March 
1995

Peaceful

Yevhen Marchuk March 1995-May 
1996

Mixed

Pavlo Lazarenko May 1996-July 1997 Conflictual
Valeriy 
Pustovoitenko

July 1997-December 
1999

Peaceful

Viktor Yuschenko December 1999-May 
2001

Peaceful

Anatoliy Kinakh May 2001-
November 2002

Peaceful

Viktor Yanukovich November 2002-
January 2005

conflictual

Viktor Yuschenko Yulia Tymoshenko January 2005-
September 2005

Conflictual

Viktor Yanukovich August 2006-
December 2007

Conflictual

Yulia Tymoshenko December 2007-... Mixed
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1. The Kravchuk Years (1991-1994)

Kravchuk’s presidency was a relatively short one. Elected in December 1991, he 

failed to get re-elected in July of 1994. In contrast to his successors, his entire rule was 

shaped by communist time arrangements, such as the Ukrainian SSR constitution of 1978 

(with  some important  modifications)  and various  practices  associated  to  the  previous 

regime. The application of the Ukrainian SSR constitution in a post-soviet regime should 

have  translated  into  a  pure  parliamentary  system.  However,  the  establishment  of  the 

presidency in July 1991 will switch in practice the system towards semi-presidentialism. 

The early practice of this system in Ukraine will be marked by the considerable impact of 

non-institutional factors, clearly observable through the power relationship between the 

president and the two non-acting Prime-Ministers, Vitold Fokin and Leonid Kuchma. The 

1978 constitution,  as  amended  after  1991,  will  prove  very ineffectual,  since  it  never 

clearly established the separation of power between the executive and legislative powers, 

maintaining the “unity of power” cherished by Soviet authorities (Protsyk, 2005: 24). 

When  elected,  the  former  chairman  of  the  Verkhovna  Rada (Parliament  of 

Ukraine)  Leonid  Kravchuk  would  re-nominate  as  prime  minister  the  already  serving 

Vitold Fokin, a career communist party apparatchik in post since 1990. In October 1992, 

after  the  forced  resignation  of  Fokin  by the  parliament,  he’ll  appoint  former  missile 

factory director,  Leonid Kuchma.  Globally,  the powers of the president  until  October 

1992 would be considerable over the prime minister, but  eventually declined after the 

nomination of Kuchma in that position.  
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1.1 Institutional factors

The  initial  institutional  arrangements  in  1991  were  not  designed  coherently, 

mixing  a  powerful,  but  inefficient  soviet  parliament  to  a  newly-born  presidency. 

Ironically, the reinforcement of the parliament until 1991 as the main political force in 

politics, was conducted by President Kravchuk himself. As chairman of parliament, he 

was  then  overlooking  a  weak  executive  (cabinet),  completely  dependant  of  the 

legislators. Generally, cabinet composition did not follow ideological lines, but instead 

technocratic  ones  (Protsyk,  2003:  1079).  The creation  of  the  presidency,  designed to 

strengthen the executive (especially as a counterweight to the Russian presidency) and to 

replace the power vacuum left by the soviet implosion, would not initially change this 

parliamentary  domination,  anchored  by  the  1978  Ukrainian  SSR  constitution  which 

establishes  the  parliament  (Supreme  Soviet)  as  the  “supreme  organ  of  State  power” 

(Withmore, 2005: 29-30). 

The domination (veto) of the fragmented parliament, chaired by Ivan Plyushch, 

between December  1991 and October  1992, illustrates  the weakness of the executive 

branch. As head of State and of the executive, President Kravchuk was confronted to the 

parliamentary  powers  of  supervising  the  cabinet.  In  practice,  it  meant  that  both 

institutions  were attempting to control  the government.  The parliament,  however,  had 

much  more  capabilities  and  resources  than  the  president,  the  latter  not  even  having 

executives structures subordinated to him or representatives in the regions, a situation 

which considerably reduced his capacities to implement policies (Katsman & Chyrva, 

2004). Constantly, during his mandate, the president would request increased executive 
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powers from the parliament, which he eventually received, but only at a slow pace. For 

instance,  he  was granted limited powers to issue economic decrees only after he had 

already been 75 days in office, despite the fact that the country was in the mist of a severe 

economic crisis (Reuters, February 14th 1992).

It would, however, be Prime Minister Fokin who will be weakened the most by 

parliamentary opposition. As the responsible person to craft and implement policies, the 

inability of the executive would be reflected on him. On every single occasion, his plans 

for economic reforms have been blocked by the parliament for various reasons (Moscow 

News, October 11th, 1992). Unable to convince parliament, lacking discretionary powers, 

he would become completely  dependent on presidential authority,  putting himself in a 

position of weakness  against the president. Thus, despite being both weak figures, the 

president remained the dominant actor until October 1992, being less directly pinpointed 

for  the  weak  institutional  performance  of  Ukraine’s  political  organizations and 

reinforcing the security of his  head of  state  position. The situation would, however, be 

very different after Leonid Kuchma takes over as prime minister.  

 The  nomination  of  Leonid  Kuchma  in  October  1992  reflected  the  will  of 

parliament  rather  than  the  president’s  one.  Unwilling  to  accept  the  nomination  of 

Valentin Simonenko, the acting prime minister,  the parliament forced the president to 

nominate Kuchma, by threatening to block Simonenko’s nomination. This choice would 

eventually result in the reinforcement of the prime minister, which would receive shortly 

after in November significant economic powers from parliament (Freeland, 1992: 34). 

Those  powers  allowed him  to  initiate  by  decree  more  thorough  economic  reforms, 
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focusing  on  corruption,  price  liberalization,  privatizations,  and  macro-economic 

stabilization,  until  parliament  refused to  renew his  powers  in  May  1993.  Moreover, 

because  of  his  close  ties  with  the  powerful  military-industrial  complex  of  Eastern 

Ukraine, which  was well represented in parliament (directly or indirectly), he received 

much  less  opposition  from deputies  to  his  policy  proposals.  This  relative  or  at  least 

perceived improvement of institutional performance would empower him to challenge 

frequently,  but  initially  indirectly,  presidential  authority  by  attacking  the  former 

government  or  by  implementing  policies  opposed  by  the  president.  On  multiple 

occasions, he blamed the previous government of Vitold Fokin for the economic collapse, 

accusing the former prime minister of corruption (Komsomolskaya Pravda, January 16th, 

1993). The more liberal Kuchma then strengthened Ukraine’s economic ties with Russia 

and  Belarus  with  the  signing  of  an  accord  in  July  1993,  overplaying  the  nationalist 

president opposed to a  rapprochement with Russia (United Press International, August 

26th 1993).  Kuchma  also  emerged in  a  power  position  following  the  Donetsk’s 

(Kuchma’s  political  base) miners’ strike in June 1993, after  Kravchuk  gave in to the 

miners’ demands for higher wages. 

Despite the fact that the relationship between Kravchuk and Kuchma  illustrates 

prime ministerial authority, it is nevertheless important to highlight the continuity of the 

relative weakness of the executive branch. Up until Kuchma’s dismissal in September 

1993,  the  conservative-dominated  parliament  opposed massive  transfer  of  power 

(emergency power) to either  leaders of the executive,  thus strengthening the political 

crisis which would culminate in the scheduling of anticipated elections in June 1994. The 
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attribution of massive economic powers to the president in exchange for these anticipated 

elections after Kuchma’s resignation would not change the situation, as it eventually led 

to Kravchuk’s fall, identifying him to Ukraine’s economic crisis.  

Institutional factors have played a significant role is explaining the changes in the 

power relationship between the executives during Kravchuk’s presidency. First, the weak 

constitutional  arrangements  and  the  opposition  of  the  parliament  (through  its 

inefficiency)  have  proven  very  influential in  distributing  powers.  Constitutional 

arrangements  do not  solely explain  power distribution,  but  shaped it.  But  support  or 

opposition of the parliament to the executives is certainly a part of the explanation of why 

Kuchma was able  to confront the president on several  occasions and why Fokin was 

completely dependent on presidential support. Second, and following from the first point, 

the  overall  better  performance  of  the  Kuchma  government  (or  at  least  its  increased 

activity), over economic issues especially, allowed him to reinforce his position in fropnt 

of a relatively inefficient president, more concerned with short-term political gains than 

with economic reforms (D’Anieri & Al., 1999: 134). The reduction of inflation from 50% 

in October 1992 to 22% in March 1993, regained control  over State  enterprises,  and 

reduction of corruption were  in this regard attributed to Kuchma’s management of the 

crisis (Globe and Mail, June 1st 1993). While his successes were still relatively slim, they 

certainly make his government more performing in contrast to Fokin’s. Other institutional 

factors,  such  as  electoral  cycles  and  rules,  institutional  configuration  (except  for  the 

parliament), and prerogatives of the executives have not appear significant in explaining 

the variation in the power distribution between the executives in this instance.           
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1.2  Partisan factors

To a large extent,  partisan factors did not have a strong impact  on the power 

distribution between political executives during Kravchuk’s term as president. On the one 

hand,  both Fokin and Kuchma governed under the same legislature elected  in March 

1990 (composed mostly of  former  CPU members),  and on the  other  hand,  the  party 

system was  extremely  weak,  most  deputies  having  been  elected  on  a  personal  basis 

(network and patronage system) and not over ideological or party affiliation. The same is 

also true about the executives,  who did not have a parliamentary base.  Moreover,  no 

coherent  majority  coalition  or  official  opposition  existed,  making  it  difficult  for 

executives to deal on a partisan basis with parliament over policy-making activity. 

    The  Verkhovna Rada of  1991 was a  vestige  of  Soviet  times,  featuring  a 

structure  designed  to  promote  unity  in  the  decision-making  process  (democratic 

centralism),  and  was  empowered  with  both  executive  and  legislative  prerogatives 

(Withmore, 2005:31). In practice, this structure, combined with a mixed electoral system, 

has  undermined political  party or  faction  formation  and promoted  very unpredictable 

ideological alignment. Simply put, the Rada was constituted of two loose political groups 

and a large group of unaffiliated centrist deputies or “Party of Power” (Withmore, 2005: 

35). First, National Democrats or the  Right, stressed nation-building, Europeanization, 

and liberal economic policies. With their electoral base concentrated almost exclusively 

in Western and Central  Ukraine,  they were often perceived as the political  vehicle of 

Ukrainian nationalism, and tend to be mistrustful of Russia. Rukh (the Ukrainian national 

movement)  and  President  Leonid  Kravchuk  were among  its  member.  Second, 
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Communists  constituted  the  Left,  and  were  divided  between  the  larger  National 

Communist  group, who supports Ukrainian independence and initially  the election of 

Kravchuk,  and  the  smaller  Radical  Communists  (SPU),  who  were suspicious  of 

Ukrainian independence and favored preserving soviet-time arrangements and policies. 

For both groups, their political base was located in Eastern and Southern Ukraine. Leonid 

Kuchma was among the National Communists representatives. Finally, centrist deputies, 

very  fragmented  among  numerous  group  of  former  communist  elites,  had no  party 

affiliation and mostly seeked to preserve their privileges. In the early years of Ukrainian 

independence, all those groups were disorganized and deputies’ affiliation to them was 

often secondary to the preservation of the privileges associated with an assembly seat, 

even for more ideologically-minded deputies (Pigenko & Al., 2002: 91). Consequently, 

the votes of the deputies have globally followed a more self-interested path (access to 

State resources) than an ideological one, even if ideology may have at time played a role 

in the legislators voting choices. 

For any executives until 1994, it has been hard to secure a majority in the Rada. 

While  National  Democrats  generally  supported  Kravchuk’s  policy initiatives,  and the 

National Communists Kuchma’s, most deputies had a  status quo bias, many benefiting 

from the preservation of the soviet economic arrangements (Withmore, 2005: 32). In fact, 

many, if not most deputies had other positions in the state apparatus, and considered their 

role in the Rada as secondary. Consequently, this double allegiance made it very difficult 

to predict legislative outcomes, and lead to immobilisme in the needed economic reform 

process. 
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Both Fokin and Kuchma were victims of the inefficiency of the parliament. And 

so was Kravchuk. Since all three were not formal members of a political party, they did 

not possessed a reliable partisan following in parliament. The ability of both Kravchuk 

and Kuchma to receive economic powers did not necessarily translated in results, as most 

of the economic reform bills presented to the parliament were defeated, leading to the 

political deadlock of the summer of 1993 following the Donbas miners’ strike. Thus, all 

executives were confronted with a similar situation, and none of them really gained in 

terms of power. The sole partisan impact  on the power relationship between political 

executives was the initial parliamentary support to Leonid Kuchma in the late months of 

1992. However brief, Kuchma receiving increased decree-issuance powers put him in a 

position of power  against the president,  gaining powers that the previous government 

never received. The honeymoon was short thought, as the parliament reacted similarly to 

Kuchma’s  attempts  at  economic  reforms  as  it  did  to  Fokin’s  proposals.  Moreover, 

Kuchma’s position was met with partisan opposition within his own cabinet, especially 

from his deputy Volodomyr Demianov, the minister of the agro-industrial complex, and 

from the  National  Bank  of  Ukraine,  unwilling  to  cooperate  with  the  government  on 

monetary and credit policies (D’Anieri & al., 1999: 134).   

    

1.3 Non-institutional factors

Assumptions  that  actors’  behavior  is  strictly  predicted  by  the  institutional 

framework and the incentives it provides do not hold well if applied to the mandate of 

President Kravchuk’s. To a large extent, the variations in the power distribution observed 
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between the Fokin and Kuchma premierships can be explain by non-institutional factors, 

most notably by popular approval ratings of executives, by their personal ambitions and 

institutional preferences, and by a high level of personification of politics and regional 

clientelisme.

First,  popular  approval  ratings  played  a  very important  role  in  explaining  the 

distribution of power between political executives. Following the honeymoon period after 

his election, President Kravchuk quickly dropped in popular approval ratings, especially 

in opposition to Prime Minister Kuchma whose popularity was then constantly rising. In 

July of 1993, less than 5% of Kiev’s residents thought that Kravchuk could take Ukraine 

out of the economic crisis, while 57.9% did not trust him at all. In contrast, over 36% 

supported Kuchma’s  government  and almost  40% his  proposals  for economic  reform 

(Itar-Tass, July 13th 1993). Kuchma’s approval was then even probably higher, most of 

his power base being concentrated outside Kiev, in Eastern and Southern Ukraine. Those 

results  are  also  twice  higher  than  Vitold  Fokin’s,  who  only  managed  to  receive  the 

confidence of 21% of the population a year earlier (BBC, July 25th 1992).

Kuchma’s popularity was a constant problem fro Kravchuk. It allowed the prime 

minister to constantly, throughout his mandate, challenge the presidential leadership of 

the  cabinet  and  craft  policies  opposed  to  the  president’s  preferences  (Protsyk,  2003: 

1082). For instance, Kuchma signing of an accord on economic and custom union with 

Russia and Belarus in July 1993 was a clear challenge to the more nationalist Kravchuk 

and highlight the extent of Kuchma’s powers, invading what can be seen as the domaine 

reservé of the president  (U.P.I.,  August 26th 1993). Even attempts of the  president  to 
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bring back his prime minister in line often backfired. For example, his refusal to renew 

Kuchma’s emergency economic powers in May 1993 resulted in a drop in popularity, as 

he  became  more  directly  responsible  in  the  public’s  eyes  of  the  incapacity  of  the 

government to take the country out of the economic crisis. Attempts by the president to 

remove the prime minister were also numerous, as his popularity conferred him popular 

legitimacy and consequently his removal would have been a serious political risk. Even 

Kuchma’s resignation in September 1993 turn out to be unfavourable to the president. In 

the eyes of the public, the removal of a competent reformist technocrat undermined his 

commitment to reform and portrayed him as a  president solely interested in staying in 

power. The election of Kuchma as president 9 months later would officialize the switch 

of power that progressively happened since October 1992.

The high popularity of Kuchma during his premiership was not only due to his 

personal  charisma,  but  also  because  he  appeared  more  competent  and  pragmatic  in 

comparison to Kravchuk, appealing especially to Russian-speaking Ukrainians, who have 

been more  concerned  by  the  economy than  by the  romantic  discourse  of  Ukrainian 

nation-building of Kravchuk (Kuzio, 1997: 41-43). In contrast to Vitold Fokin, who was 

never highly popular, being portrayed as a soviet-style technocrat, relatively unsuited to 

implement  capitalism  in  Ukraine,  Kuchma  rapidly  was  perceived  as  a  potential 

presidential candidate. His personal ambitions became more and more clear over time, as 

he constantly challenged the president in public and started to build support and gather 

resources (mostly from Eastern Ukraine industrial networks) for an eventual bid for the 

presidency. In other words, he used his premiership mostly as a stepping stone for the 
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presidency. 

While high levels of popularity gave executives more legitimacy and more room 

for action in exercising power, they were also constrained by the individual preferences 

of the political actor. In other words, it is necessary to understand the perceptions that 

executives have of what is their role within the institutional framework and of how they 

should use their powers. A president may for instance prefer to empower the presidency 

against  other  political  institutions,  while  another  one  chose  to  limit  the  role  of  the 

presidency by reinforcing the cabinet’s powers. Under Kravchuk’s presidency, the latter 

option was chosen.

Despite his constant opposition to Premier Kuchma and his open conflict  with 

parliament, Kravchuk preferences were for a limited presidency. His relationship with 

Premier Fokin illustrates perhaps more properly his preferences, as he devolved most of 

his  policy-making  prerogatives  to  the  cabinet  and  tried  to  reinforce  the  government 

against the parliament. Kravchuk’s functions were however far from ceremonial, as he 

was formulating broad guidelines and expected cabinet to translate them into policies. 

His conflict with Kuchma was more based on political survival instincts, as he rightly 

perceived that his second  prime  minister was trying to invade his political territory by 

becoming the  de facto head of the executive branch. Kuchma’s preference for a strong 

PM  were  obviously  only  temporary,  since  the  presidential  office  was  his  ultimate 

objective. In contrast, Fokin never had presidential ambitions, and understood the role of 

prime minister as primarily one of manager. His attempts to increase his powers over 

economic matters were solely for the purpose of implementing needed reforms and not to 
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prepare a potential presidential bid or to undermine presidential authority. 

If  personal preferences of the executives  between 1991 and 1993 have shaped 

considerably the nature of their power relationship, they also revealed the high level of 

regionalism and the more discrete game of clientelisme inherent to Ukrainian politics. In 

contrast to Fokin, Kuchma was backed by important regional organisations that were able 

to  provide  him  many  resources  and  support,  such  as  legislative  lobbying,  regional 

mobilization,  and  media  visibility.  More  precisely,  he  will  increasingly  rely  on  the 

Dnipropetrovs’k network, composed of several  elites  members  linked to the powerful 

military-industrial  complex  of  Eastern  Ukraine  (Kutsenko,  2004:  211),  interested  in 

bending  the  privatization  process  and  economic  reforms  in  their  favour.  The  initial 

support from Eastern Ukraine networks to Kuchma was modest until 1993, as he only 

progressively  became  perceived  as  a  presidential  challenger  and  did  not  disposed of 

enough leeway as prime minister. Moreover, parliamentary factions were fragmented and 

weak, making it more difficult for regional organizations/networks to influence them. But 

during the 1994 presidential campaign, they will prove invaluable to Kuchma, funding 

his campaign and organizing (legally or extra-legally) his eventual election (Kuzio, 1997: 

31-5). Nonetheless, during his premiership,  the support of regional networks provided 

him with solid political foundations, allowing him to challenge the president, supported 

by weaker Central and Western Ukraine networks, and not to hold to the prime minister 

post as a self-interested career choice. Informal politics should not be undermined, as the 

absence of support of regional networks would likely have forced Kuchma to adopt a less 

confrontational  approach  towards  Kravchuk  that  would  have  strengthen  presidential 
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authority over the prime minister.                   

2. The Kuchma Years (1994-2004)

Following  his  demise  as  prime  minister,  Leonid  Kuchma  started gathering 

resources to challenge the incumbent Kravchuk for the July 1994 election.  Supported 

massively by Eastern and Southern Ukrainians, he would defeat Kravchuk by a relatively 

comfortable margin, and engage Ukraine in a reform process of its institutions, which 

would culminate in the adoption of a much needed constitution in June 1996. His two-

term reign ended amidst massive scandals and a sociopolitical crisis in the fall of 2004, 

that led to the Orange Revolution.

During his reign,  Kuchma reinforced presidential  authority over the legislative 

branch  and  attempted to  fix  the  dysfunctional  institutional  arrangements  that  have 

plagued  the  early  years  of  Ukrainian  independence.  The  power  relationship  between 

president  Kuchma  and  his  prime  ministers  nonetheless  remained very  unpredictable, 

exposing  the  fluidity  of  executive  power  in  semi-presidential  regimes.  Kuchma’s 

presidency especially highlighted the importance of informal politics in Ukraine, and the 

flexibility of institutional arrangements in shaping power relationship outcomes. Partisan 

factors are once again limited as an explanation of power variation between executives, 

but  would  progressively  become  more  important  as  the  party  system  matures  and 

becomes polarized around ‘Orange’ and ‘anti-Orange’ distinctions in 2004. 
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2.1 Institutional Factors 

As soon as he was elected, Leonid Kuchma engaged in several actions designed to 

increase presidential power in Ukraine, enacting numbers of decrees to take control over 

central and local levels of government and over the economic reform process, and giving 

himself a veto over legislative agenda (Freeland & Barshay, 1994). He also stacked the 

state administration and cabinet with supporters, a large number of them from his home 

base  of  Dnepropetrovsk,  in  order  to  challenge  parliamentary  powers  (Gorchinskaya, 

1998). The adoption of his economic reform program and of his agreement with the IMF 

to  lend  Ukraine  $371  million  in  October  1994  by  the parliament  illustrates  this 

consolidation  process  of  presidential  authority.  Even the  conservative  prime minister, 

Vitaly Masol (nominated by Kravchuck on the eve of the presidential election), and the 

speaker  of  parliament  Olexander  Moroz  had  to  comply  with  the  president’s  reform 

program (Moscow Times, October 28th 1994).

The adoption of the Law of Power in May 1995 again  reinforced presidential 

dominance  over  other  potential  veto  players.  To  remedy  Ukraine’s  inefficient 

constitutional arrangements, the Law of Power was designed to insure more coherence in 

the  power  relationships  between  political  institutions  (president,  prime  minister,  and 

parliament) until a new constitution can be adopted. The shape of the new law clearly 

reflects  increased  presidential  power.  On  the  one  hand,  it  makes  local  and  regional 

councils solely responsible to the president (including nomination and dismissal powers), 

an  important  prerogative  for  the  implementation  of  policies.  On the  other  hand,  and 

perhaps  more  importantly,  the  president  received  the  exclusive  right  to  form  a 
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government,  issue  decrees,  and  appoint  the  prime  minister  and  cabinet  members 

(D’Anieri & al., 1999: 115). The parliament however retained the right to dismiss the 

prime minister and cabinet members through votes of no-confidence, but  parliamentary 

power over budget approval and legislative activity was considerably restricted.

 The constitution of 1996 can mostly be regarded as the formal consolidation of 

the increased presidential powers since 1994. Besides clarifying power prerogatives of 

political  actors  and  institutions,  it  establishes  the  foundations  of  a  presidential-

parliamentary  regime,  or  a  semi-presidential  system dominated  by the  president.  The 

1996 constitution, while partially modelled from the 1993 Russian constitution, brings 

balance  between  executive  and  legislative  powers.  Presidential  powers,  while 

considerable,  do  not  allow  the  president  to  govern  without  constraints  from  the 

government or the parliament. First, presidential decree-issuance prerogatives are limited 

to economic policies only (for a maximum of three years), and require prime-ministerial 

agreement.  Second,  the  nomination  of  the  prime  minister  is  conditional  on  the 

parliament’s approval, the latter being also able to dismiss a prime minister by a single-

majority  vote  at  any  time.  And  third,  parliament  has  considerable  appointment 

prerogatives  and  control  of  the  government’s  policy-making  activities.  The  vast 

presidential  powers  are  thus  partly  conditional  on  parliamentary  and/or  government 

support, making Ukrainian political regime less super-presidential than the Russian one.

In this institutional context, one would expect the president to hold the reins of the 

prime  minister,  who  is  constitutionally  subordinated  to  him,  and  responsible  to 

parliament. In practice however, the  prime minister would often challenge presidential 
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authority, undermining Kuchma’s capacity to push forward key policies or initiatives. For 

example,  P.M.  Yevgeny  Marchuk  (March  1995-May  1996),  the  former  head  of  the 

Ukrainian ex-KGB, was able to slow down Kuchma’s economic reform program and stall 

the constitutional reform process until his dismissal by the president (Rupert, 1996). To 

do so, he relied on his close ties with the security services and despite being stripped of 

many powers (cabinet formation) by the president, he was able to build his own support 

base within the government and state administration, especially in the Ministry of the 

Interior.  The  power  of  Kuchma  over  the  executive  branch  was  thus  considerably 

diminished, since his push for economic reforms were blocked or at least slow downed 

by the government.

The  adoption  of  the  constitution  in  1996 did  not  initially  changed the  power 

relationship between political  executives.  With the nomination of Pavlo Lazarenko as 

prime minister in May 1996, Kuchma was rewarding the Dnepropetrovsk Clan which 

brought him in power in 1994. The former governor of the heavily industrialized Eastern 

region,  Lazarenko  was  also  widely  assumed  to  be  the  clan’s  leader  and  had  at  his 

disposition massive resources of the local industrial  and energy sectors. According to 

Anders Åslund (2006), ‘Until Lazarenko was ousted one year later (1997), he appeared to 

be  more  powerful  than  Kuchma’.  Even  though  this  claim  might  seem  exaggerated, 

especially  in  regards  of  the  institutional  distribution  of  powers  and  prerogatives,  it 

highlights the importance of the non-institutional factors in Ukrainian politics. 

Lazarenko used his premiership similarly to Kuchma’s in 1992-93, using his post 

as a stepping stone for an eventual presidential bid. While always claiming publicly that 
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he was fully loyal to President Kuchma, he rapidly started to build a political base in the 

state administration and in  parliament (Ivzhenko, 1997). Without necessarily attacking 

the president, Lazarenko conducted government business in relative isolation from him, 

including  the  crafting  of  the  1997  budget  and  the  signing  of  the  Black  See  fleet 

agreement with the Russian government, which boosted his popularity as an efficient PM. 

Frequent  public  denunciations  of  the  government’s  activities  by  the  president 

demonstrate that in practice, the head of state had little control over his own government, 

and  that  his  constitutional  prerogatives  were  contingent  on  the  cooperation  of  the 

government and prime minister. In practice, Lazarenko’s control of the government was 

arguably  unprecedented,  allowing  him  to  establish  a  system  of  patronage  through 

manipulation of the process of privatization and of import and export concessions, which 

has especially favoured his former company (United Energy Systems of Ukraine) headed 

then by future Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko. His patronage activities, despite being 

well-known publicly, were not constrained by the president or other political actors, who 

were unable to challenge his well-organized and resourceful network.           

 In  consequence,  institutional  explanations  are  proven  very  weak  until  the 

dismissal  of  Lazarenko  in  June  1997.  It  is  paradoxical  that  the  increases  of  formal 

presidential powers since the adoption of the 1995 ‘law of power’ were concurrent to a 

relative dominance of the prime minister over the president, or at least to the weakening 

of  presidential  authority.  The  direction  of  the  power  relationship  between  political 

executives  did  not  become  a  pattern  however,  as  the  remaining  years  of  Kuchma’s 

presidency would be  marked  by a  strengthening  of  presidential  authority  despite  the 
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absence of any significant formal institutional changes. 

The nomination of Valery Pustovoitenko, a personal friend of President Kuchma, 

brought  back presidential  dominance  over  the executive.  In  no occasion  did the new 

prime minister challenged or opposed the president, proving to be by far the most loyal 

prime minister of Kuchma. The parliament would again become the main opponent to the 

president, blocking many reform bills initiated by the government and trying to dismiss 

the  prime M,inister, eventually succeeding in December 1999 to force Pustovoitenko’s 

resignation.  The  inefficiency  of  the  government  to  bring  about  significant  reforms 

considerably  weakened  Kuchma  versus  the  parliament,  since  he  always  associated 

himself personally to the government. These failures resulted in the suspension by the 

IMF of the very important  disbursal of the Extended Fund Facility Loan to Ukraine, 

which was a major blow to the  president’s political credibility at the beginning of his 

second mandate (Gorchinskaya, 1999).     

The nomination of Viktor Yuschenko in December 1999 did not fundamentally 

alter the power relationship between the heads of the executives. The former head of the 

Central Bank was nominated as a compromise candidate and because of his pro-Western 

orientations.  Rapidly,  he  managed  a  series  of  success,  restoring  Ukraine’s 

creditworthiness,  balancing  the State  budget,  and reducing the  country’s  foreign debt 

(Aslund,  2006:  14).  Despite  remaining  fully  loyal  to  Kuchma  until  his  dismissal  by 

parliament  in  May  2001,  he  rapidly  became  much  more  popular  than  the  president, 

especially after the Gongadze scandal of November 2000, which implicated Kuchma in 

the murder of a journalist. More of a technocrat, Yuschenko approached his premiership 
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pragmatically,  focusing  almost  exclusively  on  economic  reform.  Even  during  the 

‘Ukraine  without  Kuchma’  protests  in  Kiev  from  December  2000  to  March  2001, 

following the scandal, he remained loyal to Kuchma, ignoring the political and popular 

offers  to  lead  the  powerful,  but  only  emerging,  opposition  movement  which  will 

eventually evolve into the Orange Coalition.

Parliament continued to pose problem for Kuchma after his re-election in 1999, 

and to a large extent, the nomination of Yuschenko was designed to bring deputies from 

the Right into a pro-presidential majority in parliament, which was never achieved since 

independence. The ultimate objective, however, was to amend the constitution in favour 

of the president, by allowing him to dismiss  the parliament if it was not able to form a 

majority, by creating a bicameral legislature, by reducing the number of deputies from 

450 to 300, and by removing deputies’ immunity from prosecution (Withmore, 2004: 43). 

Threatening to hold a referendum in 2000 if no institutional reforms are bring about, he 

managed  to  overpower  parliament  in  forcing  them  to  concede  new  powers  to  the 

president.  Even  though  these  reform  proposals  were  never  adopted  because  of  the 

Gongadze scandal, it reveals the institutional dominance of the president over any other 

potential veto player between December 1999 and December 2000. 

Arguably, at no other time was a president so powerful in Ukraine. First, formal 

institutional powers and prerogatives of the president were greater than they were before 

1995 or after 2004. Second, the re-election of the president confirmed his ascendant to 

other  potential  presidential  candidates.  Third,  he  disposed  of  a  loyal  and performing 

prime minister who was able to stabilize Ukraine’s economy. And finally, he was able to 
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forge  a  majority  coalition  in  parliament  and  appoint  his  supporters  in  leading 

administrative, cabinet, and parliamentary positions. It is important to note that among 

these factors, there are little institutional ones, besides institutional performance, as the 

shape of the institutional arrangements were similar during the Marchuk and Lazarenko 

premierships. 

The remaining of Kuchma’s presidency would be marked by a preservation of the 

1996  institutional  arrangements  and  the  dominance  of  the  president  over  the  prime 

minister.  The appointments  of  the loyal  Anatoly Kinakh in May 2001 and of Viktor 

Yanukovich in November 2002 were designed to preserve the status quo. The former, a 

loyalist to the president and to industrial interests, was appointed by Kuchma in order to 

reinforce the presidency. During Kinakh’s premiership, he gradually transferred cabinet 

powers to the presidential administration, more loyal to him that cabinet members who 

answer also to parliament (Byrne, 2002). Consequently, the president used his powers to 

their full extent, or perhaps even went overpass them, concentrating the executive into his 

own hand. No significant reform bill was adopted for over a year, and the very unpopular 

president  became for  the  public  the  incarnation  of  patronage  politics  and corruption. 

Once again,  the  removal  of  Kinakh,  which  followed several  public  criticisms  by the 

president of his premiership, was designed to make him a scapegoat. 

Following the March 2002 election which resulted in the formation of a majority 

coalition dominated by oligarchs, Kuchma nominated in November their faction leader, 

the former  Governor of Donetsk, Viktor Yanukovich.  He was initially appointed as a 

potential successor to Kuchma by the ruling government elite. Yanukovich proved to be a 
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loyal  prime  minister  until  the  Orange Revolution  and by 2003 he  was  confirmed  as 

Kuchma’s  heir  to  the  presidency  in  2004.  While  not  challenging  Kuchma  directly, 

Yanukovich distanced himself more and more in public from the unpopular president as 

the presidential election approached. In practice, however, Yanukovich was able to carry 

out the government’s agenda, thus respecting the general orientations put forward by the 

president.  He  pushed  forward  little  significant  reforms,  but  under  his  management, 

Ukraine’s economy displayed the highest growth rate in Europe at 12.1% in 2004 (Kuzio, 

2006: 50). His government’s performance, while not as well perceived as Yuschenko’s, 

was sufficient to make him a credible candidate for the presidency in the eyes of the 

ruling elite and of a large part of the Eastern and Southern Ukrainian populations. 

Institutional  factors  under  Kuchma’s  presidency  were,  as  demonstrated,  not 

sufficient  to  explain  the  power  relationship  between  political  executives.  The 

reinforcement of presidential powers and prerogatives in 1995 was followed in practice 

by the reinforcement of prime ministerial powers under the premierships of Marchuk and 

Lazarenko. Moreover, the following premierships of Pustovoitenko, Yuschenko, Kinakh, 

and  Yanukovich,  while  showing  different  levels  of  governmental  performance, 

demonstrate in practice the constant domination of the executive by the  president. The 

opposition level of the parliament did have an impact on the reinforcement or weakening 

of presidential authority, illustrating the importance of the specific Ukrainian institutional 

design,  but  this  effect  might  be  better  capture  by  partisan  factors.  Consequently, 

institutional  factors  provide  modest  explanatory  powers  for  the  power  relationship 

variations between political executives during Kuchma’s presidency.
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2.2 Partisan Factors 

The legislature of 1994-98 was marked by a slowly emerging, but still very weak 

party  system,  and  by  consistently  shifting  allegiances  and  fluidity  of  parliamentary 

factions.  Certainly  the  soviet-style  majoritarian  electoral  rules  contributed  to  this 

situation, leading to the election of over 220 independent deputies in a legislature of 450 

deputies  (Withmore,  2004: 67).  Despite  the early dominance  of  various  Left  factions 

(Communist  Party of Ukraine,  Socialist  Party,  and Peasants/Agrarian  Party),  the Left 

progressively lost its dominant influence in the Verkhovna Rada and ended up as a well-

organized, but smaller, opposition to the president in 1998. In contrast, the Right (Rukh, 

and  other  small  nationalist  and  pro-reform parties)  was  less  organized,  smaller,  and 

fluctuated in its support to the president. Very often co-opted by the president, the Right 

was a key ally for him especially for the adoption of the constitution in 1996. It was 

however the very fragmented center that shaped parliamentary preferences, consistently 

switching positions and its support of the executive. 

Political  parties  started to  consolidate  after  the  reform of  the  electoral  law in 

December  1997,  which  institutionalized a  50:50  proportional-majoritarian  system. 

Designed to strengthen the weak Ukrainian party system, the reform was able to generate 

for a short while the first parliamentary majority in post-Soviet Ukraine in December 

1999, but overall, did not overcome the very fragmented nature of partisanship and the 

personification of politics  in Ukraine.  As a result,  the institutional  reform had a very 

limited impact  under Kuchma’s  presidency and did not significantly interfered in  the 

political executives’ power relationship, since only once was a political executive able to 
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rely on a legislative majority.

The initial  dominance of the Left in 1994 forced Kuchma to reappoint serving 

conservative PM Vitaly Masol, a public opponent to Kuchma. His initial support in the 

Rada  did  not  translate  in  empowering  him versus  the  president,  as  the  Centrist  and 

Rightist factions were generally able to block his major policy initiatives, especially the 

March 1995 budget (AFP, March 1st 1995). While Kuchma pushed to limit the budget 

deficit to 6% of GNP, to please international credit agencies, Masol was willing to allow 

it to reach up to 12% of GNP. The result was the dismissal of Masol and his replacement 

by Yevgen Marchuk. During Masol’s premiership, Kuchma was much more successful in 

using  decrees  or  passing  major  reform  bills  in  parliament,  such  as  freeing  prices, 

liberalizing  imports  and  exports  regulations,  abolishing  official  exchange  rates,  and 

limiting financial credits to state industries (Kuzio, 1997: 139-41).       

The  formal  reinforcement  of  the  presidency with  the  adoption  of  the  ‘law of 

power’  did  not  translate  immediately  in  practice.  Despite  his  public  commitment  to 

Kuchma, Marchuk rapidly began to challenge the president on several policy initiatives. 

More conservative than Kuchma, Marchuk was partially able, with the help of the Leftist 

factions  in the legislature,  to slow down the pace of economic reforms, especially in 

regard  to privatizations.  He  was  especially  suspicious  of  the  Russian  approach  to 

privatization proposed by Kuchma, which entailed massive and fast privatizations, often 

with disregard for the legality of the procedures (Tikhy, 1996). 

The  power  of  Marchuk  to  slow  down  the  reform  process  were  especially 

noteworthy when considering that he did not have a formal base in the Verkhovna Rada 
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and that all cabinet members were nominated by Kuchma. Therefore, similar ideological 

preferences between the P.M. and the parliament reinforced prime ministerial power over 

the president. The adoption of the draft economic program on October 11 th 1995 by a 

234:61 majority in the legislature illustrated this strengthening of the prime minister.

The  adopted  program,  proposed  by Marchuk,  was  clearly  not  as  reformist  as 

Kuchma  and  Western  observers  initially  hoped.  Among  others,  it  proposed the 

reinforcement of the regulatory role of the state over the control of prices, the protection 

of the domestic market, and  state protection or ownership of Ukrainian key enterprises 

(Kuzio,  1997: 48).  In comparison to  previous reform proposals of Kuchma,  this  new 

program was designed to reduce the pace of reforms and strengthened the economic role 

of  the  State  in  conducting  reforms,  a  position  consistent  with  Marchuk’s.  Kuchma’s 

public  support  of  the  program  could  be  understood  as  a  desire  to  please  Eastern 

Ukrainians  and  industrialists,  for whom  Marchuk  was  a  trusted  figure,  and  not  a 

reflection of personal preferences  regarding  economic reforms. Consequently,  partisan 

factors (ideology) reinforced the capacity of the prime minister to implement policies and 

to stall the intended proposals of the president. 

A relatively similar situation followed the dismissal of Marchuk in May 1996, 

when Pavlo Lazarenko was appointed as the new prime minister by the president. The 

powerful  Lazarenko  also  claimed  in  public  his  full  commitment  to  the  president, 

engaging especially in the crafting of a much needed tax reform bill important to the 

president.  The bill was considered a top national priority,  since it was perceived as a 

source of revenue necessary to the repayment of Ukraine’s energy debts to Russia and 
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Turkmenistan  (D’Anieri,  Kravchuk,  &  Kuzio,  1999:  201).  The  bill  was ultimately 

defeated in parliament in June 1997, prompting Lazarenko's removal. 

The  lack  of  support  for  the  tax  bill  in  parliament  illustrates  the  relative 

unimportance of partisan factors in explaining Lazarenko’s considerable powers. Despite 

having some support among  Centrist deputies of the Unity faction, which he led after 

being pusted as PM, Lazarenko was constantly confronted to Left and Right opposition 

during his mandate.  He submitted  over  350 pieces  of  legislation  during his  one year 

tenure,  but  only  149  were  approved  by  the  Verkhovna  Rada (41%),  a  fairly  low 

proportion,  indicating  that  clearly  his  power  was  not  emanating  from the  legislative 

branch (Protsyk, 2003: 1083). 

After having being challenged by two unruly prime ministers, Kuchma nominated 

the  very  loyal  Pustovoitenko,  who  for  two  years  never  constituted a  threat  to  the 

president. After enjoying moderate support in parliament, the new prime minister became 

more  and  more  questioned  by  the  Center  and  the  Right,  which  had been  generally 

supportive of his political agenda. The election of a new parliament in March 1998 in 

which his own faction (People’s Democratic Party faction) grew from 31 to 89 deputies 

did not change the situation, as he barely escaped a vote of no confidence that October 

(Withmore, 2004: 98). Similarly, the president also was confronted with an unsupportive 

Left-dominated  parliament,  even  after  1998,  resulting  in  a  general  weakening  of  the 

executive branch in a time of economic crisis. The loyalty of Pustovoitenko,  however, 

reinforced   the  president,  as  every  policy  initiatives  associated  to  the  presidential 

administration,  were loyaly implemented by the prime minister. Consequently, partisan 
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factors,  while  weakening  executives,  did  not  shaped  the  power  relationship  between 

executives, which was mostly based on personal factors.  

The nomination of Yuschenko in 1999 and of Kinakh in 2001 was also the result 

of their personal loyalty to the president. While both enjoyed a very different relationship 

with  the  legislature,  this  distinction  did not  significantly  impact  upon  their  power 

relationship with the president. On the one hand, Yuschenko had a significant base in 

parliament. Considered a pro-reform and pro-Europe politician, the former head of the 

central  bank was widely popular with deputies from the right and with some centrist 

deputies.  After  the  Gongadze  scandal  of  November  2000,  he  even  increased his 

popularity with legislators and with the general population, making himself indispensable 

to Kuchma (Itar Tass, February 27th 2001). Despite his high popularity, being asked by 

the  Kuchma  opposition  to  lead  them,  he  remained loyal  to  the  president  until  his 

dismissal. Consequently, being potentially more powerful to Kuchma, he did not use his 

considerable partisan support to challenge the president.

On  the  other  hand,  Kinakh  had  little  support  in  parliament,  being  constantly 

contested by both the left and the right. Pro-Kuchma centrist  oligarchs were his main 

support in the Rada, making it difficult to pass significant bills. His record was actually 

the worst in Ukraine until 2002, as only 89 drafts were enacted out of 244 (36%), making 

him  consequently  fully  dependent  on  the  president’s  support  (Protsyk,  2003:  1083). 

Moreover,  he  was  himself  not  very different  in  his  background than Kuchma,  as  an 

industrialist  and former  head of  the Industrialist  Association  of Ukraine,  the oligarch 

organization. Thus, he was very close ideologically to Kuchma, as a centrist politician 
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and a careful reformer, and remained loyal to the president throughout his 18 month term.

The  last  prime  minister  nominated  by  Kuchma,  Viktor  Yanukovich,  enjoyed 

considerably more support in the legislature. First, he benefited from the formation of the 

Regions of Ukraine faction (and later the Party of Regions), created by the association of 

9 centrists factions in July 2002. He headed the faction in parliament until his nomination 

as prime minister.  Second, the adoption by parliament  of the government  program in 

April 2003 insured his tenure as prime minister until November 2004, safeguarding him 

from a vote of no-confidence. Yanukovich was therefore, during the last 18 months of his 

premiership,  in a clear position of force  vis-à-vis the legislature.  Up until  the Orange 

Revolution,  he  was  able  to  build  a  thin  pro-presidential  majority,  despite  the 

reinforcement of the opposition under the Our Ukraine (Nasha Ukraïna) banner led by 

Viktor Yuschenko. 

Yanukovich, pinpointed to succeed Kuchma as the pro-government candidate in 

the  2004  presidential  election,  remained loyal  to  the  president  until  the  presidential 

campaign. Since Kuchma was not legally allowed to run for a third term, there was little 

incentive  for  the  prime  minister  to  challenge  directly  the  president  as  a  potential 

opponent,  even with  a  solid  parliamentary  base.  Only in  December  2004,  during the 

Orange Revolution, did both oppose each other, as the retiring Kuchma pushed through a 

constitutional reform weakening the presidency in exchange for an acknowledgement of 

Yuschenko’s victory in the presidential election. But by that time, the PM had lost much 

support in the legislature as accusations of electoral violations and mass protests in Kiev 

were increasing.           
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Overall,  partisan  factors  do  not  appear convincing  in  explaining  the  power 

relationship  between  political  executives  in  Ukraine  (1994-2004).  Their  impacts  was 

mixed throughout Kuchma’s two terms, as no prime minister gained much in relative 

power from support from parliament. For example, while Lazarenko had a weak base in 

parliament and  a  fairly similar ideology to Kuchma, he became extremely powerful in 

practice,  directly  opposing  the  president  on  key  policies.  In  contrast,  the  reformist 

Yuschenko,  with  a  significant  base  in  parliament,  remained  loyal  to  the  president, 

deferring to him on key policy orientations and being supportive of him in public, even 

after the ‘Kuchmagate’ (the Gongadze scandal). 

Still, strong parliamentary support from the left for Marchuk contributed to the 

reinforcement  of  his  power  against  Kuchma,  allowing  him  to  initiate  policies 

independently to presidential preferences. Similarly, the pro-presidential majority in the 

legislature  in  1999-2000 considerably reinforced  the  president,  but  even in  this  case, 

Kuchma's dependency  on  Yuschenko’s  parliamentary  base  and  Yuschenko’s  loyalty 

made pointless a confrontation with the prime minister. As a consequence, the impact of 

partisan factors was moderate, and often absent. Perhaps more important was the almost 

constant opposition between the executive and legislative branches, which was a source 

of frustration for Kuchma, constraining his ability to generate needed policy reforms and 

limiting his capacity to fully use his formal powers and prerogatives.   
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2.3 Non-institutional Factors 

Focusing  on  the  Ukrainian  case  clearly  highlights  the  importance  of  extra-

institutional  factors.  More specifically,  the influence of regional  industrial  groups, the 

ethno-linguistic polarization of the country, and the personalization of politics shaped the 

power distribution within Ukrainian  institutions.  Similarly,  personal  relations  between 

individuals proved to be central, as loyalty explains much of the variance in the power 

distribution between political executives. 

First,  in  a  society  in  economic,  political,  and  social  transition,  political 

institutions,  and  new rules  and  norms  take  time  to  consolidate.  In  contrast  to  more 

established democracies, we need to consider more significantly informal politics in to 

understand political  games.  In post-Soviet Ukraine,  much of the ‘game’ was centered 

around  regional  economic  interests,  or  clans,  which  have  largely  shaped  Ukrainian 

politics  since  the  early  1990’s.  Their  influence  on  the  power  relationship  between 

political  executives  has  been considerable,  as  the  clans  provide vast  resources  that  a 

politician can use to increase his or her powers. 

The most notable impact of regional clans on Ukrainian politics occurred during 

Lazarenko’s tenure as prime minister in 1996-97. As the head of the Dnepropetrovsk clan 

(military-industrial  complex),  Lazarenko largely used his position as PM to serve the 

economic interests of his own region, through the nomination of over 220 loyal officials 

to top government posts and through the attribution of state contracts or franchises to 

Dnepropetrovsk clan’s industries (Kyiv Post, October 20th 1998). The most scandalous 

example was the attribution in 1996 of over half the Ukrainian natural gas market to the 
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clan’s top company, United Energy Systems, headed then by future Prime Minister Yulia 

Tymoshenko.  Almost  overnight,  the  company  became  the  richest  in  Ukraine.  Even 

though the clan was mostly responsible for Kuchma’s election in 1994, Lazarenko used 

its vast economic resources to challenge Kuchma on multiple occasions, as seen above, 

forcing  the  president  to  adopt  a  new strategy,  by  trying  to  balance  the  influence  of 

different clans, forcing them to compete with each other (Aslund  & McFaul, 2006: 12). 

Relying on the clans was also done through the legislature, as clans used their 

wealth  to  basically  buy  seats  in  parliament.  The  formation  of  the  oligarchic  party 

Hromada by Lazarenko was a clear example, as it provided a very loyal political base for 

the prime minister in parliament, since most of his members were also members of the 

Dnepropetrovsk clan or on its payroll. Other clans used parliament, such as the rival clan 

of Donetsk (coal-mining and metallurgy),  which formed its own political  base in  the 

Social-Market Choice Party in 1996 linked to Prime Minister Marchuk, and later in the 

Party of Region headed by Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovich. Other clans from Kiev 

(finance and industry)  or from Western Ukraine  were also active prior to the Orange 

revolution, which was largely the culmination of the clan war, with the control of the 

state and its resources as the ultimate price (Kutsenko, 2004: 208-09). 

The  complex  clan  structure  and evolution  does  not  mean  necessarily  that  the 

power distribution followed a unique pattern, but it reveals that when a president and a 

prime  minister  were pushing  forward  the  interests  of  the  same clan,  or  that  no  clan 

interests came between political executives, the relation between them tended to be non-

confrontational and tended to favor the president. For example, PM Vitaly Masol (Kiev 
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clan), PM Pavlo Lazarenko (Dnepropetrovsk clan), and PM Yevgen Marchuk (Donetsk 

clan) all became to different degrees confrontational with Kuchma, as the interest of the 

clans conflicted with presidential policy orientation or clan affiliation (Zviglyanich, 1997: 

2-5). In these cases, Masol and Marchuk were representatives of clans opposed to the 

Dnepropetrovsk clan to which the  president was  then  affiliated. Their opposition to the 

president could be interpreted at least partially as attempts by their clan to seek increased 

access  to  resources  and  power,  even  though  presidential  ambitions  (Marchuk  and 

Lazarenko) were also playing an important role.  

Second, the ethno-linguistic divide in Ukraine increasingly became a source of 

tensions and progressively infiltrated high politics.  While moderately important in the 

early years of Kuchma’s presidency, it became a core issue in the early 2000’s, with the 

nomination  of  Yuschenko  and  eventually  of  Yanukovich.  Frustrated  by  the  constant 

domination of Eastern Ukrainians clans in National politics, anti-Kuchma groups started 

to organize more efficiently in 2001-02 with large demonstrations  in  downtown Kiev, 

labelled ‘Ukraine without Kuchma’. Before the Gongadze scandal, Kuchma had globally 

been able to carefully balance the interests of Western and Eastern Ukrainians, making 

for instance Ukrainian the only official language in 1994, but his legitimacy fell in 2001 

and the rise of Yuschenko as the ‘pro-reform/pro-Europe’ candidate resulted in the rise of 

the ethno-linguistic issue in national politics (Kuzio, 2006: 62-63). 

The impact  of  this  ethno-linguistic  issue  on the  relationship  between  political 

executives  was however  not  felt  until  the  latter  days  of  Kuchma’s  presidency.  Even 

though Yuschenko could have benefited from the support of Western Ukrainians (the 



194

core of the ‘Ukraine without Kuchma’ demonstrations) while he was prime minister, he 

refrained to use it politically until his  resignatinon in 2001. The only significant, albeit 

indirect, impact occured during Yanukovich’s tenure as prime minister between 2002 and 

2004. He was,  and still  is,  perceived as ‘pro-Russian’ by Western Ukrainians  voters. 

Besides his background as the governor of one of the most russified regions of Ukraine, 

his stand on linguistic policies discredited him in the eyes of most Western Ukrainians. 

Particularly,  his  proposal  to  make  Russian  an  official  language  of  Ukraine  and  his 

Russian-speaking education, and his close ties with Russia constituted a threat for many 

Ukrainians.  As a consequence, his tenure and presidential ambitions helped to polarize 

Ukrainian  politics  around  ethno-linguistic  issues,  and  limited  his  capacity  as  prime 

minister, because his popularity remained fairly low until the presidential campaign in 

2004. In April 2003, for instance, 57% of surveyed respondents answered that they would 

definitely or probably not vote for him as president,  in comparison to only 16% who 

would definitely or probably vote for him (Mason, 2003).

Finally,  and  perhaps  more  importantly,  the  nature  of  personal  relations  with 

Kuchma  explains  much  of  the  variation  in  the  power  relationship  between  political 

executives. Loyalists, such as Pustovoitenko, Yuschenko, Kinakh, and Yanukovich had 

good personal relations with Kuchma, and were initially picked for this reason. Of course 

their  technical  experience  and  clan’s  affiliation  also  mattered,  but  for  Kuchma  the 

consolidation  of  power  in  the  presidency  was  the  top-priority,  at  least  until  2002. 

Multiple  confrontations  with the  parliament  and the  reinforcement  of  the presidential 

administration over time clearly illustrate Kuchma’s vision of the Ukrainian presidency. 
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His sudden change of heart in 2002, when he proposed the re-crafting of the Ukrainian 

constitution in favor of the prime minister (premier-presidential system), was the result of 

general expectations that his former Prime Minister Yuschenko would eventually grab 

the presidency and change the balance of power between vested regional interests and 

policy-orientations  he shaped while  president  (Protsyk,  2003:  1087).  The constitution 

would eventually be changed, amidst the turbulent Orange Revolution and take effect in 

2006. 

The personal loyalty of prime ministers is a complex phenomenon to measure. 

Even if all prime ministers but Masol (nominated under Kravchuk) were initially loyal to 

Kuchma, at least two of them, Marchuk and Lazarenko, put themselves in the awkward 

position of directly confronting the person who put them in power and who could fire 

them at his own discretion. Several factors explain their decision to engage in a power 

struggle with the president. First,  both had at their disposal vast resources outside the 

institution. As mentioned above, Marchuk was able to rely on the information resources 

of the security services of Ukraine, which he headed prior to his appointment as prime 

minister, while Lazarenko had control over the powerful Dnepropetrovsk clan. Second, 

they  both  were  able  to  appoint  key  allies  to  top  positions  in  the  state  apparatus,  a 

prerogative that they used significantly more than other prime ministers. Marchuk was 

especially  active  in  nominating  former  colleagues  in  the  Ministry of  Internal  Affairs 

(MVD)  and  in  the  former  KGB apparatus  (Tikhy,1996).  Finally,  and perhaps  more 

importantly,  they  both  had  serious  presidential  ambitions,  as  illustrated  by  their 

confrontational  behavior  against  Kuchma  and  their  building-up  of  a  parliamentary 
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support base. Since they both knew that a 1999 electoral confrontation would more than 

likely  put them  against Kuchma,  they  had  to  preserve  a  certain  distance  from the 

president and project an image of a leader,  while not solely behaving as loyalists to the 

president, as  did  Pustovoitenko. A different situation emerged after 1999. The need to 

challenge Kuchma strongly diminished, as potential presidential  challengers knew that 

they would not confront him in a presidential contest, article 103 of the 1996 constitution 

limiting  Kuchma  to  two  consecutive  terms.  This  situation  may  explain  why  Prime 

Minister Yuschenko, despite being very popular and having presidential ambitions, did 

not  feel  the  need  to  be  more  confrontational  with  Kuchma  during  his  1999-2001 

premiership. 

Globally,  despite  some impact  of  institutional  and partisan  factors,  the  power 

relationship between prime ministers and the president, during the Kuchma presidency, 

was  shaped  mostly  by  non-institutional  factors.  Again,  this  highlights  the  relative 

weakness of institutional consolidation and of the party system in Ukraine. On the other 

hand, it shows that informal politics, and regionalization and personification of politics 

were playing  a  key  role  in  allocating  power  within  and  between  Ukrainian  political 

institutions.  Nevertheless,  it  is  still  important  to  remember  that  constitutional 

arrangements still provided a general framework and limits to the power game, though 

they are insufficient to explain the power relationship between political executives and 

even between political institutions.    
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3. The Yuschenko Years (2004-2007)

The controversial  election of Viktor Yuschenko in December 2004 was at  the 

time widely perceived to lead to new rules of the game in Ukraine, with an emphasis on 

the consolidation of democratic institutions and liberal reforms of the economy. Despite 

much  rhetoric  in  Ukraine  and  in  the  West  about  the  significance  of  the  Orange 

Revolution, the post-Orange era was much more marked by continuity than by change. 

Informal politics, corruption, and  clientèlisme  are still embedded in Ukrainian politics, 

and  despite  some  important  institutional  reforms,  the  consolidation  of  democratic 

institutions remains incomplete. 

The power relationship between political executives has been especially marked 

by conflict and tensions since December 2004. The two non-acting prime ,inisters, Yulia 

Tymoshenko  and  Viktor  Yanukovich,  have  consistently  acted  autonomously  from 

President Yuschenko and confront him publicly over key policy issues. The constitutional 

reform in  effect  on  January the  1st 2006 has  contributed  to  these  increased  tensions, 

reinforcing the  prime  minister’s prerogatives,  and ultimately created in March 2006 a 

Ukrainian version of the French  cohabitation.  However,  partisan and non-institutional 

factors have played a key role in shaping political executives’ relationships, exposing the 

deep divide between Eastern and Western Ukraine.

   The direct institutional outcome of the Orange  Revolution was the compromise 

reached between pro-Kuchma and anti-Kuchma forces amidst the December 2004 events 

on Maïdan, the central square of Kiev. On the one hand, Pro-Kuchma forces agreed to 

recognize  the  electoral  victory  of  Yuschenko,  putting  an  end  to  the  instability  and 
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divisiveness that had plagued Ukrainian politics and economy since the contested second-

round  electoral  results  were  published  on  November  23rd.  On  the  other  hand,  pro-

Yuschenko forces accepted  Kuchma’s  proposed constitutional  reform of changing the 

semi-presidential logic to the advantage of the prime minister.          

While  the  president  remained  a  powerful  figure,  the  amendment  2222-IV,  in 

effect since January 1st 2006, transfeed significant powers to the Verkhovna Rada and to 

the  Cabinet  of  Ministers.  Most  notably,  the  reform  enhanced  cabinet  appointment 

prerogatives of the prime ,inister, with the exception of defense and foreign ministers, as 

well  as  local  governors  and  security  service  chief,  which  remained a  presidential 

prerogative.  Moreover,  the  amendment  attached the  cabinet  more  closely  to  the 

legislature,  as  its  formation  depended in  practice  on the  will  of  the  parliamentary 

majority.  Finally,  the  parliament's autonomy from the  president  was  strengthened  by 

augmenting the term of the legislature from 4 to 5 years, and by limiting the president’s 

capacity to disband parliament only in the event of the incapacity of political factions to 

form a majority within 30 days or to form a government within 60 days.

The first prime minister of the post-Orange Revolution days, Yulia Tymoshenko, 

was  not  bounded  by  these  constitutional  changes,  and  thus  operated  in  a  similar 

institutional framework than  the one  under Kuchma, with a strong presidency. Despite 

having been a close ally to Yuschenko during the Orange Revolution, she quickly started 

to create tensions. Initially, she was given much room to manoeuvre as prime minister. 

Yuschenko  even  claimed  himself  that  ‘She  had  more  powers  than  ten  previous 

governments  of  Ukraine  put  together’  (Interfax,  September  13th 2005).  This  was  an 
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exaggerated claim, but it still reflected the considerable autonomy she enjoyed as head of 

the government, especially on economic matters. Many of her core policy choices were 

not initiated by the president, but by herself, and often designed to reward previous allies 

and gain new ones, as well as to increase her own popularity. 

For instance, Tymoshenko was especially active in a program of re-privatization 

of  former  state  enterprises  which  had already  been  privatized  during  the  Kuchma 

presidency. In March 2005, she had plans to review over 3,000 previous privatizations, 

thus directly attacking former Kuchma’s allies, some of whom were close associates of 

President Yuschenko (Warner, 2005). Needless to say, she received much criticism from 

many industrial leaders and some members of the presidential administration, including 

the  president,  who had much to lose if  her  plan was implemented.  Despite  powerful 

opposition,  she succeeded in some cases  in re-privatizing some very important  firms, 

most  notably  Kryvorizhstal,  Ukraine’s  largest  steel  mill,  owned by the  son-in-law of 

former President Kuchma, which passed in November 2005 into Mittal’s hands (Ukraine 

Business Daily, November 25th, 2005).

Perhaps even more controversial was her populist decision to put a cap on raising 

gasoline prices in April 2005,  leading to massive shortages and creating major tensions 

with Russia’s government and oil companies, especially Lukoil,  Tatneft,  and TNK-BP 

(Nefte Compass, September 15th 2005). The result was clearly a blow to Yuschenko’s 

diplomatic  efforts  to  improve  relations  with  Russia,  which  had been  cold  since  the 

Orange Revolution. Her response to the shortage and crisis was even more contentious. 

She threatened to nationalize all oil plants in Ukraine, forcing the president to intervene 
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directly to prevent the crisis to escalade.

Finally, several accusations of corruption revealed her policy independence from 

the president. The most notorious was her attempt to write off the debt of a company she 

once  headed,  Integrated  Power  Grids  of  Ukraine  Corporation  (IPGU),  which  owned 

approximately $1.5 Billion to the Ukrainian State (Ukraine Business Report, September 

14th 2005). Many accusations also focused more directly on her and members of cabinet, 

who were suspected to have illegally enriched themselves while in office. Eventually, 

those accusations prompted the president to dissolve the government in September 2005. 

Tymoshenko  was  consequently  replaced  by  the  governor  of  Dnepropetrovsk,  Yuri 

Yekhanurov, who served as acting prime minister until the March 2006 election. 

Tymoshenko was  certainly  a  powerful  prime  minister,  as  she  was  constantly 

pursuing her own policy agenda,  regardless of presidential wishes. However, this was 

only possible because of the minimal policy-making activity of the president, who mainly 

saw in the presidency a broader policy-orientation function or as a limited executive, not 

unlike  former  President  Kravchuk.  When  he  intervened,  it  was  mostly  in  a  crisis 

situation, and was not always successful in bringing the dynamic prime minister back in 

line, as the re-privatization plan illustrates.         

After the March 2006 election, an arguably even worst situation for the president 

emerged, closely similar  to  cohabitations in  France,  with the  main  opposition  figure 

taking control  of  the  legislature  and emerging as  prime  minister.  Failure  of  the  pro-

Orange Coalition to build a majority in parliament, led the legislature to approve Viktor 

Yanukovich as the new prime minister on August 4th. Despite the fact that both political 
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executives initially pledged to work together, the situation quickly deteriorated and was 

almost a constant power struggle until Yuschenko dissolved the parliament in April 2007. 

Just over a month after starting his premiership, Yanukovich defiantly challenged 

Yuschenko, stating in Brussels that “Kiev was not prepared to take the first steps towards 

membership of the military alliance (NATO)” (Olearchyk, 2006). This statement was in 

direct opposition to the  president’s position of joining NATO as soon as possible and 

reveals the considerable powers of the  prime  minister. By blocking the  president on a 

foreign policy matter, which constitutionally belongs to the president, Yanukovich clearly 

demonstrated that he would be the political executive in charge. He even moved a step 

further  in  December  2006,  firing  pro-Western  foreign  minister  Borys  Tarasyuk,  and 

interior minister Igor Lutsenko, all  allies of the  president in the cabinet.  Even though 

Tarasyuk was reinstated by the president,  he was physically prevented  from assisting 

cabinet meetings, which forced him to resign in January 2007 (Dujisin, 2006).

Yanukovich’s dominant position became more and more consolidated in the early 

months of 2007, when eleven deputies of the Orange Coalition switched their allegiances 

to the Party of Regions. The implications of such defections were very significant, as it 

put the Yanukovich coalition only 40 deputies short of obtaining a super majority (300 

out of 450), allowing the parliament to basically ignore presidential will and change the 

constitutional rules to its advantage.  The consequence of this possibility prompted the 

president to dissolve the  parliament early in April 2007, plunging Ukraine into a deep 

political crisis and a power-struggle between the political executives, as no side had a 

clear legal basis to solve the situation. After weeks of street protests and behind-the-door 
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discussions, both finally agreed to hold a parliamentary election on September 30th 2007. 

The  outcome  was  not  a  clear  win  for  any  executives,  but  his  decision  to  dissolve 

parliament and hold elections was the last option of a weakened  president,  extremely 

unpopular and almost certain not to be re-elected in 2009. Still, he was able to survive 

politically  as  the  elections  eventually  brought  back  former  Orange  ally  Yulia 

Tymoschenko as prime minister.

3.1 Institutional factors

The  change  to  fully  proportional  elections  and  the  constitutional  reform  of 

January  2006  have  significantly  switched  the  power  relationship  between  political 

executives in favor of the  prime  minister. In practice, the regime has switched from a 

presidential-parliamentary  regime  to  a  parliamentary-president  institutional  logic.  In 

practice, however, institutional factors have had a moderate impact on the relationship 

between political executives. On the one hand, both prime ministers were able to pushed 

forward many of their own policies during their term and directly challenge Yuschenko 

over a number of issues, as highlighted above. Ultimately, the  president had to use his 

power to fire the prime minister or dissolve the legislature to assert his authority. On the 

other hand, the 2006 constitutional reform made it harder for him to impose his will, as 

the amendment 2222-IV restricted significantly the conditions under which the president 

could dissolve the Verkhovna Rada.

Perhaps  the  most  important  institutional  impact  was  the  introduction  of  full 

proportional representation with a 3% threshold. The consequence of this reform was an 
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increased  polarization  in  the  parliament  and  the  consolidation  of  the  party  system, 

establishing the Party of Region coalition with the Socialists and Communists against the 

Orange  Coalition,  with Our Ukraine and the Bloc Yulia  Tymoschenko (Kuzio,  2006: 

480).  Combined to the rupture of the dominance of the president over the cabinet (now 

responsible  to  the  parliament  and  its  chairman),  these  changes  provided  much  more 

autonomy  and  resources  to  the  prime  minister  and  his  coalition.  The  constant 

strengthening  and  confrontational  attitude  of  the  Party  of  Region  coalition  was  the 

obvious result.   

The  general  weakness  of  the  political  institutions  also  affected  the  power 

relationship  between  political  executives.  For  instance,  the  courts  have  proven  very 

inefficient or unwilling to get involve in the political sphere. The most notable moment 

was  in  the  spring  2007,  when  Yuschenko  dissolved  the  parliament  on  debatable 

constitutional  grounds,  plunging  the  country  in  a  political  crisis  for  several  months. 

During  the  crisis,  the  Constitutional  Court  chose  not  to  rule  on  the  dissolution  of 

parliament,  its  chairman  even  resigning,  hence  refusing  to  take  side  in  the  political 

conflict, a decision which ultimately would benefit the president. Part of the explanation 

of why the courts did not overuled the  president’s action originates in the ambiguous 

constitution.  On the one hand,  the constitution  limits  the capacity of the  president  to 

dissolve the parliament to the inability of the parties to form a government within three 

months after an election. But on the other hand, it also prohibits deputies from switching 

sides during their mandate. Up to today, it remains unclear if the actions of the political 

executives were legal or even legitimate. As a consequence, the weakness of the political 
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institutions pushed the political conflict to the extra-institutional domain, in which the 

president had arguably more resources to confront his prime minister.

A last institutional factor which has impacted the power relationship between the 

political executives since the Orange Revolution was the institutional performance of the 

executives. This factor was especially important during the early days on Yuschenko’s 

presidency, when Tymoshenko was prime minister. Her decisions to re-privatize several 

large  firms  and  put  a  cap  on  gasoline  prices,  amidst  scandals  of  corruption,  quickly 

prompted  Yuschenko  to  sack  her,  but  also  illustrates  Yuschenko’s  incapacity  or 

unwillingness to shape policy-making in Ukraine, forcing him to dissolve parliament. 

This characterization of the president has been a constant since the beginning of 

his term. In fact, most Ukrainians and political analyst perceive him as a weak leader, 

often  indecisive  and  weak-willed,  as  illustrated  by his  lack  of  initiative  and strategy 

following the March 2006 parliamentary elections, when he was unable to even state his 

preferences  towards  coalition-formation  for  four  months  (Kuzio,  2006:  485).  The 

consequence,  especially after the constitutional  reform, is  a  president  in a position of 

weakness versus the prime minister, who is often out-manoeuvred, and only gets into the 

action in the last resort, when he feels threatened or has ultimately no room to manoeuvre 

and opts for the last option, dissolving parliament.

Institutional  factors  have  certainly  shaped  the  power  relationship  between  the 

political executives since 2004, but again, despite major institutional and constitutional 

reform in  the  middle  of  his  presidency,  the  president  has  remained  consistently  in  a 

position of weakness. The difficulty since 1991 of institutional consolidation in Ukraine 
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still  makes extra-institutional  politics  the key ingredient to explain power relationship 

between executives.  Nevertheless,  the constitutional  change of 2006 certainly made it 

easier  for  Yanukovish  to  impose  his  will  as  a  prime  minister  and  much  harder  for 

Yuschenko to have an impact on Ukrainian politics, lacking institutional leverage and 

showing low institutional performance.

In conclusion, to rely on institutional factors is insufficient to explain the power 

relationship  between  political  executives.  One would  have  expected  such a  profound 

constitutional reform to have a deep impact on it, but in practice, little did changed. The 

most  important  impact  of  institutions  is  their  lack  of consolidation,  notably the legal 

framework, which results in flexible and often unpredictable outcomes. Consequently, 

the institutional configuration of Ukrainian politics is weak in predicting the distribution 

of political power, and is limited to shaping vaguely the political scene though constantly 

evolving rules and practices.        

   

3.2 Partisan factors

 From the fall  2004 to 2007,  partisan  factors  had only a  partial  impact  on the 

power  relationship  between  political  executives.  First,  during  Tymoshenko’s  term, 

tensions were high between her and the president. Since both fought together in the street 

of  Kiev  during the  Orange  Revolution,  and supported  a  pro-Western  and democratic 

agenda, one would have expected them to work hand in hand, at least when looking on 

their ideological preferences. Even earlier, they had made a parliamentary alliance since 

the summer of 2004, creating the People’s Power Coalition, including a pact stating that 
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as  president,  Yuschenko  would  appoint  Tymoshenko  as  prime  minister  (Karatnycky, 

2006: 36). Moreover, they had a common and relatively unified bloc in the  Verkhovna 

Rada, which dominated parliament after the revolution. Consequently, despite sharing a 

similar ideology (even though Tymoshenko might be slightly more radical as a liberal-

nationalist),  a  common parliamentary  faction,  and a  history  of  alliance,  they  quickly 

became at odds after they reached power. 

During her tenure, as mentioned above, Tymoshenko  set the tone by proposing 

controversial  and  populist  policies,  aimed  at boosting her  popularity  and  promoting 

Western Ukrainian interests. She distanced herself from Russia, by challenging Russian 

control  over  oil  and  gas,  and  confronted directly  Eastern  Ukrainian  oligarchs  by 

proposing  a plan for massive re-privatization of over 3000 firms. Despite being on the 

same ideological side, both executives still had their own personal base in  parliament, 

and progressively, the BYuT and the Our Ukraine parties started to diverge, the former 

becoming more consolidated as a nationalist-democratic party, and the second more and 

more centrist (Kuzio, 2006: 479). This, however, was much less important than the fact 

that both leaders increasingly challenged each other to become the uncontested leader of 

the  Orange  Coalition.  This  rivalry  resulted eventually  in  the  early  dismissal  of 

Tymoshenko,  and  in  a  growing  polarization  of  the  Orange  Bloc  around  the  leaders, 

instead of on ideological lines.   

Second, following the dismissal of Tymoshenko in September of 2005, partisan 

factors came into play, through the collapse of the Orange Coalition. On the one hand, the 

BYuT  (Bloc  Yulia  Tymoshenko)  distanced itself  from  Our  Ukraine  and  other  pro-
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presidential parties, and even joined the Party of Regions on key votes, such as the 2006 

non-confidence vote in acting  prime  minister Yekhanurov (Kuzio, 2006: 480). On the 

other  hand,  the  Socialist  Party,  previously  allied  to  the  pro-Orange  camp,  switched 

allegiance after the March 2006 parliamentary election, and was an important building 

bloc for the Party of Region coalition. The failure of Yuschenko to build a new Orange 

coalition  in  the  spring  and  summer  of  2006  eventually  allowed the  Communists, 

Socialists,  and the Party of Region to build an opposition majority,  which forced the 

president to appoint his Nemesis, Viktor Yanukovich.

From September  2006 until  April  2007, the strength  of  the Party of Region’s 

coalition  was  largely  based  on  the  executive  dominance  of  Yanukovich  over  his 

coalition’s members.  Part of the explanation is the necessity for the Communists  and 

Socialists,  increasingly more unpopular,  to support the Party of Regions to remain in 

power, and not to go in elections. Moreover, ideological proximity served the coalition 

well, as all three parties had their political base in Eastern Ukraine and tended to support 

policies  that  promoted large-scale  industrial  interests,  workers’  rights,  and  closer 

economic relations with Russia. Finally, the Orange  Coalition had consistently accused 

the Party of Regions of using bribes to consolidate and even extend its dominant position 

in  the  Rada.  The  consequence  was  an  even  stronger  control  of  parliament  by 

Yanukovich,  isolating  the  president  more  and  more  in  terms  of  policy-making  and 

weakening him in relative power versus the prime minister.

Partisan factors, overall  had  a mixed impact on the power relationship between 

political executives during Yuschenko’s presidency. First, party affiliation and ideology 
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had a moderate impact during Tymoshenko’s premiership, but had an important impact 

later, by distancing Yanukovich from Yuschenko on the political spectrum. Combined 

with  his  increased  constitutional  powers  and  his  unchallenged  control  of  his 

parliamentary  coalition,  the  prime  minister  completely  overshadowed  the  president 

throughout his tenure. Finally, the size of the Party of Regions coalition and its constant 

growth  until  April  2007  concretized  the  Yanukovich’s  supremacy  in  the  power 

relationship between political executives in Ukraine.

3.3 Non-institutional factors

While popularity levels of political executives were a very important part of the 

explanation  of the power distribution between political  executives  before 2004,  often 

leading  to  the  dismissal  of  the  prime  minister,  the  situation  changed  after  2004  as 

political institutions and the party system started to consolidated. During Tymoshenko’s 

term as P.M., her popularity level dropped consistently until September 2005, when only 

30.4% of the population  trusted her and 48.4% didn’t  trust  her (Interfax,  October  4th 

2005). Consequently, she was not threatening the president, who had just then got elected 

and who would not face re-election anyway until 2009. At the same time, the president’s 

popularity was also falling, 38% of the population supporting him, while 42.2% were not 

trusting him. Thus, both executives’ popularity was following a downward pattern, as a 

result of the disenchantments of the Orange Revolution, and none of them benefited from 

high popular support to increase their relative power versus the other. 

A  very  different  situation  emerged after  September  2006,  when  Yuschenko’s 
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popularity  droped, and  remained consistently  low  until  2008.  In  contrast,  his  P.M. 

received 32% of the vote in the March 2006 election, more than doubling the president’s 

party results, Our Ukraine,  which only received 14% of the vote (Kuzio,  2006: 479). 

Yanukovich was however almost only popular in Eastern and Southern Ukraine, which 

made him a very polarizing candidate, but with a solid base of supporters and regional 

officials  and  industrialists.  In  practice,  he  was  consequently  not  able  to  translate  his 

relative popularity into political power, as he was unable to overcome perceptions that he 

was only a regional, and not a national, leader. 

The  real  impact  of  the  popularity  factor  on  the  power  relationship  between 

political executives was the inability of the president to capitalize on the high popularity 

he had since his first term as P.M. in 1999 until the aftermath of the Orange Revolution. 

His poor performance in managing the economy and his incapacity to carry the reforms 

promised during the Orange  Revolution quickly made him a lame-duck  president, with 

popularity ratings often in single digits. Coupled with the 2006 constitutional reform, this 

situation completely isolated him until April 2007, since he was not able to rely on his 

prestige as president, or on his potential role as a national unifier. He thus lost a potential 

resource, which many prime ministers have been able to use in the 1990’s, to challenge 

Yanukovich  policy-making  activities.  Popularity  has  consequently  been  an  important 

factor for Yanukovich, but in an indirect way, by removing one of the few levies that the 

president could have used to oppose him as a competing political executive.   

Idiosyncrasies  were  also  important  to  explain  the  power  relationship  between 

Yuschenko  and  his  prime  ministers.  A  former  banker,  Yuschenko  approached  his 
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presidency differently than Kuchma,  but to a large extent  in line with Ukraine’s first 

president, Kravchuck. In other words, he viewed the role of the  president as limited to 

shaping general policy orientations.  Daily policy-making activities,  to his preferences, 

were left in the hands of the prime minister and of the cabinet. 

In sharp contrast to Yuschenko's views on the role of the presidency, both of his 

prime  ministers were very active in policy-making activities and sought consistently to 

increase their relative powers versus the president. Both had presidential ambitions, and 

tried to position themselves as potential candidates for the next election, an obvious fact 

considering that they were leaders of the two strongest competing parties. Consequently, 

both had interests in opposing the president on key policy issues, as mentioned above, in 

order not to appear as mere lieutenant of the president (Interfax, September 13th 2005). 

Moreover, both prime ministers, especially Yulia Tymoshenko, were pursuing their own 

private interests. The most obvious example was the decision of Tymoshenko, in 2005, to 

write off the debt, estimated at $1.5 billion, of Integrated Power Grids of Ukraine Corp, a 

company she previously headed and still had close ties with (Ukraine Business Report, 

September  14th 2005).  The consequence  of  the ambitions  and interests  of  both  prime 

ministers, combined with the president’s conception of the presidency, clearly increased 

the relative power of the prime ministers. It resulted in both prime ministers using the full 

extent  of  the  powers  of  their  office,  and  going  even  often  beyond  them,  grabbing 

prerogatives that arguably belonged to the  president. Yanukovich’s removal of several 

ministers appointed by the president is but one example.   

Weak  political  traditions  of  the  young  Ukrainian  democracy  meant that 
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entrenched socio-political and economic interests had a solid impact in shaping Ukrainian 

politics and the power relationship between political executives. First, the incapacity of 

Yuschenko, following the divisive impact of the Orange Revolution, to resolve Ukraine’s 

regional divide between the West and the East resulted in the weakening of the president, 

who was never able to receive significant support in half of the country (Kuzio, 2006: 

484). Moreover, the failed promises of the revolution and the rise of Yulia Tymoshenko 

progressively erased his popular base in Kiev and in Western Ukraine. In contrast, both 

prime  ministers never sought to become unifiers, and instead relied on a loyal regional 

base and enacted policies mostly designed to benefit their own supporters. For instance, 

Tymoshenko’  plan  for  the  re-privatization  of  large  industries  was  a  direct  attack  at 

Eastern Ukrainian interests, a most of the industrial sector is concentrated in the Donetsk 

basin, in order to fund her populist policies. Similarly, Yanukovich rapprochement with 

Russia, especially in regards of trade, and his promotion of bilingualism in Ukraine were 

clearly aimed at  serving Eastern Ukraine’s  political  and economic  interests  and were 

highly  unpopular  in  Western  Ukraine.  Regional  and  linguistic  divisions  have 

consequently benefited the  prime  ministers over the  president,  as they provided more 

mobilization capacities and local resources to the prime ministers.

Second, and part of those local resources,  were  regional economic and political 

interests, which are superposed to the regional and linguistic divide. Behind the scene 

activity consistently at the core of Ukrainian politics, and the Orange Revolution did not 

change the situation,  despite  the claims  of  its  partisans.  Oligarchic  clans,  or regional 

networks, still controlled much of the political system, through patronage,  clientélisme, 
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and other financial activities. Most deputies, and every top political figure were in some 

ways linked to those networks, on which they depended to get elected and to exercise 

power.  Those  networks  were intensely  competing  with  each  other,  to  get  access  to 

resources through the State apparatus. They varied in form and strength, but they all had 

a regional base and were represented by a political party in the Verkhovna Rada. 

The  Orange  Revolution  brought  to  power  the  former  ‘Opposition  network’,  a 

network with a weak structure,  fragmented,  and based mostly in Western and Central 

Ukraine (Kutsenko, 2004: 211). Because of its weak structure, multiple rivalries existed 

within  it,  most  notably  the  one  between  its  main  representatives,  Yuschenko  and 

Tymoshenko. Despite aligning themselves on key issues, such as their key alliance during 

the Orange revolution and their pro-western views, they were both competing for their 

own personal interests and their specific base within the network. Yuschenko’s support 

came  primarily  from industrial  and  financial  networks  based  in  Kiev  or  in  Western 

Ukraine,  who  obviously  were  opposed  to  Tymoshenko’s  plans  of  re-privatization 

(Kutsenko,  2004:  212-213).  They  certainly  were  part  of  the  explanation  of  why 

Yuschenko challenged his prime minister of this issue throughout her mandate and had to 

dismiss her to prevent further re-privatization. In contrast, as pointed above, Tymoshenko 

main  support  network  was the  legacy  of  former  Prime  Minister  Lazarenko  energy 

conglomerate  Unified Power Grids  of  Ukraine,  in  which she had ties  since the early 

1990’s.  Her  actions  towards  Russia’s  Gas  industries  and her  attempts  to  control  gas 

delivery monopolies could thus be understood as an attempt to increase her network’s 

power consolidation over Ukraine’s energy sector. Consequently, they were conflicting 
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interests within the former ‘opposition network’ and much of the tension between the two 

pro-Western executives  is the result  of direct or indirect  conflicts  between competing 

networks.

An even more extreme conflict between networks occurred under Yanukovich’s 

tenure as prime minister in 2006. As a representative of the powerful ‘Donetsk’ network, 

he sought to promote in interest of the massive industrial conglomerate System Capital 

Management Company headed by Ukraine’s richest man, Rinat Akhmetov and the leader 

of the Donbass Industrial Union, Sergei Taruta (Kutsenko, 2004: 212). The network was 

arguably  the  strongest  one  in  Ukraine,  and  had  benefited  greatly  from  privatization 

schemes designed under the Kuchma’s  presidency and Yanukovich’s tenure as  prime 

minister. Its considerable power allowed the network, through the Party of Regions, to 

prevent further privatizations and increase economic ties with Russia, the main supplier 

and main importer of Eastern Ukrainian industrial outputs. 

Increased institutional powers for the  prime  minister meant that he would be in 

control of economic policies, and will consequently protect the particular interests of the 

‘Donetsk’ network. But it will also mean that the prime minister would have considerable 

resources to confront the resident, who despite being backed by other clans or networks, 

could  hardly  oppose  directly  the  most  powerful  network  while  it  is  in  power.  For 

example, the multiple defections of Orange deputies to the Party of Region’s coalition 

have closely been linked to the patronage activities of the very wealthy and influential 

‘Donetsk’  clan.  Mostly,  Yuschenko would sat  back as  he had very little  leverage  in 

shaping policy and mostly confined himself to foreign policy issues. Even over foreign 
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policy, Yanukovich engaged in multiple trade negotiations with Russia and even made an 

official trip to Washington in December 2006 overshadowing his presidential rival. The 

only option for the  president  was  to gamble, and dismiss  parliament on technicalities, 

hoping to come out as a winner amidst a political crisis, and thus brake the increasing 

domination of the ‘Donetsk network’.

Overall, during Yuschenko’s tenure as president, both of his prime ministers had 

the upper hand. The analysis reveals that a combination of factor explains this fact, but 

yet again, non-institutional factors  are key to the explanation. First, Institutional factors 

certainly contributed to the power domination of Yanukovich,  but a relatively similar 

domination existed when Tymoshenko was in charge, despite his exercise of power in a 

different constitutional and legal framework. Second, Partisan factors followed a similar 

pattern,  reinforcing  Yanukovich  through  his  majority  coalition,  but  explain  little  of 

Tymoshenko  power  rise,  as  her  Party  was  relatively  small  and moreover  in  a  loose 

coalition with Our Ukraine party of Yuschenko. Consequently, the source of executive 

power  in  Ukraine  still  lie in  non-institutional  factors,  highlighting  that  despite  the 

democratic aura of the Orange Revolution, institutional consolidation is still very weak, 

as  the  April  2007  constitutional  crisis  recently  demonstrated  once  again.  The  power 

relationship  between political  executives  is  still  mostly a result  of idiosyncrasies,  but 

mostly of the specificities of the domestic political  context,  in which non-institutional 

interests,  the  regional  and  linguistic  divide,  and  behind-the-scene  politics  are  still 

defining Ukrainian politics. 
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4. Interpretation

Institutionalists  have  usually  claimed  that  by  looking  at  the  institutional 

configuration and constitutional  prerogatives  one could explain the power distribution 

between the political actors within a given institution. Consequently, power distribution 

can only occur as the result of institutional change. In the case of Ukraine, several major 

institutional  changes,  such as  the  constitutional  reforms  of  1996 and  2006,  certainly 

impacted the power distribution between political executives, but can hardly explain the 

power shifts that occurred while the institutions were unchanged. 

  The lack of attention to extra-institutional factors has been very common in the 

political science literature, for methodological or substantive reasons, and has especially 

affected the understanding of institutional process in post-Soviet republics (Cohen, 2000). 

Attention to formal elements of democracy, as elections and institutional configurations, 

has  left  many  scholars  inattentive  to  the  importance  of  the  domestic  context, 

idiosyncrasies, popularity rates, and extra-institutional interests.

By observing the  multiple  power relationships  between political  executives  in 

Ukraine  since  1991,  it  is  evident  that  no  unique  pattern  emerges.  According  to 

institutionalist theories, changes should have occurred on three occasions: During the two 

constitutional  changes  and  during  the  ‘cohabitation’  period  of  2005-06,  when 

Yanukovich  grabbed  a  majority  in  parliament.  In  practice,  however,  the  sources  of 

political power in Ukraine have often been located in the extra-institutional arena, most 

notably  in  the  regional  and  industrial  networks  whose  considerable  resources  often 

overshadowed political institutions and shaped the political process. 
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This situation clearly highlights the impact of weak democratic consolidation on 

the power distribution within political institutions, but perhaps more importantly denotes 

the weakness of the  state in Ukraine. First,  state autonomy has suffered because of the 

influence of vested regional and industrial interests through political parties in parliament 

and through the presidency. In practice, political representatives, such as Prime Ministers 

Lazarenko,  Yanukovich,  and  Tymoshenko,  were  representatives  of  their  networks  or 

clans and used their position as political executives to serve their interests, often very 

obviously. State control has been perceived as, and has largely been a zero-sum game for 

the acquisition and preservation of economic resources. The partisan system has thus not 

been aligned as a  Left-Right  spectrum, and this  has resulted in political  participation 

based on clientelism,  on idiosyncrasies,  and on ethnic  lines,  and consequently not  of 

policy  issues.  Consequently,  a  dominant  part  of  the  source  of  power  of  a  political 

executive  has been based on extra-institutional  resources and not on constitutional  or 

institutional prerogatives.

Second, state capacity to implement its policy and conduct its regulatory role has 

been weakened by the regional and ethnic divide and by the capacity of resistance of 

powerful regional governments and networks. The impact of the weak state capacity has 

especially been especially detrimental to presidents, who have all been struggling to unite 

the country and implement major economic reforms. Resistance from parties and blocs 

representing networks or regions in  parliament has been a constant patters, as well as 

popular and labour mobilization in Kiev or in regional capitals. Anti-Kuchma protests, 

the Orange Revolution, and the 2007 manifestations in Kiev following the disbanding of 
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the  parliament  are  but  a  few  examples  of  the  capacity  of  networks  and  regions  to 

undermine presidents or presidential hopefuls through popular mobilization. 

In parliament, during the rule of Kuchma, the policy-making capacity of the state 

was contingent on network and regional support, whose interests rarely included major 

reforms  of  the  system that  brought  them wealth  and power.  Parliamentary  resistance 

throughout the 1990’s for major economic reforms illustrates the importance of extra-

institutional  networks  through  Leftist  or  even  centrist  parties  and  blocs.  Also,  the 

opposition  to  re-privatization  in  2004 forced the  president  to  fire  his  prime  minister 

following major  pressure of the networks through informal  politics  and opposition in 

parliament. Presidential powers to oppose the prime minister were in this case very weak, 

as not only the president was unable to shape policy through his P.M., but had to answer 

to powerful networks by firing his prime minister and stopping the re-privatization plans. 

The impact of State capacity has been less constant for  prime  minister, but has 

consistently undermined the power of weak or loyal  prime  ministers who attempted to 

conduct  reforms,  such as Fokin,  Pustovoitenko, and Kinakh. They were usually more 

loosely connected  to  the  networks  and without  presidential  hopes,  which  made  them 

more representatives of the president and less as a competing executive. In a way, their 

weakness was a reflection of the president’s weaknesses, since the reform proposals they 

tried to implement had presidential blessing. In general,  prime ministers benefited from 

weak state  capacity,  as much of their  activity consisted of providing benefits  to their 

regional networks or protect their interests and not as much to implement major national 

reforms. A weak state capacity also meant less potential opposition from the  president, 
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but also less oversight by the legal system or other potential opponents. Powerful prime 

ministers,  such  as  Marchuk,  Lazarenko,  Tymoshenko,  and  Yanukovich  have  clearly 

benefited  from this situation by using extra-institutional  connections  and resources  to 

dominate their power relationships with their respective  presidents, despite the fact that 

the presidents had more formal power, at least until the 2006 constitutional reform. 

In conclusion, the analysis of the power relationship between political executives 

in  Ukraine  reveals  the  danger  of  understanding  the  political  process  solely  through 

institutional  lenses.  The results  show that  in  this  consolidating  democracy,  executive 

power  is  often  distributed  by  non-institutional  and  partisan  factors,  and  that  state 

weaknesses in its autonomy and capacity explains much of why this phenomenon can 

occur. This allows important societal divides, such as ethnic and regional affiliation, and 

network  competition  to  polarize  the  political  sphere  and  make  political  competition 

between  political  executives  a  zero-sum  game.  Thus,  power  distribution  within  the 

political institutions has been very flexible in Ukraine, and has revealed that significant 

institutional  change, defined as the power relationships  between political  actors in an 

institution,  can  occur  even  without  constitutional  changes,  without  rules  or  norms 

modifications, and without changes in parliamentary composition.                          
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CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETATION AND CONCLUSIONS

This concluding chapter challenges the widespread claim that institutions solely 

shape actors' behaviors and that institutional change happens in practice only when the 

formal  rules  and  procedures  are  modified.  The  examination  of  institutional  practice 

through  the  lens  of  the  power  relationship  between  political  executives  in  the  semi-

presidential regimes analyzed in previous chapters has demonstrated that this claim needs 

to  be  revisited.  In  all  the  cases  analyzed,  from  unconsolidated  to  consolidated 

democracies, non-institutional factors have had a great impact on how fixed institutions 

can change and on how political actors’ behavior is shaped.

Theoretically, the results of the historical analysis support historical, sociological, 

and normative institutionalist theories, which have stressed the importance the need to go 

beyond orthodox institutionalist theories. Globally, results show the theoretical need to 

capture the political, social, international, and economic context to define and predict the 

power distribution between political actors in semi-presidential regimes. Certainly, this 

study does not invalidate institutionalist theories, but highlights the need to dismiss the 

claim that  institutional  unpredictability  is  solely  observed in  unstable  country,  as  the 

cases  of  France  and Finland illustrate.  Finally,  this  study showcase  the dynamic  that 

institutions  adapt  to  their  political  environment  as  well  as  the  political  environment 

adapts  to  the  institutions,  and that  the  flexibility  of  semi-presidentialism makes  such 

regimes more likely to experience institutional change.       
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1. Assessing institutional change in semi-presidential regimes

In all of the five countries examined in this study, institutional change has been 

observed.  While  such  a  phenomenon  is  not  particularly  surprising,  the  scope  of  the 

change and its sources are noteworthy of scholarly attention. The specific institutional 

arrangements of semi-presidential regimes made it easier to observe institutional change, 

revealing the susceptibility of political institutions to adapt to the broader domestic and 

international context without formal modifications of the constitution or of the rules and 

procedures of the institutions.  

First, the scope of institutional change has varied widely within each of the five 

countries studied. The thorough analysis of the French case has not only demonstrated 

that the regime has switched on many occasions from a president-dominated system to a 

prime  minister-dominated  system,  but  that  the  extent  of  presidential  power  has  been 

relatively flexible.  And this  occurred  despite  the  fact  that  since the  beginning of  the 

French Fifth Republic, no significant formal changes were made to the constitution. As 

such, some presidents, including De Gaulle and Mitterrand, viewed themselves as “kings 

elected”, using actively the full powers of the presidency, while others, including Chirac, 

remained  more  distant,  setting  policy priorities,  but  leaving policy implementation  to 

their prime ministers. 

Similar  patterns  occurred  in  Poland,  Finland,  Ukraine,  and  Russia,  where 

presidents  have  viewed  their  role  differently.  Powerful  presidents,  such  as  Putin, 

Kekkonen, Kuchma, and Walesa, dominated the political arena and actively used the full 

extent of their powers. In contrast to France, however, in all these four countries, some 
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presidents  have  gone  beyond  their  constitutional  prerogatives,  occupying  territory 

formally occupied by the government and the parliament, responding to specific domestic 

and international pressures which had not occurred in France, at least since the Algerian 

crisis. The Kekkonen presidency is arguably the best illustration of this situation,  and 

demonstrates that institutions can change massively without formal modifications. As a 

consequence, in contrast to many assumptions in the literature (Cox & Shugart, 1996), 

institutions  are not fixed bodies and are not a perfect  determinant  of political  actors’ 

behavior.

Second  and  following  from  the  previous  observations,  institutions  respond 

constantly to different pressures, constraints, and incentives to function and evolve. In 

contrast to institutionalist theories, this study demonstrates that other factors need to be 

considered to explain institutional change and political behavior. The model developed in 

this  study  to  measure  institutional  change  has  focused  on  the  changes  in  the  power 

relationship between political executives in semi-presidential regimes and has identified 

which factors determine changes. As such, three competing theoretical models have been 

tested on top-executive pairing in five different national contexts. 

1.1 Institutionalist theories

The core argument of institutionalist theories is that institutions are fixed and that 

change occurs only when formal reforms are applied. The source of formal change can 

either come from inside the institution or outside of it, and is mostly the result of the 

inability  of  the  institution  to  function  properly.  In  Finland  (2000),  Ukraine  (1996 & 
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2006), and Poland (1997), such major constitutional change happened, leading to new 

formal distribution of power between the president, government, and parliament. More 

minor changes occurred in Russia (reform of the Council of the Federation) and France 

(five-year presidential term), designed mostly to correct perceived inefficiencies of the 

institutional  design.  As  observed,  where  there  was  major  constitutional  change,  the 

institutions reacted to the new legal configurations.

In  Finland,  the  progressive  process  throughout  the  1980's  and  1990's  which 

culminated in the 2000 constitutional reform was a major component of the weakening of 

the presidency and the reinforcement of parliament. In Ukraine, the 1996, and especially 

the 2006 reform, reinforced parliament over the presidency. In Poland, the 1997 adoption 

of a new constitution constrained the power of the president and established a relatively 

balanced power relationship between the parliament and the president.  In these cases, 

institutionalist theories have been correct in predicting change in the power relationship 

between political executives.      

Institutionalist  theories  have  also  proven  mostly  correct  in  predicting  the 

dominant  position of the president in Russia,  in France (outside  cohabitation),  and in 

Ukraine  prior  to  2006.  The  constitutions  of  these  three  countries  all  give  extensive 

powers to the presidency,  such as the right to dismiss the prime minister,  and clearly 

position  the  president  as  the  top  executive.  However,  as  this  study  demonstrated, 

significant variation still occurred in the power relationship between political executives 

even in such a context. The challenges of prime ministers, such as Chaban-Delmas in 

France, Lazarenko in Ukraine, and Primakov in Russia, have illustrated that even when 
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confronted  with  potential  dismissal,  many  prime  ministers  have  openly  challenged 

presidents and pushed forward their own policy agenda.   

Moreover, as the case of Finland illustrates, institutionalist theories cannot capture 

the rise of presidential  powers under Kekkonen, during which a literal  reading of the 

institutional  prerogatives  would  have  arguably  assessed  the  dominant  position  of  the 

parliament  and  of  prime  ministers.  In  this  situation,  institutions  became  extremely 

flexible  and  evolved  as  a  response  to  extra-institutional  factors,  namely  to  the 

international  context  and  to  Kekkonen’s  idiosyncrasies.  And  in  contrast  to  common 

consolidation process explanations in the democratization literature, Finland was not a 

new, divided, and unconsolidated democracy, but a mature democratic polity responding 

to a unique set of contextual factors.

Similarly,  the progressive increase of presidential  powers in Russia,  especially 

under  Putin,  was  not  the  result  of  formal  institutional  changes.  As  such,  the 

institutionalist hypothesis, while explaining well the constant domination of the president, 

fails to account for the significant variation under fixed constitutional arrangements. In 

France and Ukraine, the institutionalist theory’s application reaches comparable results, 

predicting  well  the  domination  of  the  presidency  over  the  prime  ministers  and 

parliaments,  outside  cohabitation episodes,  but  failing  to  capture  the  sources  of  the 

variations  in  the  power  relationship  between  political  executives.  And  perhaps 

surprisingly,  the limits  of  the institutionalist  hypothesis’  explanatory powers apply to 

both  a  well  established  democracy  (France)  and  a  fragile  consolidating  democracy 

(Ukraine). 
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Contrasting the Finnish case to France, Poland, Russia, and Ukraine reveals that 

institutionalist theories, while proving a relatively efficient explanatory framework to the 

latter four cases, are very weak in providing even a broad explanatory framework to the 

Finnish case. As described earlier, this is especially surprising considering the fact that 

Finland had the longest experience with semi-presidentialism and a stable institutional 

framework  in  place  since  1910.  One  may  argue  that  the  Finnish  case  is  a  unique 

occurrence,  the result  of extraordinary circumstances,  but the extent of the growth of 

presidential power and the length of this situation was not the result of an extraordinary 

crisis, but of a progressive build-up surrounding more than a single individual. Starting 

with President Paasikivi after WWII, this build-up lasted for around 30 years, and was 

finally  dismantled  only in  2000.  As  a  result,  the  Finnish  presidency,  constitutionally 

limited mostly to foreign affairs, became the key executive institution for most of the 

post-war  era  and  became  more  the  norm  than  the  exception.  An  institutionalist 

interpretation of this situation would consequently, at least until 1980, start of the reform 

process, fail to explain the power distribution in Finland between political executives.

Moreover, the Finnish case, arguably the best illustration of the explanatory limits 

of institutionalist theories, is not isolated, as comparable events also occurred in the cases 

analyzed in this study. In France, the powers of Charles de Gaulle in the early 1960’s 

clearly  went  beyond  the  prerogatives  given  to  the  president  in  the  Fifth  Republic 

constitution by establishing himself as a “king-president”, in complete charge of policy-

making and with a unique prestigious standing. And even following De Gaulle’s tenure, 

all  presidents  enjoyed  the  reputation  associated  with  the  presidency.  This  reputation 
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allowed them to exercise policy-making powers (outside cohabitation) either conferred to 

the  cabinet  or  ambiguously  distributed  by  the  constitution.  Presidential  primacy  in 

domestic policy-making illustrates this phenomenon, although the constitution is unclear 

on the subject and even tends to benefit the prime minister and the cabinet. 

In Russia, institutionalist theories have also recently been put to the test. Globally 

efficient  in their  explanatory powers from 1993 to 2008, the nomination of Vladimir 

Putin in 2008 as prime minister has seriously undermined their predicting powers. Like 

Finland,  the  constitutionally  dominant  political  executive  has  been challenged  by the 

subordinated executive, to the point that the power balance has been reversed in practice. 

While it is still early to fully assess the power relationship between Putin and President 

Medvedev, by all  accounts never was a prime minister  as influential  and powerful in 

post-Soviet Russia as Vladimir Putin. Like for the Kekkonen and De Gaulle presidencies, 

institutionalist  explanations  cannot  capture  the  current  power  relationship  between 

political  executives in Russia,  as the formal arrangements establish without doubt the 

supremacy of the presidency over any other political institutions.  

Institutionalist theories also have difficulties in explaining the power relationship 

between political executives in cohabitation periods, as the case of Poland highlights. In 

this case, a literal reading of the constitution would lead one to assume that cohabitations 

would proceed in a similar fashion as in France or Ukraine. In these cases, the prime 

minister, supported by the parliament, became the key executive, but in the Polish case, 

presidential obstruction and extensive use of veto powers more than often led to deadlock 

and undermined  prime  ministerial  powers.  In  this  perspective,  institutionalist  theories 
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become contingent on the partisan spectrum, especially on the parliament’s capacity to 

reach the 60% threshold required to override a presidential veto, which became the key 

determinant  of  the  power  relationship  between  political  executives.  Nevertheless, 

institutionalist  theories,  while  contingent  on  other  factors,  proved  to  be  correct  in 

predicting the higher risk of institutional deadlock in Poland during cohabitation than in 

France  and  Ukraine,  where  cohabitations have  systematically  benefited  the  prime 

ministers and parliaments.

The  experiences  of  cohabitation have  been  problematic  in  an  institutionalist 

perspective.  They represent  a  major  transformation  of  the  institutional  distribution  of 

power and of the constitutional logic, but occur despite the fact that no formal changes 

can be observed. As such, many,  including Charles De Gaulle  himself,  have thought 

cohabitations to be impossible, and even unacceptable:

“On ne saurait  accepter  qu’une dyarchie existât  au sommet…Le président est  
évidemment seul a détenir et à déléguer l’autorité de l’Etat, même si les conseils et les  
entretiens sont là pour permettre au chef de l’Etat de définir à mesure l’orientation de la  
politique nationale et aux membres du gouvernement, à commencer par le premier, de  
faire  connaître  leurs  points  de  vue,  de  préciser  leur  action,  de  rendre  compte  de  
l’exécution.” (Bigaut, 1995: 4-5) 

    

In  other  words,  the  initial  design  of  semi-presidentialism  in  France  (which 

significantly inspired the constitutional designs of Poland, Russia, and Ukraine) never 

intended to undermine the primacy of the president and assumed, perhaps naively, that 

cohabitation would never occur. Institutionalist theories have also assumed that the fixed 

design  of  semi-presidentialism  would  lead  to  constant  outcomes,  but  have  failed  to 

establish that such predictions would be contingent on extra-institutional factors, such as 
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the  partisan  composition  of  parliaments.  However,  institutionalists  have  been  able  to 

explain  convincingly  the  institutional  sources  of  cohabitation,  such  as  inconsistent 

electoral  cycles  (which  were  corrected  in  France  in  2000)  and  the  constitutional 

prerogative given to the president allowing him or her to arbitrarily disband parliament 

during his tenure. The 1986 election of a Right majority in parliament in 1986 during 

Mitterrand's tenure as president and the 1997 disbanding of the National Assembly by 

President  Chirac,  which  led  to  the  third  cohabitation, are  prime  examples  of  such 

institutional  sources  to  the  shift  of  power  between  political  executives  in  a  semi-

presidential regime. 

Finally, as already described, institutionalist theories have successfully predicted 

the  shift  of  power  to  the  prime  ministers  during  cohabitation.  To some extent,  their 

success lies in the fact that many semi-presidential regimes have been more consistent in 

the application of their formal institutional arrangements during cohabitation periods than 

during non-cohabitation periods. In France, Finland (since 2000), Poland, and Ukraine 

especially,  cohabitation experiences  have brought a balance of power, not necessarily 

close to the original intent, but close to a literal reading of the powers and responsibilities  

granted to political executives in the constitutional texts. As demonstrated, in all these 

cases,  cohabitation  episodes have allowed the government to take charge of the policy-

making process, as prescribed by the constitutions, and leave the president in charge of 

foreign  policy  and  of  military  matters,  and  at  different  levels,  responsible  for  key 

appointments of state officials.

In  conclusion,  the  common  assumption  that  fixed  institutional  arrangements 
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produce predictable results and is the key explanatory factor to the power distribution 

between these institutions has proved to be a weak predictor in the five semi-presidential 

regimes  analyzed  in  this  study.  In  all  cases,  this  assumption  has  been  disproved  by 

several occurrences when power shifted between political executives, despite the absence 

of formal institutional changes. As such, a much more complex portrait has emerged, in 

which  an  institutionalist  perspective  needs  to  be  complemented  by  arguably  more 

important factors external to the institutional framework.

    

1.2 Partisan theories

The most  visible  impact  of  partisan factors  on the  institutional  distribution  of 

power has occurred, as previously indicated, during periods of  cohabitation, when the 

executive power is transferred to the prime minister  and the cabinet.  However,  much 

variation was also observed in between periods of cohabitation and in between periods of 

non-cohabitation  in  each  of  the  countries  studied.  As  illustrated  most  clearly  in  the 

French case, the impact of partisan factor can become the key element in defining the 

power relationship between political executives. But in other cases, such as in Russia and 

Finland (before 2000), partisan factors have proved to have little impact on this power 

relationship.

In the French case, the most determinant power resource of a political executive 

has been its relation with a power base in the National Assembly. Prime ministers with a 

strong power base in parliament, such as Chirac in the 1970’s and Balladur during the 

second cohabitation (strong majority) have been able to use, at some point at least, this 
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resource  to  increase  their  autonomy  from  presidents.  When  such  resource  was 

unavailable or relatively weak, as it was for Chaban-Delmas and Chirac during the first 

cohabitation (weak majority), they faced much more resistance and opposition from the 

presidents, leading in the case of Chaban-Delmas to his dismissal in 1972. Although the 

latter  frequently  challenged  Pompidou,  he  lacked  a  power  base  in  parliament  and 

ideological  proximity  with  the  more  conservative  Gaullist  party  (RPR)  to  effectively 

challenge presidential powers. 

In periods of cohabitation, the Balladur and Jospin governments illustrated well, 

albeit for different reasons, the importance of partisan factors on the power relationship 

between political executives. First, the huge majority in the 1993 legislative election (485 

deputies out of 577) gave Balladur a strong parliamentary base and made it difficult for 

Mitterrand to challenge his prime minister. As the leader of the Left, the debacle of the 

Socialists in 1993 undermined the legitimacy of his role as a policy-maker and forced 

him to take a step back in order to respect the popular electoral preferences. As a result, 

the massive partisan shift towards the Right put Mitterrand in a much different situation 

then during the first cohabitation, when the weak majority of the Right made it harder for 

Chirac to implement his policy agenda. 

Second, the capacity of Jospin and of the Socialists to build a solid coalition in 

1997 put  Chirac in  difficult  position,  as he was not  able  to  use partisan  divisions  to 

undermine the Gauche Plurielle unity, at least during the first three years of the coalition 

government. In this case, the size of the majority was not as an important resource for 

Jospin as  was  this  ability  to  coordinate  various  elements  of  the  Left  and establish  a 
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common policy agenda. In contrast to the frequent conflicts within the Right, between the 

RPR and UDF, the Left, despite being even more fragmented than the Right, was able to 

come together, benefiting Jospin's autonomy from the presidency.

In Poland and Ukraine, partisan factors also played at time a key role in the power 

relationship between political executives, but did not have had the predictable effects that 

they had in France.  With very relatively fragile and polarized party system, and with 

recent  major  constitutional  reforms,  both  countries  have  experienced  major  conflicts 

between political executives, leading to deadlocks and political crisis. 

In  Poland,  after  1995,  partisan  factors  have  almost  consistently  reinforced 

presidential  powers,  since  in  contrast  to  France,  coalition-formation  has  been  a 

particularly  difficult  exercise,  especially  because  of  the  needed  60%  threshold  in 

parliament  to  overcome  presidential  vetoes.  Party  fragmentation  and  ideological 

polarization made it difficult for both the Left and the Right to ensure a strong and stable 

governing coalition, even during cohabitation periods, when prime ministers were unable 

to overcome presidential obstruction. Since 2005, the situation got even more polarized, 

as the political  debate reached new heights,  making it  almost  impossible  for political 

executives  to  agree  on  even  minor  policy  issues.  As  a  result,  partisan  factors  have 

consistently benefited the presidency and in combination with the presidential veto power 

and in contrast  to France,  conferred presidents  the dominant  executive position,  even 

during cohabitation.

In Ukraine, the impact of partisan factors was minimal until 2004, as it has been 

in  Russia,  since  the  prime  ministers  were  nominated  by  the  presidents,  and  did  not 
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emerged from parliament. While on some occasions prime ministers were able to create a 

parliamentary base (Lazarenko, Yuschenko, and Yanukovich), it was not directly used as 

a tool to confront President Kuchma. Lacking support in parliament certainly made life 

more difficult  for some prime ministers (Kinakh, Marchuk), but was not a significant 

factors in determining the power relationship between political executives. After 2004, 

however,  as  the  party  system  became  less  fragmented  and  constitutional  reforms 

reinforced the parliament,  partisan factors became central  in political  executive power 

conflicts.

The  progressive  fragmentation  of  the  Orange  coalition  after  2004  and  the 

consolidation  of  the  Left  coalition  around  the  Party  of  Regions  have  undermined 

presidential powers which would eventually lead to the first Ukrainian  cohabitation in 

March 2006. Initial decisions of Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko to ignore presidential 

preferences and to set a policy agenda partially in cooperation with the opposition have 

started  this  process,  and  left  the  president  with  a  weak  control  of  the  parliament. 

Eventually, and following the 2006 constitutional reform, the lack of presidential support 

in parliament would result in the election of an opposition majority and the nomination of 

Yanukovich as prime minister. Thus, since the Orange Revolution, partisan factors have 

consistently undermined Yuschenko and despite his 2007 political victory following the 

controversial dissolution of the parliament, he remained a much weaker political actor, 

lacking the ability to effectively check his prime ministers and parliament,  not unlike 

French presidents during cohabitation. But unlike in France, even when his party Our 

Ukraine  was  part  of  the  majority  coalition  led  by  Tymoshenko,  he  was  constantly 
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challenged and often undermined by his ambitious and relatively popular prime minister, 

whose party dominated the majority coalition. 

For much of the 20th century in Finland and in post-Soviet Russia, partisan factors 

have  remained  relatively  modest  in  their  impact  on  the  power  relationship  between 

political executives. In Finland, from the end of World War II to the 1980's, presidents 

were so in control of the parliament that they were often able to force coalition formation 

and establish caretaker governments when the partisan composition of parliament did not 

reflected his preferences. As a result,  partisan factors had very little impact,  since the 

constant one-way domination of the presidents over prime ministers was not altered by 

any of the party configuration in parliament.

From  the  1980's  until  today,  partisan  factors  have  become  more  and  more 

important.  The  massive  reduction  of  presidential  powers  had  the  effect  of  globally 

isolating the presidency from the cabinet, with the exception of foreign policy,  and as 

such,  there  was  little  conflict  between  political  executives.  When  conflicts  occurred, 

partisan  factors  had  little  impact  in  shaping  the  power  relationship  between  political 

executives, as the NATO membership question and the head of central bank nominations 

have illustrated, since in both cases President Halonen emerged victorious, despite facing 

opposition in parliament. Thus, in sharp contrast to France, where partisan factors have 

proved very important in explaining the political executives' relationships, these factors 

have had very impact in Finland, even after the major constitutional reform of 2000. 

Finally,  in  Russia,  partisan  factors  have  also  had  little  impact  on  the  power 

relationship  between  political  executives,  mostly  as  the  result  of  the  institutional 
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framework  which  so  strongly  establishes  the  presidency  a  the  key  central  actor. 

Nevertheless,  on some occasions,  the large Communist-led majority when united was 

able  to  challenge  President  Yeltsin,  forcing  him  to  reconsider  his  choices  of  prime 

ministers.  The Primakov nomination  was one of the very few occurrence of  partisan 

factor impact on the power relationship between political executives until 2000. During 

the Putin presidency and tenure as prime minister after 2008, the large and loyal majority 

in the Duma certainly benefited him, as it constantly supported his policy agenda and 

reduced significantly the need to rule through presidential decrees. Nevertheless, partisan 

factors'  impact  on Putin's presidency remained limited,  in contrast  to institutional and 

non-institutional  factors,  as  even  a  strong  parliamentary  opposition  to  Yeltsin  never 

seriously undermined his massive powers.

From  2008,  a  unique  event  happened,  when  the  still  powerful  Putin  was 

nominated  as   prime minister,  after  his  eight  years  tenure  as president,  and arguably 

reversed the power relationship between the president and the prime minister.  In this 

case, Putin was still able to count on a large and loyal following in parliament and in 

other influential political circles. Moreover, ideological and political agreement between 

Putin  and  President  Medvedev,  appointed  heir  by  Putin  himself,  allowed  Putin  to 

perpetuate his control of Russian politics. But again, even with all the partisans resources 

available  to  Putin,  non-institutional  factors  have  proved  even  more  convincing  in 

explaining his executive preeminence.

Overall, in all five cases, partisan explanations have had very different impacts in 

shaping the power relationship  between political  executives.  As observed,  while  they 
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have been very important in France to explain variations, they have proved to have had 

modest impact in Poland and Ukraine, and even less in Finland and Russia. As such, like 

institutional  factors,  except  in  France,  they  have  proven  to  have  generally  weak 

predicting power in explaining variations in the power relationship between presidents 

and prime ministers, and consequently in explaining the sources of institutional change in 

semi-presidential regimes. As this study has demonstrated, in all five cases, explanations 

to this theoretical questions need to integrate to institutional and partisan factors non-

institutional factors, especially the impact of the political context in which institutions 

evolve in time.   

1.3 Non-institutional theories

Often dismissed in the literature on institutional change, non-institutional factors 

have  proven  to  be  determinant  in  explaining  the  variation  of  the  power  relationship 

between  political  executives  in  semi-presidential  regimes.  In  all  the  cases  studied, 

specific  domestic  and international  contexts  have had an important  effect  on political 

institutions and on the distribution of power between them. And often, such context had a 

determinant  impact,  making  formal  institutional  arrangements  and  partisan  factors 

relatively unimportant in explaining the power distribution between political actors.

As  illustrated,  the  case  of  Finland  is  particularly  revealing  in  exposing  how 

determinant  were  non-institutional  factors  in  shaping  the  power  relationship  between 

political  executives.  In Finland, several non-institutional  factors have jointly impacted 

this relationship and at least until the constitutional reform of 2000. First, the power of 
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the president has been correlated to the need to preserve the particular relationship with 

the Soviet Union, increasing significantly the importance of foreign policy constitutional 

prerogatives. After the fall of the Soviet Union, European integration had the opposite 

effect, making cabinet and the prime ministers much more important in order to conform 

to EU regulations. 

Second,  individual  ambitions  and  idiosyncrasies  of  specific  presidents,  most 

notably of President Kekkonen, led him to violate some of his constitutional prerogatives 

and establish a super-presidency during the 1960's and 1970's. His successors, especially 

Koivisto, chose a different path and attempted to restore the primacy of parliament, even 

though they could have tried to preserve presidential dominance. After 2000, President 

Hanonen idiosyncrasies also played a role in her relationship with prime ministers, thus 

putting her in a position of power, through her considerable influence and because of her 

vast knowledge and experience on matters of foreign affairs. 

While  more  predictable  since  the  2000  constitutional  reform,  the  power 

relationship  between  political  executives  in  Finland  could  not  have  been  explained 

efficiently without the impact of non-institutional factors. In this case, non-institutional 

theories  of  institutional  change,  most  notably  strong  individual  theory  and  social-

institutionalism theory (geopolitical  context)  are successful in explaining the Paasikivi 

and Kekkonen era, while normative theory proves valid in explaining the transitional era 

towards  the  reinforcement  of  parliament,  as  popular  and  elites'  preferences  shifted 

following the negative democratic impact of Kekkonen's super-presidency. Thus, while 

no profound formal reform happened until 2000, Finland's semi-presidential regime was 
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radically transformed from a balanced regime after WWII, to a presidential-parliamentary 

regime until the early 1980's, and since then to a parliamentary-presidential regime.     

In contrast, non-institutional factors have had less impact in France and Russia on 

the power relationship between political executives, even though in both cases, political 

traditions and idiosyncrasies have had a significant influence. First,  Gaullist traditions 

and the prestige associated to the state and the presidency in France have enhanced the 

presidential  position  and  generally  associated  the  prime  ministerial  position  to  a 

technocratic function. This phenomenon was especially powerful during the first decades 

of the Fifth Republic,  as De Gaulle,  Pompidou,  Giscard d'Estaing,  and Mitterrand all 

approached  the  presidency  as  “elected-kings”  and  globally  perceived  their  prime 

ministers as a the first subordinate. As such, any attempts to overtly challenge presidents , 

such  as  Chaban-Delmas'  project  of  a  New  Society,  were  met  by  resistance  by  an 

overwhelming majority of the political elites, who, as Chirac's tenure as prime minister 

illustrates, were very deferential to the presidency. For at least the first 20 years of the 

Fifth Republic, institutional and formal arrangements, which grant significant power to 

the  prime  minister,  were  as  a  result  overlooked  to  the  benefit  of  this  Gaullist 

interpretation of the presidency. This tradition has remained influential during the last 30 

years,  but  has  generally  been less  important  than  partisan  and institutional  factors  in 

explaining the power relationship between political executives.

In Russia, political traditions and popular preferences have had a relatively similar 

impact to that in France in reinforcing the presidency until 2008. In sharp contrast to 

Finland  and  Ukraine,  they  have  profoundly  undermined  parliamentary  powers  and 
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weakened prime ministerial capacities to challenge presidents. While institutional factors 

have been determinant in explaining the power relationship between political executives, 

authoritarian  political  traditions  and  popular  preferences  for  strong  leaders  have 

reinforced even further the Russian presidency. The return to these political traditions and 

popular preferences in the 1990's were however not simply the legacy of centuries of 

authoritarianism,  but  the  result  of  a  socioeconomic  context  plagued  by  poverty, 

criminality,  corruption,  instability,  and insecurity.  This  crisis,  not unlike the Algerian 

crisis in France in the late 1950's, pushed elites and the population to support a strong 

leader, a choice which resonates somehow positively with the political repertoire of each 

country's historical experiences.

In  both  cases,  non-institutional  theories  have  proven  to  explain  much  of  the 

variation  in  the  power  relationship  between  political  executives.  More  specifically, 

social-institutional  theory,  normative  theory  and  historical  institutionalism  prove  to 

explain  well  the reinforcement  of presidential  powers,  bridging historical  experiences 

with strong leaders and a powerful state (path dependency) with the impact of massive 

social change (political and socioeconomic crisis) and normative change among elite and 

popular preferences. While institutional theories have correctly predicted the pattern of 

presidential domination over prime ministers in these two semi-presidential regimes, non-

institutional theories have been complementary by their capacity to explain the frequent 

reach of presidential power beyond their reserved constitutional prerogatives.   

In Poland and Ukraine, non-institutional factors have polarized the political arena 

and have had a significant impact on the power relationship between political executives. 
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As demonstrated, they have had various impacts on this power relationship, sometimes 

benefiting  the  presidents,  while  at  other  time  reinforcing  prime  ministers'  and 

parliaments' powers. In Poland, the ideological division between the Left and the Right 

reached new levels over time, making Polish politics a zero-sum game, especially after 

2005.  Partisan  fragmentation,  in  combination  with  deadlock-prone  institutional 

arrangements  (presidential  veto),  has  explained  well  the  constant  domination  of  the 

presidents over their  prime ministers,  but was contingent  on a ideologically polarized 

domestic context. 

Divergences about national identity issues made party cooperation in parliament 

and  relations  between  political  executives  even  more  difficult,  especially  during 

cohabitation,  and  led  to  extensive,  if  not  abusive  use  of  presidential  veto  leading  to 

frequent  political  deadlocks.  The  importance  of  controlling  the  state  apparatus,  as 

demonstrated,  cannot  be  underscored  in  such  a  domestic  context,  as  unilateral  key 

appointments to top positions by presidents and presidential veto powers were used to 

reinforce the political agenda of a given ideological group. With a less polarized domestic 

context, these presidential powers, while important, would hardly carry the same weight, 

as they arguably would not be used to promote a vision of Polish national identity and 

benefit specific groups supporting this vision, but would simply reflect  more standard 

Left-Right  ideological  preferences  towards  a  specific  policy.  As  in  France,  the 

presidential position eventually became even more important than prescribed by the 1997 

constitution,  but  not  because  of  the  prestige  associated  to  it,  but  because  of  the 

importance to control the state in what has been perceived as a zero-sum game. 
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In Ukraine, a relatively similar phenomenon was present since 1992, where ethnic 

and regional divisions and interest groups have shaped the power relationship between 

political  executives.  As  in  Poland,  polarization  of  the  political  spectrum led  to  deep 

institutional  conflicts  which culminated in the 2004 Orange Revolution,  which would 

precipitate  major  formal  institutional  reform  in  2006.  Prior  to  these  events,  non-

institutional  factors,  most  notably  the  influence  of  regional  industrial  groups,  were 

arguably the main  determinant  of power distribution between political  executives,  by 

providing executives organizational and financial  resources. Powerful prime ministers, 

such as Lazarenko, were only able to challenge the presidents because of their close links 

with such groups, while Kuchma's affiliation with the Dnepropetrovsk network allowed 

him to maintain his executive primacy throughout his mandate. 

While these groups have maintained their influence on the political arena until 

now, regional linguistic divisions have brought since 2004 new complexities to the power 

relationship between political  executives.  To a large extent, it has mirrored the Polish 

situation, since the political competition became perceived as a zero-sum game between 

the Yuschenko and Yanukovych coalitions.  But in contrast to Poland, prime ministers 

have benefited from it, as the political representation of this important regional linguistic 

and groups conflict  happened in  the  reinforced parliament,  between the Tymoshenko 

faction and the Party of Regions.  As a result,  both prime ministers since 2004 have 

consistently challenged a weaker  and very unpopular president and have incarnated the 

regional divide, pushing forward independent policy agendas.

In both Poland and Ukraine, despite the important impact of institutional factors 
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in the former, and of partisan factors in the latter, relatively similar domestic contexts 

have also shaped the power relationship between political executives. In these two cases, 

institutionalist theories, despite having significant explanatory power in the Polish case, 

need to be complemented by non-institutionalist theories, most notably by sociological 

institutionalist theory. Extra institutional factors, such as the impact of regional industrial 

groups in Ukraine and the polarization and radicalization of the political discourse in both 

semi-presidential  countries  have  contributed  to  institutional  changes,  by reinforcing  a 

political executive over the other.

In all five cases, non-institutional factors have impacted the power relationship 

between  political  executives,  and  in  each  case,  the  institutional  arrangements  have 

responded to specific national contexts. In some cases, such as in Finland until 2000, in 

Russia (2000-08), in Ukraine (1994-2004), in Poland (2005-09), and in France (1958-

1981), significant institutional change occur through executive power variations, despite 

the absence of major formal change to the constitutional or procedural framework. On 

other  occasions,  non-institutional  factors  had  less  significant  impact,  as  institutions 

functioned more or less in accordance with constitutional provisions or in function of 

specific partisan arrangements, especially during cohabitations.  
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Table 8. Global impact of selected factors on president-prime ministers power 
relationships

Institutional Partisan Non-institutional
France Medium Strong Medium
Poland Strong Weak Medium
Finland Weak Weak Strong
Russia Strong Weak Medium
Ukraine Medium Medium Strong

1.4 Democracy and institutional change in semi-presidential regimes

As this  study  suggests,  non-institutional  factors  have  been  influential  in  both 

consolidated  and  unconsolidated  semi-presidential  democracies.  The  comparative 

analysis of France and Ukraine has illustrated that in both cases, a literal reading of the 

formal  constitutional  prerogatives  is  not  sufficient  to  capture  the  power  relationship 

between political  executives.   Moreover,  cross-regional  comparisons  have shown that 

semi-presidential regimes, while leading to different outcomes, share a similar capacity to 

generate institutional change from partisan and non-institutional sources. 

First, the arguments presented by scholars that democratic consolidation is mainly 

the product of a fixed institutional design does not hold well in the Eastern and Central 

European cases analyzed in this study (Linz, 1990; Di Palma, 1990; Linz & Valenzuela, 

1994; Sartori,  1996).  In Russia,  Ukraine,  and Poland, fixed institutional  designs have 

produced  very  different  results,  and  have  not  necessarily  promoted  the  democratic 

process. In all three cases, the fixed institutional arrangements responded to the national 

context, and did not have a predictable impact on the power distribution among political 

institutions.  In  Russia,  president-dominated  semi-presidentialism  did  not  promoted 



242

democracy,  but  led  to  political  stability  and  predictability.  In  Ukraine,  while  more 

successful  in  democratizing,  semi-presidentialism  exacerbated  social  and  political 

conflicts  and  led  to  political  instability  and  unpredictability.  But  in  all  cases,  the 

institutions  adapted  themselves  to  popular  and  elite  preferences  and  to  the  domestic 

context, which led to significant informal institutional changes.

Second, in contrast to many arguments in the institutional change literature, this 

study has demonstrated that the level of democratic consolidation in a polity has very 

little  relation  to  the  preeminence  of  institutional  factors  in  explaining  the  power 

relationship between political executives. In other words, non-institutional and partisan 

factors do not have less of an impact in consolidated semi-presidential regimes as often 

assumed in the literature. In France, the central role of partisan factors and of political  

traditions has been constant, while the international context and more recently partisan 

factors  have  largely  explained  the  power  relationship  between  political  executives  in 

Finland. 

What  has distinguished consolidated and unconsolidated democracies  has been 

the greater influence of external groups and movements on the political process and the 

lesser  impact  of  partisan  factors  in  the  latter.  The  major  transformations  in  Eastern 

Europe for the last  20 years  that  have resulted in the creation of large industrial  and 

regional  groups have  led to  the considerable  involvement  of  extra-institutional  actors 

within the political process. Mixed with weak party systems, this situation often pushed 

aside legislatures and political parties to the profit of political executives, who then rely 

more or less directly on extra-institutional resources. The case of Lazarenko in Ukraine, 
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Chernomyrdin  in  Russia,  and Lech Kaczynski  in  Poland arguably  best  represent  this 

pattern.

Third,  institutional  factors  also  had  a  major  impact  in  both  consolidated  and 

unconsolidated democracies. In Poland, and Russia, institutional factors have been often 

more determinant than in France and Finland in shaping the power relationship between 

political executives. The 60% threshold to override presidential veto in Poland and the 

concentration of power in the presidency in Russia have been a significant explanatory 

factor to determine this relationship.

Fourth, while limited to semi-presidential regimes, this study findings' may have 

implications for the whole population of presidential and parliamentary regimes. As this 

study demonstrates, non-institutional factors, most notably the domestic or international 

context, have had a significant impact in mature and in developing democracies on the 

power  relationship  between  political  executives.  An  analysis  of  such  influences  in 

different  regimes  might  also  reveal  similar  patterns,  as  while  semi-presidentialism is 

particular  political  regime,  it  shares  several  components  with  presidential  or 

parliamentary regimes.  As such,  variation  in  the power relationship  between political 

institutions within those regimes might also be expected.

Overall,  findings  show  that  major  institutional  change  in  semi-presidential 

regimes  can  occur  despite  no  formal  institutional  change  and that  to  explain  change 

within  the  power  structure,  consideration  of  extra-institutional  factors  is  not  only 

important, but in some cases determinant. Moreover, it has shown that power distribution 

between institutions is a fluid process, and that institutions are not fixed, but contingent 
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on the national context in which they evolve. As such, the theoretical predictions based 

on the assumption that institutions are fixed over time unless formal change occurs can 

lead  to  erroneous  conclusions,  or  at  least  to  weak causal  validity.  Consequently,  the 

literature on institutional change and on democratization would benefit by giving more 

consideration to the often overlooked complex and multilevel impact of a polity's specific 

national and extra-national context.   

Cross-regional  comparison  has  demonstrated  that  the  theoretical  explanatory 

power  of  institutional,  partisan,  and  non-institutional  factors  to  explain  institutional 

change is not a function of the level of democratic consolidation, but a product of the 

flexibility of semi-presidential  arrangements. It has as well explained how institutions 

adapt to specific national contexts. Fixed political institutions in the five analyzed cases 

have shaped political actors in different ways, and significant change regularly occurred 

without formal constitutional or procedural changes. As a result, the distribution of power 

among political actors  does not follow institutionalists' expectations that it is constantly 

predictable  are  measurable  within  a  given  fixed  institution.  Instead,  as  the  semi-

presidential  institutional  arrangements  illustrate,  political  institutions  function  in 

conjunction with a social, economic, ideological and political domestic and international 

context, which constantly shapes them, as they themselves shape political actors and the 

context in which they evolve.  
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